
What Are the Symptoms of a Herniated Disc After a Car Accident? 

Our San Antonio attorneys fight for the rights of the injured 

It starts with a jolt, a crunch, and then that strange, sinking feeling in the pit of your stomach. 

For a few hours, maybe even a day, all you feel is the usual stiffness and aching from being 

thrown around in the seat. You may think it’s just one of those “I’ll sleep it off and be fine in the 

morning” injuries. But then, a couple of days later, a sharp, burning pain shoots down your leg 

out of nowhere. Or your arm starts going numb when you turn your head. Or you can’t even 

hold your coffee cup without it feeling weak and clumsy.  

That’s when you start wondering if it’s more than just bruising in your body, and if it might be a 

herniated disc acting up after the car accident. Read on to find out how to recognize what that 

injury feels like, so you can get medical care and protect your rights before the insurance 

company tries to downplay it as “just back pain.” 

What exactly is a herniated disc after a crash? 

A herniated disc means the soft, jelly-like center of one of the cushioning discs between the 

bones of your spine has pushed out through a weak spot or tear in the tougher outer layer. In a 

car accident, the spine can be forcefully thrown back and forth, compressed, or twisted 

violently, which is more than enough to rupture a disc. That ruptured disc can then press on 

nearby nerves or even the spinal cord, which is why it causes pain, numbness, tingling, and 

weakness rather than just a simple sore spot. 

These injuries most often show up in the neck (cervical spine) or the lower back (lumbar spine), 

because those are the areas that move and flex the most during a crash, but they can happen in 

the mid-back (thoracic spine) too, especially in a hard side-impact or rollover.  

How do I tell if my back or neck pain is from a herniated disc? 

Pain after a crash is normal, but there are certain patterns that suggest a herniated disc is more 

likely than just a strain or sprain. If the pain is deep in the neck or low back and feels worse 

when you move, cough, sneeze, or sit for a long time, that’s a red flag. But the real giveaway is 

when the pain doesn’t stay in one spot. It starts shooting, burning, or radiating from the spine 

down into the arms or legs. 

Symptoms of a herniated disc in the neck 

If you’ve been in a car accident, neck pain and other symptoms may not just be from sore 

muscles; they could signal a herniated disc. Here’s what to watch for in the days and weeks after 

the crash: 

• Pain that’s deeper and sharper than typical stiffness, often worsening when you turn 

your head, look up, or tilt to the side. This pain can shoot down the shoulder and arm. 
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• Numbness or tingling (“pins and needles”) that travels along the arm, into the hand, and 

to specific fingers, which follows the path of a pinched nerve root. 

• Weakness in the neck or arm, which makes it harder to lift your arm, grip objects, or 

perform everyday tasks like carrying groceries or typing. Clumsiness or trouble holding 

small items is another red flag. 

Symptoms of a herniated disc in the lower back 

A herniated disc in the lower back can silently disrupt daily life, especially if left untreated. Here 

are the key symptoms to watch for after an accident: 

• Deep, aching pain in the lower back that worsens with sitting, bending, or lifting, and 

eases slightly when lying down with knees bent. 

• Radiating pain known as sciatica: burning, shooting, or stabbing sensations that start in 

the lower back or buttock and travel down the leg, sometimes reaching the foot or toes. 

This pain may be triggered by coughing, sneezing, or standing too long. 

• Numbness or tingling in the leg, often following a band down the outer thigh, calf, or top 

of the foot, which indicates nerve compression. 

• Weakness in the legs or feet, such as a feeling of the leg giving out, foot dragging, or 

difficulty walking up stairs. Subtle signs may include clumsiness, trouble standing on 

tiptoes, or a sense of instability. 

How soon after a car accident do herniated disc symptoms appear? 

One of the most dangerous things about a herniated disc after a crash is that it doesn’t always 

show up right away. Adrenaline, shock, and the physical stress of the collision can mask what’s 

really going on in the spine for hours or even days.  

That’s why a lot of people walk away from the scene thinking they’re okay, only to wake up the 

next morning or two days later with pain that’s much worse and more specific than simple 

soreness. 

Often, the first few hours after a crash are just stiffness, soreness, and a general “I feel like I got 

hit” ache. But by day one or two, the pain can become more clearly localized, and radiating 

symptoms start to appear. It’s not uncommon for a herniated disc to cause symptoms that peak 

around 1–3 days after the accident, as inflammation and swelling build up around the injured 

disc and nerve. That delayed onset is exactly why you should get checked out even if you feel 

mostly fine right after the crash; the real injury may be hiding just beneath the surface. 

What delayed symptoms should never be ignored? 

Sometimes, the loudest warning signs of a herniated disc come a little later, and they’re the 

ones that can’t be brushed off as “just sore.” If, in the days or weeks after the accident, the pain 

becomes constant, or the numbness spreads, or the weakness in the arm or leg gets worse, 



that’s a sign the nerve is being progressively irritated or compressed. Chronic pain that 

interferes with sleep, standing, or doing basic tasks is another red flag. 

But the most urgent warning signs are true medical emergencies. These are symptoms that 

mean the spinal cord or a major nerve bundle is under serious pressure, and every hour counts: 

• Numbness in the groin or inner thighs (“saddle area”) 

• Trouble starting or stopping urination 

• Loss of bowel control (cauda equina syndrome) 

• Sudden or worsening weakness in both legs 

• Difficulty walking or loss of balance 

How is a herniated disc different from whiplash or muscle strain? 

After a crash, it’s common to hear terms such as whiplash, back strain, or general soreness, and 

it’s easy to lump everything together. But there are important differences in how a herniated 

disc behaves compared with a simple muscle or ligament injury. A muscle strain tends to cause 

aching, tightness, and stiffness in a specific area, but it usually improves with rest, stretching, 

and over-the-counter pain relief. It rarely causes true radiating pain, numbness, or weakness far 

from the injury site. 

A herniated disc, on the other hand, is more likely to cause pain, numbness, and weakness that 

follows a nerve pathway into the arms or legs. Whiplash can cause neck pain and headaches, 

but it typically doesn’t cause the same level of arm weakness or hand clumsiness that a cervical 

disc herniation can. If the symptoms keep getting worse instead of gradually improving, or if 

they start to interfere with daily life, it’s a sign that something more serious than a simple strain 

may be going on. 

What should I do if I think I have a herniated disc? 

If herniated disc symptoms sound familiar after your car accident, the next step is to get medical 

attention and start protecting your rights. The sooner a doctor can see you, the sooner they can 

order the right imaging to confirm whether a disc is herniated and which nerves are involved. 

That diagnosis is important for your injury claim, because it creates a clear link between the 

crash and the injury. 

Keep a simple log of your symptoms, including:  

• When the pain started 

• What makes it better or worse 

• Any numbness, tingling, or weakness 

That record helps both your doctor and your attorney understand how the injury has affected 

your daily life. Don’t try to “tough it out” and wait for things to improve on their own, because a 

herniated disc usually doesn’t heal on its own and can get worse without proper care. Letting it 



go untreated can lead to long-term pain, disability, and a much harder fight when it comes time 

to deal with the insurance company. 

When should I talk to a car accident lawyer for a herniated disc? 

A herniated disc after a car accident isn’t just a medical issue; it’s also a legal issue. Insurance 

companies often treat these injuries as “minor back pain” and lowball settlement offers that 

don’t cover the real cost of treatment, lost wages, and ongoing pain. That’s where an 

experienced San Antonio car accident lawyer from The Herrera Law Firm can protect your rights 

and help you get the compensation you’re entitled to. 

We look at the whole picture, including the crash itself, your medical records, imaging results, 

and how the injury has affected your ability to work, care for your family, and live your normal 

life. Our job is to push back hard when the insurance company tries to downplay your injury and 

to fight for compensation that reflects the true impact on your life. 

If you’re dealing with back or neck pain, numbness, tingling, or weakness after a crash in San 

Antonio, Bexar County, or anywhere in South Texas, you don’t have to figure it out alone. 

Contact us to schedule a free consultation. We’ll be glad to answer your questions and help you 

take the next steps in your claim with no upfront or hidden costs. 
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