
Back Health

March 2017

Prevent pain by strengthening muscles
One of the best ways to prevent back pain is to keep your back and 
abdominal muscles strong. If these muscles are weak, they may not properly 
support the spine. 

Staying active, and doing back strengthening and stretching exercises two 
to three times each week, can help protect your back from injury. Common 
exercises to help your core and back include:

• Planks: While on your stomach, prop yourself 
up on your toes and hands or forearms. Your 
shoulders should be above the elbows. Create 
a straight line from head to toe. Don’t allow the 
lower back to sink. Hold for 10 seconds to  
1 minute, and repeat.

• Bridge pose: Lie on your back with knees bent 
and feet on the floor. Keeping your shoulders 
and head on the floor, raise your hips. There 
should be a straight line from your knees to 
your shoulders. Lift and lower the hips 10 
times or more.

• Child’s pose: Lie facedown with knees tucked 
under you. Extend the arms. You should feel a 
stretch from the shoulders to the lower back. 
Hold for five to 10 breaths. 

Back and strengthening exercises can be part of a 
fitness class or exercise routine. A session of yoga 
or tai chi often incorporates a number of back strengthening exercises, and 
can also help improve balance and strength.

Making moderate physical activity a daily habit can reduce the chances of a 
back injury, but trying to make up for a lack of weekday exercise by overdoing 
it on the weekend may lead to the type of injuries you’re trying to prevent.

Before starting an exercise program, it’s best to consult a doctor for more 
information on exercise and specific strengthening exercises. 

Sore back? 
You’re not alone
Back pain affects most adults at some 
point in their life and can last for a few 
days to weeks or months. 

Lower back pain 
is most common, 
but soreness can 
be felt anywhere 
along the spine, 
from the neck 
to the hips. The 
pain can range 
from a dull, 
constant ache to 
a sudden, sharp 
sensation that 
leaves a person incapacitated.

Conditions such as arthritis, osteoporosis, 
or scoliosis can lead to back pain. Back 
pain can also be brought on by:

A sudden, awkward movement

Repeated heavy lifting 

A sprain or strain

Poor posture

Anxiety and stress

Sleeping in an awkward position

Taking good care of your health is one 
way to prevent back pain. People who are 
not physically active, are overweight, or 
smoke may be at risk for back pain.

Most cases of back pain improve on their 
own over time, but if you’re worried about 
your back, or if pain hasn’t gone away 
after six weeks, it’s best to see a doctor.

Try this: When getting up from a chair, move to 
the front of the seat. Stand up by straightening 
your legs rather than bending forward. If you’re 
up to it, give your back a nice stretch with a few 
standing backbends: Place your hands behind your 
back, press your hips forward, and arch your back.
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Back to basics: Good posture makes you feel better
A person who sits and stands properly carries a look of confidence, and probably feels 
better than a slouching counterpart. 

Poor posture stresses muscles and tendons and can lead to back pain and fatigue. When 
you’re sitting or standing correctly the spine is properly aligned, and you’re using muscles 
more efficiently. 

We’re often told to sit (or stand) up straight, but the 
back actually has three natural curves: an inward 
curve at the neck (the cervical curve), an outward 
curve at the upper back (the thoracic curve), and an 
inward curve at the lower back (the lumbar curve). 

The goal of proper posture isn’t to straighten the 
back, but to align these curves. 

When you’re standing, there should be a straight 
line through the earlobe, shoulder, hip, and ankle. 

Think of having a string going through your body, pulling you up and making you taller. 
When envisioning good posture, picture a ballerina or ice skater.

When seated, the ears should align with the shoulders, the shoulders should be 
relaxed, and the tailbone should be pushed back. The lumbar curve should be 
supported by a curve in the chair or a small towel.

This positioning may not come naturally. To get in the habit of sitting and standing the 
right way, take stock of your posture and make adjustments as necessary. It may feel 
a bit awkward at first, but good posture will pay off with fewer aches and pains.
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Lift properly to avoid back strain 
Bending over may seem like the fastest way to get a box off the ground, but it may also be 
a quick way to hurt your back.

When lifting, protect your back by using the proper technique:

• Stand close to the object, with feet shoulder-width apart.

• Squat down, keeping your back straight. Bend at the knees 
rather than the waist.

• Tighten stomach muscles and use leg muscles to slowly push 
up. Straighten the knees in a smooth, steady motion.

To turn while carrying the object, step to one side or the other rather 
than twisting the body.

Take a break to maintain 
good posture
Getting up every 
30 minutes to an 
hour is good for 
posture, as well as 
overall health.

Standing not only 
helps reduce a person’s risk for 
obesity and its associated health 
problems, it helps the spine 
maintain its natural shape.

Standing makes use of muscles 
that aren’t engaged while a 
person is sitting. Give these 
muscles the opportunity to grow 
stronger by taking periodic 
stretching and moving breaks 
throughout the day.

By the numbers
Most workplace injuries 
requiring time off are due to 
musculoskeletal problems, 
including sprains and strains 
from lifting. In 2015, they 
accounted for 31 percent of 
injuries that led 
to days away 
from work.
Source: Bureau of 
Labor Statistics

Shoulders are back and relaxed. 

Hands hang naturally at the sides.

Feet are about shoulder-width apart.
Most of your weight should be on
the balls of your feet.

Head is in line with shoulders.

The abdomen is slightly pulled in.

Tip: Shift weight from toes to heels or one foot to
another if you have to stand for a long period of time.

Proper standing posture
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