
Spine-tingling ways to support back health
Back pain is annoying, frustrating, and, 
well, painful. If you suffer from it you’re 
far from alone.

More than 40 million U.S. workers have 
low back pain, according to a report from 
the National Institute of Occupational 
Safety and Health, and it can impact your 
career. Low back pain is the reason that 
between 6 and 10 percent of workers 
change jobs or stop working.

If you have back pain, talk with your medical care provider to find the best way 
to ease it. To lower the risk for developing back pain, take preventive measures:

Get moving. If you’re seated for most of the day, get up every 
30 minutes or so. It gives your muscles an opportunity to grow 
stronger, and is good for posture, as well as overall health. Take a 
brief walk or try some gentle stretches.

Don’t slouch. When you’re engrossed in a project, you may not 
realize you’re slouching or hunched over at your desk. Be aware 
of your posture when sitting and standing, and aim to sit and stand 
correctly.

Be smart about lifting. When something needs to be moved, see if 
there is a lifting device that can be used. If you need to lift or carry a 
heavy object, make sure you use the proper technique.

Look at your feet. High heels and flat shoes that lack arch support 
can strain your back. Look for shoes with proper arch support that 
don’t throw your back out of alignment.

Don’t smoke. People who smoke are at a higher risk for back 
pain. Smoking can cause the disks in the back to degenerate and 
also increases the risk for osteoporosis, a bone-thinning disease. If 
you smoke, talk to your doctor about quitting or check out online 
resources that can help you kick the habit.

Take care of yourself. Choose healthy foods containing calcium 
and vitamin D, which help keep your spine strong. Watch your 
weight, as being overweight puts extra stress on the back. In 
addition, take steps to support your mental health. Stress and 
depression can make back pain worse. ♦

Why worry about posture?
When your mom told you to “Sit up 
straight,” she was giving great advice. The 
National Institutes of Health notes that 
slouching can:

• Make your spine more fragile and prone
to injury

• Lead to neck, shoulder, and back pain

• Decrease your flexibility

• Impact the way your joints move

• Make it tougher to digest food

• Make it more difficult to breathe
comfortably

To improve your posture, be aware of how 
you’re sitting and work on doing it 
properly. Practice tai chi (slow movements 
in specific positions) to become more aware 
of how you hold your body. ♦
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How to avoid back pain …
When seated at a desk
When you sit at a desk for much of the day, properly adjust your chair and workstation to help avoid low back pain. Here’s 
what you look like when you’re practicing good posture at a desk:

• Feet are on the floor or on a footrest. Legs are not crossed.

• Knees are about even with hips.

• Thighs and hips are parallel to the floor.

• Shoulders are back and relaxed, but not rounded.

• Head is level and facing forward.

• Elbows are close to the body. 

• Wrists are straight. Hands are even with or a little lower than elbows.

• Lumbar curve in the back is supported by the chair, a small rolled up 
towel, or a small pillow.

• Monitor is about an arm’s length away, with the top of the screen at or 
a little below eye level.

Tip: When using a laptop, using an external keyboard can help you keep your wrists neutral. ♦

When standing
Standing up straight helps you 
look your best and can also help 
prevent back pain. To improve 
your posture when standing:

• Place feet about shoulder-
width apart.

• Keep shoulders back.

• Have most of your weight on 
the balls of your feet.

• Keep your head level.

• Slightly pull your stomach in.

• Let arms hang naturally at 
your sides.

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

By the Numbers
25 percent of adults report having had low 
back pain in the past 3 months. It’s the most 
common type of pain reported by patients.

Source: Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention

When lifting
If you need to lift objects 
as part of your job, or when 
doing work around the 
house, protect your back by using 
the proper 
technique:

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

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

• Tighten stomach muscles and use leg muscles to 
slowly push up. 

• Straighten the knees in a smooth, steady motion.

• Don’t twist. To turn while carrying the object, step to 
one side or the other.

Tip: Think before you lift. Should the load be broken 
into smaller parts? Could a hand truck or dolly be 
used to move the object? If the object is heavy or an 
awkward shape, ask for help. ♦
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