Three Key Components in Back Injury Prevention

Proper Posture, Conditioning and Body Mechanics are the key components of any program designed to prevent back injuries, according to Diane W. Braza, MD, Assistant Professor of Physical Medicine and Rehabilitation at the Medical College of Wisconsin. 

Up to 80% of Americans will suffer back pain at some point in their lives. The cause of back pain in about 90% of cases is strain or sprain of back muscles, ligaments or soft tissue. These conditions generally heal completely, but often recur if prevention strategies are not used. Back pain in the remaining 10% of cases is due to more serious conditions such as degenerative disk disease or herniated disks in the spine. However, even these cases may be prevented – or treated – with proper Posture, Conditioning and Body Mechanics. 
Posture

Proper posture includes standing and sitting in an upright position without slouching, rounding of the shoulders or accentuating the natural curves of the spine. Poor posture typically involves holding the head too far forward or allowing the belly to pull the back forward. If possible, get in the habit of holding in the belly to keep it from protruding and putting excess force on the spine. Years of poor posture can lead to weakened spine and abdominal muscles that contribute to back pain and injury. 

Conditioning
Proper conditioning involves overall conditioning of the body and cardiovascular system with exercise, as well as strengthening and stretching core muscles of the spine and abdomen to increase flexibility. Studies have shown that smoking can contribute to back pain and injury, so if you still smoke, you have yet another reason to think about quitting.  Walking, swimming, bicycling and, for some people, slow, short-distance running are excellent ways to condition the entire body, improve cardiovascular health and increases blood flow to the spine.  In addition, a healthy diet helps prevent weight gain, which is a risk factor for back injury.

Body Mechanics 

Body mechanics refers to the way we use our bodies to complete various tasks during activities of daily life. When lifting, bending or stretching, we should think of how we are using our back to avoid provoking an acute injury. There may be a simpler, less strenuous method or posture that can be used to get something done. Don’t be afraid to ask for help.

Instead of bending at the back to pick something up off the floor, stoop down at the knees. Keep the back as straight as possible and maintain proper posture. Instead of reaching overhead, use a sturdy stepstool. Push or pull with your entire body, not just your arms. Wear comfortable, low-heeled shoes.

When lifting, avoid reaching too far out for the object to be moved; instead, stand close and grasp the object close to the body. Maintain proper posture with back straight and head up. Bend at the knees and hips, not at the back or waist, and use your legs to lift. Pivot at the hips, not the back. If possible, lift from a tabletop or from waist height, rather than from the floor or over your head.

Before you begin an activity, whether it’s yard work or golfing, do some simple stretches for your entire body and for the particular muscles involved, before, during and after the activity. Maintaining your level of fitness throughout the year will make injury less likely.

According to the National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health (NIOSH), back injuries cost American industry 10 to 14 billion dollars in workers' compensation costs and about 100 million work days annually. A healthy lifestyle – attention to posture, conditioning and body mechanics, avoiding obesity and smoking, and minimizing emotional stress – will take you a long way toward maintaining a healthy back. 

When we share the responsibility for safety in the workplace, everyone wins!!

