The Secrets to Optimal Back Health
By Patrick Lee, M.Sc.
Back Pain – a Prevalent Health Issue
[image: image1]According to American Center for Disease Control, low back pain affects up to 80% of North Americans at some point during their lifetime. The recurrence rate is very high. A range of 40-80% of the affected people is reported to have repeated episodes. Instead of a specific disease, low back pain is a symptom that may occur from a variety of different reasons. It is also reported that in up to 85% of people with low back pain, despite a thorough medical examination, no specific medical cause of the pain can be identified, meaning most cases of back pain are mechanical or non-organic, and are not caused by serious conditions such as arthritis or an injury such as fracture
Back pain is especially prevalent amongst people with sedentary life style, such as people who commute in the car for long hours each day, who drive a vehicle as a profession, who sit in the office for prolonged periods, and students and seniors who also spend much time sitting each day. According to Canadian WSIB (Workplace Safety and Insurance Board), sitting is the leading cause to back pain and injuries, second only to heavy weight lifting. Unfortunately unlike heavy weight lifting, sitting is often necessary and could hardly be avoided. 
What could you do to prevent back pain, stiffness and fatigue due to sitting? In order to answer that, we need to look at the causes of back pain more closely.
Understanding the Causes of Back Pain
There are many causes to back pain amongst sedentary people. Most of them are preventable. 

The most leading cause resides actually within the nature of our human body. Motion is the essence of life. Human body is structured to move rather than to sit still for long periods of time. When a person sits still for 20 minutes or more, the deep stabilizing muscles in the back start to contract and get tense. And these tensing muscles will squeeze the vertebrae, create static load in the spine, reduce the inter-vertebral space and compress nerve roots in the spine, while slowing down blood circulation and lubrication to the spinal discs. These, in turn, will lead to repetitive strain of the musculature and create pressure, tension, stress, stiffness, fatigue and even pain in the back, especially in the lower lumbar area. This could happen in all conventional sitting whether in cars, airplanes, offices, classrooms, or at home. 

From above discussion, we would realize that the key to prevent back pain, back stiffness or back fatigue is to keep the deep stabilizing muscles active and to prevent them from tensing while driving in a car or working in front of a computer.     

Another leading cause of back pain is poor sitting posture, which causes more back pain, back stiffness and back fatigue than most people would think of.  Poor sitting posture disrupts proper alignment of the spinal vertebrae and the proper balance of the muscular system. With a misaligned spine, the pressure in the spine and the stress on the spinal discs increase dramatically. With unbalanced muscular system, some muscles will be over-stressed, will fatigue sooner and may even get damaged. Poor posture also affects a person’s vital capacity and overall blood circulation, which further aggravate the stress and problem in the back. 
However, most of this could be prevented if we keep in mind the benefits of good sitting posture and maintain good sitting posture when we sit.  Good sitting posture is vital for our back health. It not only refers to good alignment of the vertebrae and healthy curvature of the spine, but also refers to good posture of the chest, the neck and the head.       

For a good sitting posture, one must avoid C-curve shape of the back which happens most often while driving a car or flying in an airplane. The car seats or airplane seats often force one’s back into a backward protruding C shape, which leads to increased tension, stress and pressure, causing stiffness, ache, pain, and fatigue in the back over time. 

For a good posture, one must also have a healthy neck/head posture and an open chest posture. According to Dr. Oz, slouching can put the equivalent of 100 extra pounds of stress on the lower back. For every inch your head drops forward as you're slouching, the stress on your spine increases by 10 pounds. Forward protrusion of head and neck is also one of the leading causes to back tension, stress, stiffness, pain and fatigue. One of the preconditions for a healthy alignment of neck and head is to open up the chest. Without an open chest posture, it is hard, if not impossible, to maintain a healthy neck/head posture. 
Secrets to Maintaining Optimal Back Health
Having discussed some of the leading but often over-looked or misunderstood causes of back pain and understood what we need to do prevent them, now the question is ‘HOW”.  

To effectively prevent or manage back pain while driving of flying, the key point is to prevent the back muscles from tensing and to prevent the C-shape of the spine. Here are two exercises you can do: 
Consciously rock your spine by lifting your shoulders one at a time and simultaneously rock the pelvis when sitting in a chair or car seat. The motion of the shoulders needs to be in the opposite directions of the pelvis. For example, when your left shoulder is lifted upwards, your left pelvis should rock downwards, and vice versa. 
You should also consciously twist your trunk by pushing one shoulder forward while pulling the other shoulder backwards, and then repeat in the opposite direction. 
You must also prevent your spine to fall into a C-curve. Besides the fact that many car seats have poor ergonomics which often leads to C-curve of the spine, many C-curves are caused by the setting of the seat. Many people often have the back of their car seats significantly reclined.  Such reclined seat back often forces drivers to push their heads up and forward to be able to see the road while having their back slumped in the seat, which often leads to exacerbated C-curve of their spines and forward protrusion of the head and neck.

While good sitting posture is often the matter of discipline, there are effective assistive solutions to help people improve their sitting posture while sitting in chairs, traveling in cars or airplanes, especially those that can help people not only improve sitting posture but also, most importantly, prevent the deep stabilizing muscles from tensing and prevent the static load in the back while sitting. 
Many people reply on back support to help. However, choosing a good back support is very important. While back support can help people prevent C-shaped spine, most of them are not capable of helping prevent the deep stabilizing muscles from tensing or preventing the static load in the back. It is very important to find an assistive back support solution that can help both maintain good sitting posture to prevent C-shaped spine, and prevent deep stabilizing muscles from tensing and prevent static load at the same time.
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