 
	[image: ][image: ]
	
	6 Factors to help Maintain a Healthy Back

	
	
	Back Injuries
Back strains are one of the nation’s most common types of workplace health and safety injuries. Approximately 60% of the population will have a back injury during their lifetime.
Back injuries can be very painful and have the potential to significantly impact daily activities. Seldom the result of a single event, they are usually caused from years of not maintaining a healthy back.  However, there are several ways to lessen your chance of a back injury: using proper lifting and material handling techniques, exercising regularly, eating properly and maintaining good posture.
Structure and Function
The back (spinal column) protects the spinal cord, serves as the main structure of the body, provides a lever for lifting, and supports the internal organs. The back is composed of vertebrae, discs, nerves, muscles, ligaments, and tendons. The vertebrae, when lined up in their natural position, form three curves. This natural position optimizes muscle use by ensuring the back, leg, and abdominal muscles work together.
Back Pain Disorders
Most of the back pain is related to muscle and ligament strains. Typically, these types of injuries heal quickly with no lasting effect on back health. Discs, however, naturally degenerate over time, beginning relatively early in life – usually somewhat after age 30. This degeneration can be accelerated by poor back health, such as improper lifting, carrying, pushing, and pulling of objects involved in many day-to-day activities.

Material Handling Guidelines
Before lifting an object, it is important to consider its weight, size, contents, and shape. Other factors to consider are the frequency of lift, the vertical distance of the lift, and the horizontal distance between the object and the person performing the lift. This is referenced in Alberta Occupational Health [image: ]and Safety Code, Part 14 Lifting and Handling Loads, Section 210(1)(3) Assessing Manual Handling Hazards. When moving heavy and awkward items, it may be necessary to ask for help or use a hand or pallet truck, repackage a large container into smaller containers, or order smaller packages. Regardless of the weight of the object, always use proper lifting techniques.
           
Basic Lifting and Lowering Techniques
· Plan the lift, including the route, obstacles, doors, and stairs.
· Take a balanced stance with your feet about shoulder-width apart. One foot can be behind the object and the other next to it.
· Bend your knees. Squat down to lift the object. Get as close to the object as you can.
· Securely grip the load. Use your palms (not just your fingers) to get a secure grip on the load. Make sure you'll be able to maintain a hold on the object without switching your grip later.
· Lift gradually (without jerking) using your leg, abdominal and buttock muscles and keeping the load as close to you as possible. Keep your chin tucked in to keep a relatively straight back and neckline.
· Lift slowly and evenly, avoid rapid, jerky motions and simultaneous lifting and twisting.
· [image: ]Once you're standing, change directions by pointing your feet in the direction you want to go and turning your whole body. Avoid twisting at your waist while carrying a load. 
By following these lifting guidelines and by practicing good body/back management, you can prevent back injuries on the job and at home.

Maintaining a Healthy Back
Back health involves more than just using proper lifting techniques. Other contributing factors include:
1. Good posture, whether at home or work, reduces back, neck, and shoulder strain.
2. Learning to relax can reduce stress and muscular tension that builds in the back during the day.
3. [image: ]A well-balanced diet will keep your weight under control. Carrying extra weight can alter the back’s natural curves and place unnecessary stress on the lower back.
4. Smoking negatively impacts your back by reducing the amount of oxygen and nutrients available to spinal discs needed for good health and healing.
5. Regular exercise appears to be more effective at preventing back injuries than lifting training programs, smoking cessation, and losing weight. Exercising strengthens and improves the flexibility of the back and abdominal muscles. Exercising also lessens the severity of a back injury and promotes the healing process.
6. Using proper lifting techniques lowers stress placed on the back. No single lifting technique works in all situations. Sometimes you must make the best of a difficult situation. This means always lifting properly, when possible, whether at home or work.

Other Back Stressors
Prolonged sitting and standing can also lead to back strain. If sitting for prolonged periods of time, it is important to use good posture, frequently change your position, and take regular walk breaks. When standing, use good posture, wear soft-soled shoes, use foot supports and do not lock your legs in position.
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Description automatically generated]Slips, trips and falls are a leading cause of back injuries. Proper housekeeping of spills and debris and keeping aisle-ways clear of materials and equipment can significantly reduce the potential for back injuries caused by falls.
Conclusion
Although back injuries are common, with an ounce of prevention, both back injury occurrences and severity can be reduced considerably when first assessing your load prior to lifting and using proper lifting techniques. 

Resources
Washington State University – Back Basics: An Ounce of Prevention 

For more information or to register for a course, visit the MHSA website at https://www.mhsa.ab.ca or reach out to one of our knowledgeable Safety Advisors, today. 
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