By Carolyn Collman, MS, 

POSTURE PRESCRIPTION:  KEEPING YOUR SPINE HEALTHY AND HAPPY

The average person spends several hours each day sitting, which compresses the spine and tenses the back muscles. Slouching further increases pressure on the lower back by 10 to 15 times and hunching over a desk or steering wheel tenses the muscles in the upper back and neck and can lead to neck pain and headaches. In contrast, good posture helps diffuse pressure on the spine. Use the following guidelines to check your posture and correct it if it needs improving.

Key Signs of Poor Posture:

· Protruding abdomen

· Slumped or rounded shoulders

· Swayback (excessive forward curve of the lower back)

· Forward neck and head (chin extended too far in front) 

Potential Causes of Poor Posture:

· Chest muscles are tight and overdeveloped while upper back muscles are weak and overstretched  - leading to kyphosis (hunchback)

· Abdominal muscles are weak and hip flexors are too tight – leading to lordosis (swayback) 

· Muscles tire from sitting or standing too long in one position 

Cues for Correcting Poor Posture:

· Align your earlobes over your shoulders and your shoulders over your hips.

· Keep your stomach and buttocks tucked in, your chest and rib cage lifted, your shoulders pulled back and your chin level.

· Note that the three slight natural curves of the spine are part of a good standing posture:  a slight forward curve in the low back; a slight backward curve in the upper back; and a slight forward curve in the neck.

Realigning Your Spine into a “Neutral Posture”:

Stand with your back against a wall in your normal, relaxed posture. Bring your shoulders up by your ears and then drop them down, feeling your shoulder blades sliding down the wall. Slip your hand between your low back and the wall – it should slide in easily and touch or almost touch both your back and the wall at the same time. If there’s a lot of space between the wall and your low back, you may have a swayback. Make sure your earlobes are positioned directly above your shoulders for proper alignment.

Next, imagine that a helium balloon is tied to the crown of your head; press your navel into your spine and tilt your hips back slightly so that the space between your low back and the wall is reduced.  Try maintaining this posture as you walk away from the wall.  WARNING:  STANDING WITH CORRECT POSTURE MAY FEEL STRANGE AT FIRST!  IT MAY ALSO BE FATIGUING SINCE YOU’LL BE WORKING MUSCLES YOU’RE NOT USE TO USING.

Improving Your Sitting Posture (If you must sit…)

· When sitting, keep your shoulders back and your head centered over them.  Keep your knees slightly higher than your hips with your feet either flat on the floor or on a low stool.

· Sit on an exercise ball when watching TV or working at the computer to reduce compression on your spine and force you to use your stabilizing muscles in your trunk to keep you upright rather than sinking into a chair.

· When driving, place a small pillow or lumbar roll at your low back and don’t hunch over the steering wheel.  

· Sitting for long periods is stressful to your spine. Stand, stretch and walk around at least once each hour. Place an alarm clock nearby to remind you.

