An Exercise Program for Back Care: May I recommend…
Robert F. McLain, M.D.
Of all the patients that see a spine surgeon, only about 1 in 10 ends up needing to have an operation.  No matter how bad your back pain is now, your best bet for improvement in pain and function will include a combination of exercise, conditioning, and improved body mechanics.  Whether you are coping with an acute back injury or long-standing pain, here are some of my favorite recommendations for dealing with pain and starting to get better. 
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First, start with…

Good body mechanics

Learning how to sit, stand, and move the right way is important to good back health, and very important to getting over a back injury.  Good back and body mechanics reduces the strain on back muscles during normal activities, and helps you get back to normal activity without stirring up more pain than you need.  Moving the wrong way can be one of the reasons you strain your back in the first place, and it can really slow down your recovery.

Sleeping and laying down

Pain at night can really interfere with rest and recovery.  Both leg pain and back pain can be more aggravating at night.  If you sleep on your back, put a pillow under your knees, keeping your feet elevated and your hips and knees slightly flexed.  When you lay on your side try bending your knees slightly, and put a pillow between them to keep your hips even.
Sitting

Make sure your chair supports your back well.  Your head should line up over your hips, and you should not feel like you’re slouching.  Support your lumbar curve with a rolled up towel or lumbar roll just behind your back.  Your knees should be level with your hips.  
You should take time to change positions, and get up and stretch or walk around every half hour or so.

Standing

Bending your knees slightly will take the stress off your lower back.  Standing with your foot on a small stool, or even resting it on the floor of an opened cabinet - while working at a counter or sink - will take some of the stress of the lumbar spine.  

Remember to wear good quality shoes with a solid arch support.  Change positions and move about from time to time.

Bending and lifting

Always use good back mechanics when lifting: Don't cheat!  Whether it's a sock or a rock, bend at your knees and hips instead of your waist.  Keep your head and shoulders balanced over your hips and feet.  
Lift with your legs, not with your back.  Whether you are picking something up off the floor, or a tabletop, or a counter, keep the item close to your body and avoid reaching.  And remember, lifting at awkward angles is always a bad idea: Whether you are pulling groceries out of the trunk of your car, or putting your toddler in the car seat, both are much harder on you back than lifting 20 pounds off the top of a counter.

Turning

Learn how to "move as a unit".  This means keeping your shoulders and your hips square as you move from place to place.  Twisting a little bit to pick something up is not bad, but repetitive twisting back and forth is hard on your back.  When you move things from one place to another remember to move your feet as you turn, and not twist at the waist or knees.

Reaching

Good back mechanics means learning how to protect your back whether you are lifting or not.  Bending at the waist and leaning forward puts a large strain on back muscles.  This is true whether you are tucking sheets on the bed, vacuuming under the couch, getting the milk out of the refrigerator, or lifting something out of your car.  Remember to bend your knees, keep your back straight, and work with your legs.

Basic exercises for a better back

Whether you are trying to get back into shape, or recovering from an injury, there are some basic exercises you can do to make your  Back stronger and better able to cope with the rigors of your average day.
Physical fitness

When our back hurts it is hard to get moving.  Most patients with back pain worry that activity will aggravate their problem, and many fear that it may actually harm them.  For the vast majority of patients, nothing to be further from the truth!  
Daily activity, and a regular aerobic exercise program, are the keys to getting most people back to good function, and are important even in patients that may someday need surgery.  Time invested in a physical therapy and exercise program are never wasted.

The easiest way to get started with an exercise program is by walking.  Walk a bit every day, but at least 3 times a week try and get out and walk quickly for half an hour to 45 minutes.  If you're doing it right you should get a little sweaty.  Exercise on a treadmill, elliptical trainer, exercise bicycle or in a swimming pool are all good.
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Patients with narrowing of the spinal canal - spinal stenosis - may find walking difficult.  These patients may find an exercise bicycle much easier to exercise on than any upright devices such as a treadmill or elliptical.  Patients with disc-related back pain may find sitting on a bicycle difficult, on the other hand, and be more comfortable either swimming or walking.  
Find the exercise you can do, and do it 3 times a week.  
Start with 5-10 minutes of exercise at a time, and work up to 30-45 minutes as you are able. Do not get alarmed if you get a little sore after exercising.  Keep at it: Moderate exercise will not damage your spine.

Back exercises

Pelvic tilt

Lie down flat on the floor or an exercise pad and bend both knees.  Start by tightening your abdominal and buttock muscles.  Rotate your pelvis and hips slightly towards the ceiling, and press the small of your back against the floor.  Hold this position for a moment and then relax.

Partial sit up

Laying on your back with both knees bent and your feet flat on the floor, fold your arms across your chest or over your tummy.  Tighten your abdominal muscles to raise your chest and shoulders just off the floor.  
Don't strain your neck; keep it straight.  
Hold your back and shoulder blades off the floor for a count of 3, then relax and let yourself back down.  Take a couple of deep breaths, and repeat.
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Full Sit-ups

For patients with better starting muscles desiring better conditioning of the abdominal wall and pelvic girdle musculature, a full sit-up from the flat position, with the knees bent and the feet anchored, works the deep muscles of the hip flexors as well as the abdominal muscles that help support the spine.
You can do these with your hands reaching for your knees or crossed over your chest.

Do three sets of ten – fifteen, and see how your back feels before trying to do more.
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Hamstring stretch

Starting flat on your back, with your knees slightly bent, gently flex your hip and bring one of your knees up towards your chest.  Holding the knee with your hands, gently pull it towards you until you can feel a stretch.  Holding the leg flexed up in that position, straighten the knee out as much as you can, feeling the muscles stretch behind the knee.  Lower that leg slowly back to the floor then stretch the other side.

Wall slide

Find a nice, smooth section of wall, with a stable place to put your feet.  Do not try this on a throw rug or something that might slide.

Start with your feet shoulder-width apart, about a foot out from the wall.  Lean back until your shoulder blades and buttock are resting comfortably against the wall.  Now bend your knees and hips and slowly slide down the wall into a half-sitting position.  Pause, then slide back up to your starting position.  As you slide, feel your back pressed against the wall.  Tightening your abdominal muscles as you move.  Your hips should stay higher than your knees, and your knees should not go out beyond your toes.
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Press ups

Start by lying on your stomach.  Put your hands on the floor on either side of your shoulders.  Raise your head up and looked towards the far wall.  
Straight your arms and push your upper body off the floor.  Keep your hips in contact with the floor and arch your back.  Pause, then slowly bend your elbows and relax your tummy and chest back down to the floor.
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Arches

Start in the same position that you did with the press ups.  
This time tuck your arms by your sides, and do not use them to push up.  Tightening your back muscles, and lift your chest and shoulders up off the floor, again raising your head to look towards the far wall.  Hold this position for a count of 5-10, then relax back to your starting position and take a few, well earned deep breaths.
These exercises will take you 10 – 15 minutes to do each day.  Do them each day if you can, but at least four times each week.  Do each exercise move 5 times to start, and 10 times each after you get used to it.  Move slowly, deliberately, and feel your muscles tighten as you do them. For the Stretches and Press-ups, you should feel stretching, but not sharp pain.

If you feel sore after exercise, use some ice on the sore-spot and go easy the next day.  If you experience sharp pain, stop your exercises and note which one seemed to aggravate things. Touch base with my office or your primary doctor if the pain doesn’t calm down over 48 hours.
