Exercise

Even though you may feel like you have too much pain to move around and all you want
to do is get into bed and stay there — its important to stay as active as possible. Exercise
after a back injury helps the healing process and can prevent recurrent back pain.

Cardio

Cardio-vascular exercise or conditioning exercises should be the main component of your
exercise program. Walking is one of the best exercises you can initially do when you
hurt your back because it allows you to keep the spine straight, which is generally a more
comfortable position. Walking can be done with little or no equipment and you can
reduce your speed and distance initially when you have more pain, and increase as you
feel better. If walking for 20-30 minutes feels like too much, walk for 5-10 minutes at a
time but do that 5-6 times during the day and work your way up to 30 minutes at one
time.

If you already exercise regularly, you may need to make some adjustments initially in
order to stay active and prevent any loss of conditioning as you recover. It is OK to take
a day or two off from exercise after an acute injury and then return at a slightly lower
intensity. For example, if you normally would run, you can walk instead. Or, if you
would usually bike, you might find the sitting position uncomfortable but may be able to
tolerate a recumbent bike. The important thing is to find something you can do without
worsening your symptoms.

Stretching

Stretching or flexibility exercises are important, especially in the hips and legs.

Keeping the hips and legs flexible means you don’t have to use as much movement of the
spine to get your daily activities done and that usually means less back pain.

Stretches should be done slowly and gently and should never be painful. You may feel a
mild pulling or stretch along the muscle you are stretching, and as you hold the stretch for
20-30 seconds that stretching sensation should get less intense. If you feel more
discomfort the longer you hold the stretch you are probably pulling too hard. Do each 2-3
times.

Strengthening:

You need strong muscles to support your spine and this means strengthening your “core”
muscles. These are the muscles of your abdomen and back. In order to make sure you
use the proper form, you should concentrate on tightening you lower abdomen. Think
about pulling your belly button in towards your spine, or pretend your pants are too tight
and you have to pull your abdomen in to get the zipper up Hold that muscle contraction
but make sure you don’t also hold your breath. You can begin to strengthening these
muscles by holding this muscle contraction as you do daily activities. Try holding these



muscles tight while you are sitting or standing and practice doing this without holding
your breath. If you can do that, try keeping the muscles tight as you take a few steps, or
reach for something. See how long you can hold them tight before you get tired. The
more you do these, the stronger your muscles will get and the longer you will be able to
hold before getting tired. As you practice, you are training your core muscles to provide
support for your spine throughout the day.

*Beginning any exercise program may cause some muscle soreness, but exercises should
never cause an increase in leg pain. If you feel any worsening of these symptoms, you
may need to talk to your doctor or physical therapist about a more individualized exercise
program.



