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Written for PainChats by Dr Mark Kargela, Physical Therapist.

Your Back-Pain Questions, Answered
Part 2: Sitting and Resting

Even though it’s uncomfortable to sit for a long time, that pain doesn’t mean that you’re
being hurt or damaged by the position. When we sit still, especially for a long time, our body
doesn’t get the movement it needs. The sitting position can place muscles and tissue into a
stretch or compress them, leading to reduced blood flow and reduced oxygen.
 
Our body detects this lack of oxygen and blood in the tissues and sends danger messages to
your brain to alert you that they need oxygen flow.
 
We often react unconsciously by wriggling in our chair, or feeling uncomfortable, which
prompts us to move and get circulation moving around the body.
 
If you have tissues that are sensitive, either after an injury or due to a persistent issue, they
will send the “need to move” signal much earlier, so you might have a reduced capacity for
sitting.
 
 
 
Sitting is not damaging your back, though it could be causing discomfort. There’s a cute
saying physical therapists often tell to their patients: “your best posture is your next
posture.”

Why Do I Get Low Back Pain When Sitting?

Is Sitting Too Much Damaging My Back?
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Varied postures and moving regularly are healthy and feel good. There is no such thing as a
perfect posture, so no single position is good for extended periods of time. Our bodies thrive
on movement for health. We are made to move regularly and in many different directions.
 
Unfortunately, we live in a world where many of us have to sit for prolonged periods for
work, travel and everyday activities. This creates tissues that are repeatedly starved of
oxygen, which makes them cranky. This process can create responses in the tissues that
cause changes to the sensitivity of nerves. 
 
Continued sitting, or being in any position for too long, keeps sending signals to your brain
that certain tissues are being held tight or put under stress for too long or aren’t receiving
enough blood flow. This can increase pain or discomfort to try to keep you safe.
                                                 
If you don’t have much sensitivity or an ongoing pain condition, then a simple way to
address this problem is to build in movement breaks throughout your day to avoid
prolonged periods of tissue strain and reduced blood flow that can create sensitivity in you
back.
 
However, once your back is sensitive, then the problem becomes more complex. Telling
someone that has developed ongoing pain that you need to “move more and exercise” is a
part of the solution, but it requires a more nuanced approach.
 
Pain is a danger signal, but it’s possible for this signal to become too sensitive. When this
takes place, there are many things you can do. The first thing is to understand what pain is
and the way that changes in your body can increase sensitivity.
 
 
 
Experts around the world have considered the research and found that braces or back belts
are not effective for adults to significantly improve their function or reduce pain. If we
understand pain as a protective response this makes sense.

Should I Wear a Back Brace?
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If you strain your back, it’s likely you will experience significant tightness and maybe even
painful muscle spasms around your back. This is your body trying to prevent you from
moving this sensitive area.
 
This is a very helpful response immediately after an injury, but after a few weeks, it becomes
a problem. Persisting pain happens when your body continues to try to protect itself, with
spasm and pain, long after the injured or irritated tissues have recovered.
 
Studies of people with back pain show that they tense and brace their backs and avoid
movement. Adding a brace to this protection can cause people to move with even more
stiffness. It can be a cue that makes you more aware of your painful back and can make you
excessively careful when moving.
 
A healthy back doesn’t need to tense and brace for normal daily movements like bending
and picking up light objects. These movements should be done in a relaxed manner and
without a brace. If you have trouble doing this, consider finding a good coach or therapist to
help you progress toward normal comfortable movement. 
 
A possible exception to this rule would be in heavy load situations. If your job or lifestyle
requires lifting heavy loads repeatedly, a brace may remind you to use the most efficient
movement patterns possible.
 
 
 
Often after long periods without moving (like a good night’s sleep) your tissues have been a
bit squashed under pressure, which can squeeze out some of their fluid content and result
in a change to the pH balance in your tissues, making them more acidic.
 
You will experience this as the nerves in your tissues becoming more sensitive, which can
make them stiffer and more sensitive to pain. This is nothing to be alarmed about. Moving
around helps to flush out the acidity from the tissues, increasing blood flow, restoring the
fluid balance and make them less acidic and sensitive.

Why Do I Have More Pain in the Morning?
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If you already have sensitivity due to an injury or ongoing pain, this response gets amplified.
This makes it difficult to move first thing in the morning. Although this can be alarming, it’s
important to focus on addressing the cause of the pain, and to remember that if possible, a
measured return to movement is likely better than not moving at all.
 
 
 
1. What information did you read here that is relevant to your pain experience?
 
 
 
 
 
2. What did you read here that surprised you, or that you disagree with? Why do you think
that is?
 
 
 
 
 
 
3. Are there any actions that you want to take after reading this information?
 
 
 
 
 
 
You can use your responses here to talk to your health professionals, or you can email your
questions to the PainChats team via hello@painchats.com

Personal Notes and Reflections


