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A Healthy Back
for a Healthy Life
Your
Back: The
actions
you take
today
can affect
your back
health
over a
lifetime.
This
month’s poster contains
a checklist of back health
tips to follow both at home
and at work to help you
keep your back strong and
flexible.
Download Poster
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Is Your Back Trying
To Tell You Something?
You only have one body to last you a lifetime. Are you doing everything
you can to keep it in good working order? Moving through life comfortably
depends on a strong, healthy back, and your back health depends on:

...your daily
routines

...how
you stand
and sit

...how you
reach and
move

...how
you lift
and carry

Links and Resources
UC Berkeley Back Injury Prevention Tips
Material Handling and Storage
Booklet from OSHA
“Your Back” Web Portal from UC
Riverside
UCLA’s Back Safety Site
UC Guidelines for Manual Material Handling
Low Back Facts from the National
Institutes of Health
Back Safety Advice from OSHA
Video: Safe Lifting and Carrying
Video: Avoid Injury when Helping
a Loved One at Home

...your
overall
health

Whether you
work in an office, laboratory, workshop or other UC
environment, your work presents
some risk of musculoskeletal injury. If
you are not careful and are injured, your back
responds; it’s telling you to improve your posture and work
practices. You have the power to minimize workplace risk by
understanding the role of body mechanics and following safe
work practices.

Start by talking with your supervisor about performing a Job Safety
Analysis (JSA), which identifies risks that exist in your work tasks. The next step is to
develop preventive measures that help you avoid the risks associated with your work.
The final step is to faithfully follow those preventive measures, such as safe lifting and
carrying, good posture and proper workplace ergonomics. Maintaining your health
by eating right, getting enough sleep and staying in shape will also help you resist
strains, sprains and other injuries. Make the commitment to protect your back and all
your muscles and joints. Then all your back will have to say is “thank-you!”
UC Berkeley has quite an extensive JSA Library available online. It’s a good place to
start to look for a JSA you can use immediately or adapt to a work task. It’s available
to the public and includes a template for creating your own JSA as well as links to the
library of JSAs available.

Stay Strong.
Stay Flexible.
Stay Healthy.
Move it Safely!

OVERHEAD LOADS
•

•
•
•
•

•

•
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Always use a stool or
ladder to lift or retrieve
loads above your shoulder level.
Place the stool/ladder
so you can face it when
reaching the load.
Test the weight of the
item before removing it
from the shelf.
Slide the object toward
you, to the edge of
the shelf.
Hold the load close to
your body as you lower
it down to someone
standing nearby.
Never carry a load up or
down a ladder. Use your
hands to steady yourself
while ascending and
descending.
Ask someone to “handup” items to you when
you are on a ladder.

PUSHING AND PULLING
•
•

•
•

•

•

Keep your back straight,
avoiding excessive
bending or twisting.
Use your legs to push or
pull rather than putting
the strain on your arms,
shoulders and back.
Keep the load you lift or
move as close to your
body as possible.
When using mechanical
aids to push and pull,
position the handles at
elbow height.
When pushing on a
slope or ramp, don’t
be reluctant to ask for
assistance. Keep in
mind that an incline can
significantly increase the
force needed to move
the load.
Uneven loads require
increased push and pull
forces; seek assistance
if needed.

actions you can take to
prevent strains, sprains
and back injuries
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LIFT AND CARRY CAREFULLY
Size up the load to see if you’ll need help or a
mechanical device to move it safely. Move close to
the load, keep you back straight, and bend your
knees to lift it. Follow the same steps to set the
item down. Let your legs do the work.

TAKE STRETCH BREAKS:
Stretching for a few minutes–or even seconds–
throughout the day improves your circulation,
increases your alertness and range of motion and
releases muscle stress and fatigue. Click here for
tips on easy workplace stretches.

AVOID TWISTING AND REACHING
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WARM UP
BEFORE
STARTING WORK:

A simple warm-up routine
can help your body adapt
to activities associated
with your work. Ask your
UC occupational health
or ergonomic specialist for advice on proper
warm-up techniques.

If your work tasks involve reaching or if you work
in confined areas, learn how to reduce the stress
on your joints and tendons. Whenever possible,
locate your work at a level that is comfortable for
you, such as waist level.
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LAY OUT YOUR WORK AREA
Prevent injuries by arranging your workspace so that tools and equipment used most frequently are easy to reach without stretching or twisting. Be sure your chair is adjusted properly and place ergonomic tools
such as adjustable keyboard trays at the right height and angle.

Where to Go
for Further Information

Each UC campus, medical center, lab, field or
research facility is different. But each has the
means to help employees improve their workplace
safety and health practices. This includes helping
employees follow proper body mechanics and
ergonomics steps to maintain
back and joint health.
If you have questions on how
to improve your workplace
safety skills, begin by speaking
to your supervisor or department safety coordinator.
Your local UC Environment,

Health and Safety (EH&S) and/or Occupational Health
Clinic staff are also great sources of information.
Your EH&S department may have an ergonomist or
Health care specialist on staff or may direct you to
UC Occupational Health or Employee Health
departments, depending on your
UC campus/organization.
For more information, click on
your campus link in the “Connect” on page 5 of this month’s
UC Safety Spotlight to connect
with health and safety staff in
your UC workplace.

UCOP Be Smart
About Safety
Funding Helps
Campuses
Prevent
Employee Injury
UC employees who understand the risk of workplace
injury and have good ideas
for preventing it have an ally
in UCOP’s Be Smart About
Safety (BSAS) program.
BSAS provides funding for
qualifying projects submitted
by UC departments.
Problem: Employees manually pushing large, heavy
trash and recycle dumpsters.
BSAS-funded solutions: UC
Davis purchased casters and
tow kits that allow dumpsters
to be pulled by utility carts
(below left) and UC Riverside
purchased mechanized dumpster movers (below right).

Body Mechanics
What is it and why does your long-term health depend on it?
The human body has moving parts with distinct
purposes, ranges of motion, strengths and limitations.
How these elements—muscles, bones and connective
tissues—work together to move us through our
lives is the basic definition of body mechanics.
Though it may seem odd to compare
ourselves to engineered
machines, visualizing
our bodies this way
can help us
better understand and
maintain the
vital structures
that keep us up and moving.
Just like machines, our bodies have
power supplies, hinges and pivot points,
feedback mechanisms and connections
that conduct energy from one area to another. And just like machines, our bodies
require proper operation and maintenance.
Ignoring these requirements can lead to
strains, sprains, sore muscles and back injuries that can be serious and permanent.
How well our body mechanics perform—
and how long they last in good condition–is influenced
by a number of factors, nearly all of which are under our
control. Musculoskeletal injury can take place a little at
a time through continuous low-level pressure or stress.
Or it can result from a specific traumatic event that damages bones, muscles or other tissue.

Problem: Employees transporting large, heavy items
to upper floors of buildings
without elevators.

A few fundamental parameters define how our everyday
actions influence the health of our internal structures.

BSAS-funded solutions: UC
Riverside purchased stair dollies to facilitate moving heavy
items on stairways (below
left) and UC Santa Barbara
purchased a forklift with an
aluminum platform to lift
appliances onto upper floors
(below right).

How we sit and stand: Our posture and the time we
spend sitting affect our muscles and skeletal structure,
and according to emerging research, our internal organs
as well. Proper posture keeps you healthy over the long
term. Follow proper posture and ergonomics guidelines.
Check with the Ergonomics Program at your location for
more information. And for those who sit for long periods,
remember to take breaks to stand up and stretch.
Click here for webmd.com’s page on “Sitting Disease.”
How we reach and move: The skeleton acts as a rigid
framework to which our muscles are connected through
a network of tendons and ligaments. The system works
together to allow the range of motion we depend on
for work, play and everything we do. Abrupt or overly
extended reaching or twisting can push the system past
its limits, resulting in painful injuries.

Click here to learn more about
UCOP’s Be Smart About
Safety program.

How we lift and carry: Individual muscles, joints and
bones are designed to perform within a specific range of
stress and motion. The result of pushing these moving

parts past their limits is an injury: immediate or gradual,
temporary or permanent. Many an injury resulted from not
testing the load before picking it up, trying to move a heavy
item by hand instead of asking of help or using a dolly or
other device. Impatience is often the culprit. Take your
time, and ask for help if you need it.
Daily routines: At work
and at home, our dayto-day habits play a
major role in preventing musculoskeletal injury.
Stretching before
beginning a work
shift, taking regular breaks
to move and stretch, and setting up
an ergonomically correct workspace are
just some of the measures we can take to
keep our body mechanics working properly.
Our overall health: Physical condition has an
impact on how well our bodies move and resist
injury. Risk factors for injury include obesity, lack
of regular exercise, certain medical conditions
and medications, diet and sleep patterns. Staying
in good health not only helps you avoid injury, it helps you
recover faster in case you are injured.
Understanding your body
mechanics and what you can
do to protect yourself from
injury is vital to your long term
health. Talk to your supervisor,
department safety coordinator,
or EH&S about performing
a job safety analysis (JSA) to
identify risks associated with
your work tasks.
A JSA will help define safe
work practices that offset
those risks. Once your safe
work practices are defined,
following them consistently
will help ensure a lifetime of
strength and mobility.
Our bodies are the organic
machines that carry us through
life. If we follow the instruction
manual—good overall health
and safe work practices—we
can look forward to a lifetime
of trouble-free operation.

Use mechanized devices or
get assistance when moving
heavy objects. Maintain stable
footing, and move your feet
in the direction of the load to
prevent twisting.

Take Injury
Prevention Advice
Home with You

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

Be sure you are in good
physical condition before tackling strenuous
projects, and remember
to stretch and warm up
before starting to work.
Use S.M.A.R.T. lifting
techniques (see right)
at home as you do at
work. Test the load to
asses its weight, and
use a cart or dolly or
ask for help to move it.
Adjust your car seat so
your back is properly
supported while you’re
on the road.
Don’t stretch too far to
reach an item on a
high shelf. Your health
is worth the time it
takes to find a stepstool or ladder.
Use shovels, jacks, pry
bars and other tools
safely on those do-ityourself projects.
When using ladders,
read and follow the
manufacturer’s safety
instructions. Reaching
too far over your head
or to the side shifts
your center of gravity,
causing you to lose
your balance.
Remove items from
halls, steps and
stairwells to prevent
trips and falls. Repair
worn rugs or flooring
that could become a
trip hazard.

UC WorkStrong Connects You with Customized, Practical Health Resources
For individuals and organizations alike, health is not a
specific goal to be reached; rather, it is an ongoing process.
Recognizing the value of a systematic, customizable
approach to overall health, the UC WorkStrong Program
was introduced. UC WorkStrong is now a system-wide
initiative that provides a
specialized health and wellness program for those who
have been injured on the job.
UC WorkStrong is designed
to reduce the risk of further
injury and promote overall
health and wellness. This comprehensive program provides
employees several resources designed to help prevent
further injuries. The program was developed in collaboration with UC wellness programs, occupational health and
recreational sports.
A similar program was piloted at UC San Francisco where
employees were offered a post-rehabilitation fitness
program overseen by the campus’s trained fitness staff.
Seventy-three employees participated in the program, and
after following the employees for four years after program
completion, only one individual was injured again during
that time.
Implemented system-wide in October 2011, UC WorkStrong is designed to fit the specific needs of the individual
with the goal of improving overall health and wellness. The
specific program may include some or all of the following:

•

•

•

•

Fitness & Post Rehab Training with Certified Trainers, designed to improve fitness: Employees will learn
exercises designed to keep them strong and healthy as
well as provide strategies for injury prevention.
One-on-One Nutrition/Weight Management Consultations: a registered dietician provides simple strategies
to help individuals achieve optimal health through
nutrition.
Life Balance and Stress Reduction: In partnership
with various campus departments, WorkStrong offers
life coaching techniques, yoga, tai chi, and meditation
classes to help employees decompress and achieve
life balance.
Workplace Safety Assessment and Consultation: This
service provides ergonomic assessments to help
maximize an employee’s comfort level while at work
and determine if additional tools are needed to conduct
job tasks more efficiently.

The benefits of UC WorkStrong transcend work life and can
improve quality of life at home as well. The program:
• Provides workers the extra care and resources they
may need for full recovery from a workplace injury
• Prevents future work-related injuries
• Mitigates Workers’ Compensation costs
We believe better personal health results in fewer injuries.
People in better health are more likely to recover quickly
from an injury with less long-term pain and disability. We
believe in “Get Healthy and Work Strong” so you can live
your life to the fullest while on the job and at home.

Lifting a Load? Use a SMART Approach!
S.M.A.R.T. methods are designed to protect you from painful back and joint injury.
the load
S		ize•up Assess
the size, weight, and shape. Remove obstacles (such as loose wrapping materials).
		 •
		 •
		 •

Assess whether the load actually needs to be moved.
Where is the load going to be placed? Remove obstacles from your path.
Determine whether mechanical or assistance from a co-worker is required.

		 •
		 •

Stay close throughout the lift.
The whole hand should be used to ensure a firm grip.

M ove the load as close to your body as possible
bend your knees
A		lways
• Maintain balance.
		 •
		 •
		 •

Keep feet apart and in a comfortable position.
Minimize bending at the waist.
Bend your knees to a semi squat.

		 •
		 •

Maintain the normal curve of your spine throughout the lift.
Tighten the abdominal muscles and exhale while lifting.

		 •
		 •

Change direction by turning your feet and not your back.
To set down a load, squat down and keep your head up. Let your legs do the work.

with your legs
R		aise• theLiftload
smoothly, without jerking.

in the direction that you want to move the load
T		urn• yourAvoidfeetunnecessary
bending, twisting, and reaching.

At home and at work, use
S.M.A.R.T. techniques
every time you lift a load.

connect

Careless Chris

Careless Chris
Feels the Burn...
an Imaginary
Scenario

Fictitious employee Careless Chris looked down at
the recycling bin. As a swing
shift custodian, it was his
responsibility to make sure
the bin was moved out to
the loading dock before
morning. Chris knew the
bins sometimes contained
heavy materials and needed
to be moved either by two
people or with a mechanical
device. But there seemed to
just be loose papers in this
bin. Chris decided to take a
chance and lift it himself.
Read the story
Feedback, Please
Send an email to
safetyspotlight@ucdavis.edu
to submit your comments on
the June/July 2012 issue or to
suggest content ideas for future issues. We look forward
to hearing from you!

ergonomics

Know where to turn on your UC campus for the information you need to keep yourself,
your workplace and your environment safe and secure. Click on the campus links below to
connect to local program, educational and informational resources.

injury occupational
prevention health
chemical & lab
emergency safety
UC Berkeley

UC Riverside

UCOP

UC Davis

UC San Diego

UC ANR

UC Irvine

UCSF

UCLA

UC Santa Barbara

preparedness
UC Merced

UC Santa Cruz

safety strategies
UCOP EH&S Director Erike Young Named Safety Professional of the Year
The UC Office of the President (UCOP) supports environment, health and safety efforts in all UC facilities by providing guidance, best practices information and funding.
In May 2012, the American Society of Safety Engineers
(ASSE) recognized UCOP’s Erike Young, MPPA, CSP,
ARM with their highest award of 2012 Edgar Monsanto
Queeny Safety Professional of the Year.

Chemical Laboratory Safety

Known in the industry as “Queeny SPY,” the title is
awarded to a safety professional who demonstrates leadership, innovation and significantly, commitment to improving the skills of others in the effort to improve safety in his
or her organization. As UCOP Director of Environment,
Health and Safety (EH&S), Young has engaged safety
professionals from all UC facilities in developing systemwide programs that protect employees from accidents and
health hazards.

Our August issue will focus
on the importance of safe
handling of chemicals in the
laboratory.

UCOP Chief Risk Officer Grace Crickette, who nominated
Young for the award, says “Erike is a dynamic leader who
is not only technically proficient, but is able to bring people
together to work toward a common vision,” said Grace
Crickette, fellow ASSE member and Chief Risk Officer
for the University of California, in her nomination letter on
behalf of Young. “The development of an (EH&S) strategic
plan had been talked about for many years, but within
two months of becoming the director, Erike was able to
organize all of the campus and hospital EH&S directors

COMING SOON!
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system wide to adopt a systemwide EH&S strategic plan that
will help guide leadership for the
next five years.”
“In the last five years, Erike
has accomplished more for his
fellow members than most do in
a career,” said Martin Jeppeson,
Regional Vice President for
ASSE’s Region I. “From developing processes and technologies
Erike Young, UCOP
to active participation with the
Director of Environment,
Society, to leading the way in
Health and Safety
ASP, CSP, ARM study groups
and activities, Erike has excelled every step of the
way.”Among Young’s EH&S achievements at UCOP are
introducing a five-year strategic plan, establishing Centers
of Excellence in key areas, and improving communication and collaboration throughout the UC system. “This
award is a great honor,” says Young, “but the credit for
our improved safety record goes to UC safety and risk
management leaders who work hard every day to engage
their campus communities in promoting safety.”
Click here to access UCOP’s EH&S website.
Visit www.asse.org to learn more about the ASSE Queeny
SPY award.
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