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Use a SMART
Approach!

S.M.A.R.T. methods are
designed to protect you
from painful back and
joint injury. At home and
at work, use S.M.A.R.T.
techniques every time you
lift a load.
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You are about to reach down to pick something up, and you remind yourself not only of key elements
of back injury prevention training you may have previously received, but you also consider the following research that you may not have heard of before.
A Lumbar Motion Monitor is a device that provides a measure of “back injury risk” of any particular job
task. When strapped to a person, the device records the low-back’s position, speed, and acceleration. It
has been used in job redesign, in monitoring rehabilitation, and also in legal cases.
For you, the most valuable part is to know that the equations used by the device calculate the work
task risk to your back based on the following five back risk factors:
1. How many lifts you are doing per hour.
2. How heavy and how far away the item is from your body when lifted.
3. How far bent over you are.
4. How fast you are twisting.
5. How fast you are bending to or from the side.
Keep all of these factors low, and you will reduce the likelihood of performing your work task in a higher risk way. And, definitely avoid lifting and twisting at the same time. UC Davis Professor Fadi Fathallah
(fathallah@ucdavis.edu) helped develop this system while studying at the Ohio State University in the
1990s. This and newer back risk models are used in research, teaching and industry today.
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Move or stretch at
least 3-4 minutes
every hour
Hold a walking meeting
Organize group walks
during lunch or breaks
Add steps to your day
the easy way – park
further away!
Walk to communicate
instead of calling,
emailing or texting
Use your lunch hour
to walk/exercise AND
grab a healthy bite
Take the stairs to another floor’s restroom
Take the stairs when
traveling less than two
flights
Get off the elevator
2 or 3 flights before
your floor and take
the stairs the rest of
the way
Use a full water bottle
to do some strength
training exercises like
pressing it up over
your head or bicep
curls
Do partial squats while
waiting for the copier/
microwave, fax etc.
Do calf raises while
waiting for the copier/
microwave/fax etc. or
while on the phone
Stand up or march
in place while on the
phone
Keep a resistance
band to perform
strengthening exercises in your office
Use CtrlWORK break
software to stand and
learn new stretches
Join a fitness class at
lunch
Take an extra lap
around the building
whenever you get up

Sitting at a desk all day can wreak musculoskeletal mayhem: A
new survey reveals that 74 percent of office workers experience pain a few times a week or more while sitting at their
desks. Additionally, more than 70 percent of respondents
endured back pain and more than half felt eyestrain or headaches in the last three years. Nearly 10 percent of workers,
meanwhile, experience pain all day long while sitting at their
desks. The survey, “Comfort in the Workplace,” examined the
ergonomic habits of full-time employees and their exposure
to painful musculoskeletal disorders such as tendonitis and
carpal tunnel syndrome. According to survey results, 72
percent of respondents spend six or more hours at a desk
each day, with 21 percent spending nine or more hours a day
at the desk. All that sitting can lead to painful conditions that
workers clearly are trying to avoid: nearly 70 percent adjust or rearrange their workspace at least once
a day to get more comfortable, while 18 percent spend 30-60 minutes daily trying to make improvements. The majority of respondents (70 percent) also spend more than ten minutes a day stretching
or fidgeting in an attempt to become more comfortable in their workspace. Many workers who participated in the survey admitted to taking over-the-counter pain medication (61 percent) and 15 percent
take prescription painkillers (15 percent) in an attempt to chase away the pain. Only 20 percent of
survey respondents stated their company offers employee education and/or training in the ergonomics area. Fewer than 30 percent said their employer provides ergonomic office products – despite the
fact that 82 percent of responding employees were interested in using a backrest and 75 percent were
interested in using a foot rest at work if the products were provided by the employer.
While this survey does not reflect the statistical reality of the University of California community, it
does provide some relatable information for fellow office workers. The University of California provides many resources to help office and desk workers achieve efficiency with the implementation of
ergonomic programs and standards. Cal/OSHA also requires a specially designed program that helps
to minimize repetitive motion injuries with specifications such as, ergonomics training for employees,
providing worksite evaluations of jobs and modifying worksites that have caused repetitive motion
injuries, and identifying, treating, and tracking work-related motion injuries.

Sitting for long periods of time or strenuous manual labor can cause pain or discomfort in your lower
back. To prevent or reduce stiffness and pain, try these stretches. As you hold each stretch, be careful
not to bounce. You should feel some tension while you’re stretching, but if you feel pain, you’ve gone
too far.
The Cat Stretch – Stand with your feet shoulder-width apart. Bend at the hips, putting
your hands on slightly bent knees. Look up, pointing your chin at the ceiling and creating an arch in your back. Take a deep breath. As you exhale, count to three; tuck your
chin into your chest, and round your back.
The Back Extension Stretch – Stand upright with feet shoulder-width apart. Place both
hands on the small of your back. Lift your rib cage, arching your back. Take a deep
breath, count to three, and exhale. Do not tip your head backward.
What muscle groups are found in the lower back? There are multiple muscles deep the
lumbar area of back that are responsible for extending, flexing, and rotating the waist. Some of these
muscles also assist with lower extremity movements. The three main muscle groups are the psoas
major (the primary flexor muscle); the lateral intertransversarii and quadratus lumborum (lateral
flexors); and the interspinales, multifidi, intertransversarii mediales, and lumbar erector spinae (main
extensor muscles). They are critical for bending, extending, and rotating the waist.

Photos provided by: www.saif.com

50 Tips to Move
More at Work!
(continued)

18. Create and maintain
a daily activity routine
at work
19. Keep an exercise log
and try to increase or
maximize your move
time each week
20. Wear a pedometer
and set daily step
goals
21. Start a walking club
22. Get competitive; see
who can walk the
most steps each week
23. Join a walking program and record your
activities
24. Wait by walking
instead of sitting
25. Fidget and squirm,
you will burn more
calories!
26. Consider a sit-stand
workstation
27. Move your feet by
doing ankle circles
or flexing them up
and down to improve
circulation
28. Change you position
or posture often
29. Use CtrlWORK to
remind yourself to get
up at least every hour
30. Take a breather. Do 5
minutes of silent meditation while standing
31. Use the waste bin/
printer/fax/copier
furthest away from
your desk
32. Eat your lunch away
from your desk
33. Stand during meetings
and presentation
34. Stand while participating in a phone conference or webinar
35. Practice good posture;
keep the curves of
your spine

What are the symptoms of
lower back strain or sprain?
It is important to remember that symptoms will vary depending on
the severity of the injury; however, general symptoms can include
the following:
• Mild to severe localized pain, discomfort or tenderness across the
lumbar region of the back
• Muscle spasms in the affected region
• Muscle tightness
• Mild to severe loss of muscle function
• General muscle weakness in the region
• Specific movements or positions may cause the pain to intensify
• It is possible to experience redness, heat, or swelling in the affected area

How can I treat a lower
back strain or sprain?
Lower back strain can be very painful; but fortunately, most cases of strained lower back can heal on
their own with time. To help heal your lower back strain, try the following:

•
•
•
•

•

Ice your back – This helps reduce pain and swelling the moment the injury occurs. Ice for 15-20

minutes every one to two hours for two to three days. You can also ice your back after physical
activity.
Apply heat to your back – But only after icing first! You should use heat on your back only
after initial inflammation has resided. You can use an electric heating pad or a hot water bottle. A
soak in a hot bath also helps.
Active rest – Staying on the couch or in bed all day can actually worsen lower back pain. You
should stay somewhat active, while avoiding positions, movements or activities that increase your
pain or discomfort.
Use support – If your physician or physical therapist recommends using one, a back-belt may
provide temporary support while your back heals. Remember that wearing a belt does not make
you stronger and doesn’t replace common sense and good body mechanics. As your injury heals,
you should likely discontinue the use of that belt.
Try physical therapy – Exercise will help you build up your strength and improve your range of
motion, if your doctor recommends it. Maintain good muscle tone and flexibility – This is critical
to preventing strains in the future as well. The muscles in the abdomen and lower back should be
strong and be able to support a variety of physical activities ranging in intensity.
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A Push-Pull Situation
When it comes to pushing, pulling and overhead loads, there are safety tips to keep in mind that will
help you protect your back.
If your task involves an overhead load, remember these tips:
•
•

36. Join the MobileFit
program and participate
in convenient fitness
classes throughout
campus
37. Do body stretches while
reading emails
38. Walk to meetings on
and off campus instead
of driving
39. Exercise with a buddy
at work
40. Visit the campus track
to walk, jog or run laps
41. Explore places on
campus you haven’t
been to by foot
42. Use the cardio machines at the Student
Recreation Center
43. Start or join a midmorning stretching
group
44. Perform a 10-minute
yoga session in your
office during your break
45. Work on your balance
with a single leg stance
46. Be sure to stretch your
wrists, arms and neck
muscles after long
hours of typing and
mousing
47. Move around or take
a stretch break during
long meetings
48. Take a 5-minute break
and dance to your
favorite tunes
49. Do jumping jacks in
your office
50. Walk to get more water
and stay hydrated
throughout the day
Info from: Move More 3 to 4
http://wellness.ucr.edu/
move_more/movemore.html

•
•
•
•
•

Always use a stool or a ladder to lift or retrieve
loads that are above the shoulder level
Remember to place the stool or ladder so that it
faces you as you reach for the load
Test the weight of the item before removing it from
the shelf and consider if you may need to ask for
assistance
Slide the object toward you just to the edge of the
shelf
Hold the load close to your body as you lower it
down to someone that should be standing nearby
Never consider carrying a load up or down a
ladder. Use your hands to steady yourself while
ascending and descending
Ask someone to pass items to you when you are
using and standing on a ladder

When your task involves pushing and pulling or a combination of both, here are some tips to consider:
• Remember to keep your back straight and avoid 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 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, do not 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 – do
not be weary of asking for help!
When pushing, pulling or lifting is too dangerous to attempt because
the loads are too bulky or heavy, perhaps mechanical assistance is required. Be Smart About Safety
(BSAS) can help in this situation!
UCOP’s funding for the BSAS program helps UC campuses prevent employee injury by providing resources for qualifying risk reduction projects submitted by UC departments.
Consider this: Employees manually pushing large, heavy dumpsters and recycling bins. The solution:
BSAS provided the resources so that casters and tow kits could be purchased that allow employees to
move dumpsters with utility carts and mechanized dumpster-movers.
Consider this: Employees transporting bulky and heavy items to upper floors of a building without
using an elevator. The solution: stair dollies that facilitate moving such loads on stairways and forklifts
with an aluminum platform to lift appliances through windows on upper floors.
These solutions to issues that employees were facing is what BSAS aims to do – get practical and safe
solutions into the hands of employees performing these tasks. To learn more about Be Smart About
Safety follow this link.
Occupational Safety & Health Organization (OSHA). Ergonomics eTool: Solutions for Electrical Contractors. http://www.osha.gov. Web. 12 January 2012
Centers For Disease Control and Prevention (CDC). Ergonomic Guidelines for Manual Material Handling. http://www.cdc.gov. Web. 12 January 2012.
Health and Safety Executive. Getting to Grips with Manual Handling. http:// www.hse.gov.uk INDG143(rev2)September 2011. Web. 12 January 2012.
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Careless Chris

Careless Chris
Busts a Move
...an Imaginary
Scenario

The day had not started out
well for Careless Chris, and
he already had a sneaking
suspicion it was going to
be all downhill until quitting
time. His assistant had
called in at the last minute
with an unlikely excuse that
was just plausible enough
to pass muster, leaving him
to do all the day’s hazardous waste pick-ups alone...
Read the story

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 Davis

UC San Diego

UC ANR

UC Irvine

UC San Francisco

UCLA

UC Santa Barbara
UC Santa Cruz

How Can I Prevent Lower Back Pain at Work
•

•
•
•

•

•
Check out our August 2013
issue to learn the importance
of safe handling of chemicals
in the laboratory.

UCOP

preparedness

COMING SOON!

Laboratory Safety

UC Riverside

UC Merced

Feedback, Please
Send an email to
safetyspotlight@ucdavis.edu
to submit your comments on
the June/July 2013 issue or
to suggest content ideas for
future issues. We look
forward to hearing from you!

UC Berkeley

•

Get your back in shape. Exercise! Strengthen and stretch your back muscles regularly. Maintaining a healthy weight minimizes stress on your back. If you are
overweight, take the opportunity for yourself to lose pounds that may increase
the likelihood of injury. The Department of Health and Human Services recommends at least 150 minutes a week of moderate aerobic activity or 75 minutes
a week of high-intensity activity.
If you feel any low back pain during physical activity, stop. Listen to your body!
If you feel low back pain within a day of stepping up your workout, take it easy
for a few days.
When picking up something heavy, bend at the knees, not at the waist. Hold
the object close to your body and lift between the legs. If an object is too heavy
to lift safely, find someone to help you or use proper materials handling equipment.
Adopt good posture. Sit straight in chairs, with your back against the chair’s
back. Choose a chair that allows you to rest both feet flat on the floor while
keeping your knees level or slightly below your hips. If you stand for long periods at work, occasionally rest one foot on a stool or small box. While you stand,
hold reading material at eye level.
Avoid sleeping on your stomach. Sleep on your back or your side, and wedge a
pillow under or beneath your legs.
Address stress! Stress can make you tense and prone to injury. Use positive
coping mechanisms, such as deep-breathing exercises, taking a walk or venting
your frustrations with a trusted friend.
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automatically receive editions upon publication, please email sympa@ucdavis.edu and type in a body
of the email: SUBSCRIBE safetyspot
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