
 

Posture: Is it really to blame for aches and pains? 

Autumn beckons… return to school and longer workdays often means more 
sitting. You’ve heard it before ‘don’t slouch’… ‘poor posture causes back pain’. 
It’s a daily comment I hear from patients ‘I know my posture is to blame’ ‘I 
should sit up straighter’, ‘I have a weak core’. But how much is posture really to 
blame for back and neck pain?  Actually, a whole lot less than we’ve been led 
to believe for years! Despite age-old beliefs there is nothing inherently wrong 
with sitting with your spine bent or head forwards! 

 

 

 

When I did my initial physio training we were presented with the ‘ideal’ sitting 
and standing postures. Postures that were proposed to reduce pain, reduce the 
risk of onset of spinal pain and aid recovery….. this was holy grail territory! We 
physiotherapists, like many other professions and therapies, spent ages 
training these ‘ideal’ postures and reinforcing them in every patient that trotted 
in the door. However, the more we’ve investigated back and neck pain, the 
more we’ve realised that we may have been focusing way too much on this 
‘ideal’ posture. In a large review of 134 studies (1) that investigated which 
factors increase the risk of back pain, the type of posture that you have wasn’t 
found to increase the risk of pain. Sustained positions longer for than two hours 
increases the risk but not as much as you would think. Interestingly, poor sleep 
was found to increase the risk of back pain by 320% and stress 220%. By 



comparison sustained sitting (in any posture!) increased the risk of back pain by 
40%. 

In neck pain, head on neck posture is commonly referred to as the cause of 
pain. Research studies show little consistency on whether head on neck 
posture contributes to neck pain. Many other factors such as stress, sleep and 
general health account for more neck pain than posture, with posture 
becoming insignificant when these other factors are considered (2-4). 

While some people may benefit from postural changes, when results from 
studies using posture to treat pain are compiled, results are not very positive. 
For example, the Alexander technique might be helpful for the odd person but 
when studied systematically does not strongly affect spinal pain (5). Pilates 
type exercises are no better than other forms of exercise for back pain (any 
exercise is really good for back pain by the way!)(6). Ergonomic adaptations 
(desks, chairs etc) also fare poorly, with only slight improvements on neck pain 
when using arm rests but few other positive effects compared with no 
ergonomic interventions (7). If posture was the holy grail, then surely, these 
approaches would yield more positive results! 

So, does posture never matter?  

It’s not that posture never matters…..it’s just that we can no longer justify a 
‘one size (posture) fits all’ approach to posture. At an individual level, it may 
matter. However, we see a large number of people who are working really hard 
to hold a very upright, and often unsustainable posture, and so, we find 
ourselves telling more and more people to relax and find a comfortable posture 
instead. Many of these people are so surprised when we first advise them to 
relax and slouch a little, and secondly when they find they are much more 
comfortable and pain free when they do. Certainly, there are still some people 
who benefit from being a little more upright and seem to get pain relief from 
this, but many more who benefit from finding more relaxed and varied 
positions. 

Postural changes may take getting used to, but should be comfortable, 
sustainable, varied and shouldn’t be hard work! More upright isn’t always best. 
Remember variation is key - there is no substitute for moving more!  

So what’s right for you? 

We can focus so much on posture, yet pain has many contributions. If you have 
back or neck pain, it’s important to have a good assessment that looks at not 
only how you move and hold yourself but your wider health- your stress levels, 
mood, physical activity, general health. We should really be focusing on these 
too. If your posture seems to be a key contributor to your pain, you should be 
able to see a reduction in your symptoms very quickly when you change or 
adjust your posture. Adjustments to your posture should feel more comfortable, 
easier to sustain and while they may take a little thinking and getting used to, 
they shouldn’t feel like hard work! If your muscles are working that hard to hold 
you upright, that isn’t efficient and is likely to contribute to pain in the long run. 



If you’re working with a therapist (physiotherapist, osteopath, chiropractor, 
exercise therapist), be wary if they recommend a posture without exploring the 
impact that posture has on your symptoms. If they are worth their salt, they will 
spend time exploring whether the change in posture has any effect on your 
symptoms before recommending it. The golden rule is that any postural change 
should reduce pain and reduce effort but might take some thinking about in the 
beginning! 

Remember though, that back and neck pain and other musculoskeletal 
problems have many contributions (physical, psychological, physiological) and 
we’ve been blaming posture for far too long now….it’s time to move on and 
treat posture with the attention it deserves- only one factor in the midst of 
many other, possibly more important factors! 
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