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Risk factors (underlying causes)
What are the real risk factors for LBP? What is likely to push you closer to the 
edge? Essentially, “Why is my back so weak?”

John was a 42 year old office worker who used to play squash, rugby and run 
regularly “until the kids arrived”. Through his thirties and into his forties he’d been 
increasingly inactive as the pressures of work took over, and he’d gained a significant 
amount of weight. His job now required him to drive to another office twice each 
week (which he didn’t want to do), meaning 2.5 hours in his car on those days. 
One day, on getting out of his car, he felt a “searing pain” across his lower back.
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Risk Factors 

How many of these applied to John, and crucially, which ones apply to you?

Physical: Trauma
If you regularly get stood on when playing rugby, or fall off a horse onto your 
back or bottom, it’s not surprising your back hurts. But you can still do worthwhile 
things to make it better.

Physical: Whole Body Vibration
Driving heavy machinery is not good for your back – tractor drivers beware! This 
may be because all your supporting muscles tire, leading to increased load on all 
tissues.
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Physical: Peak Load
Lifting/pushing/pulling heavy things can lead to you suddenly over-loading your 
back’s ability to cope.

Physical: Sustained Load
Staying in one position for a prolonged period can also over-load your back’s 
capacity to cope.

Physical: Cumulative Load
Doing the same thing again and again can gradually over-load your back’s capacity 
too.

A special note about sitting and those last two items above:
So many of us do a lot of sitting – and that’s cumulative load;

And if we hold the same position (any position) for a long time, that’s sustained load.

And guess what? That is a bad combination! Not only is it a reason why loads of 
us now suffer from low back pain. It is also the very reason why sitting down is NOT 
THE CURE TO LOWER BACK PAIN. It’s a great reminder: we’ve got to keep moving!

Physical: Poor and Uneven Trunk Muscle Endurance
Your muscles are the bits of you that do all the work – they actively control how 
you hold yourself (posture) and how you move. The bones are just the framework.

Failing to use your muscles regularly means they will weaken and be less able to 
support you when you need them most (use it or lose it!).

There’s little evidence that weak core muscles cause LBP; but having LBP often leads 
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to loss of core muscle control. This may be because the part of your brain that 
controls this part of your body falls into disuse if you move around less: the nerves 
start to lose connections with one another; and this results in poorer coordination 
of muscles. So we end up with a weak core, which pushes us even closer to the 
edge of the cliff. We saw before that the ongoing stress of pain will divert blood 
away from these muscles too, and this will make them even weaker.

There is reasonable evidence that a weakness or imbalance in endurance between 
front, back and side trunk muscles is a significant risk factor for LBP.

Forget any notion that one muscle is more important than the others – that’s like 
saying one guy rope on a tent is more important than the others; all the ropes 
(muscles) must pull evenly at all times to maintain balanced posture and movements. 
This is the huge importance of having an active back. An active back 
= fit strong muscles – and that keeps the tent in the right place!

In case you’re anatomically fixated, here is a list of the muscles we’re talking about:

• Erector Spinae group consists of Spinalis, Longissimus and Iliocostalis

• Transversospinalis group consists of Semispinalis, Multifidus and Rotatores

• Quadratus Lumborum, Serratus Posterior Inferior and Psoas

• Abdominals – Rectus Abdominis, External Obliques, Internal Obliques, 
Transversus Abdominis

• Thoracolumbar Fascia which connects the abdominal muscle to the spine 
and back muscles

• Latissimus Dorsi
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The gluteal, hamstring and quadricep muscles all have an impact on how the spine 
functions and the forces acting upon it. If you really want to see them, you can 
look them up online, but – in terms of getting better – there really is no need.

All of these muscles need to be functioning well and have good staying power – if 
any one of them tires faster than the other ones, you’re more at risk of the spine 
buckling, which many people express as “my back went out”.

Physical: Lower levels of physical activity and fitness
We know that exercise generally helps to lower the risk of LBP, so it stands to 
reason that a lack of it would increase your risk of LBP.

“Fitness” is a bit vague, as there are different types of fitness, and the research 
hasn’t pinned down which kind is most protective. But generally people who are 
more than averagely fit and active get less LBP (and recover faster) than those who 
are less fit.

Non-physical: Low Mood
Depression and anxiety are known to increase the risk of LBP – and other pains. 
Of course, being in pain can lower your mood significantly, but none-the-less, the 
research shows that people who start with anxiety/depression are more likely to 
develop LBP than people who are happy. (There’s lots of evidence that exercise 
can help to lift the spirits, supporting physical and mental health).

Non-physical: Work-related stress
It’s well documented that work-related stress is another risk factor, so – if you’re a 
Human Resources Professional or Occupational Health Adviser – please consider 
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this when dealing with people with LBP! And if you’re a worker with stress, what 
can you do to relieve the stress in your busy life?

Non-physical: Smoking
Someone once asked me whether this might be due to the postural load imposed 
by carrying his cigarettes in his back pocket (he always put them in the right side). 
I don’t think a packet weighs enough to make that much of a difference; more 
likely this is due to the generally negative health-effects of smoking (poorer circulation 
in particular), as well as perhaps their effect on nerves involved in the generation 
of pain.

Non-physical: Aged over 40
As you get older you pick up more little knocks, and often take less exercise, and 
your tissues (muscles, ligaments, tendons) become less stretchy, (and don’t forget 
the “cumulative” load which builds as we age).

Non-physical: Genes
We’re starting to understand that some people are genetically more likely to 
experience all sorts of pains. But don’t worry, this is only a very small part of the 
back pain picture, so even if you are genetically predisposed, there are a lot of 
other things you can work on!

ONE BIG POINT TO REMEMBER

There is only really one way to damage a tissue, and that is to exceed its elastic 
limit. There are only 3 ways of doing that – and they’re re-visited below.

Peak Load – one big load, exceeding the tissue’s total load capacity
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Sustained Load – a continuous load, which causes the tissue to gradually creep 
beyond its elastic limit

Cumulative Load – a repetitive type of load, which eventually exceeds the tissue’s 
ability to adapt

In all of these situations, something will tear; it’ll then become inflamed and probably 
hurt.

But remember, our bodies have superb self-healing abilities: if you get damaged 
and then do all the right things (and don’t do the wrong things) it will heal perfectly 
well.

Two points worth noting:

1. Quite often we just don’t do the right thing

2. The more active your back is, the more easily it will cope with Peak, Sustained 
and Cumulative Load.

Getting an active X back is the solution!

Time to start building your plan.
If you’re concerned about having damaged your back – start here by scanning 
your life for activities and habits that fit into the risk factors discussed above.
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You can list these activities and habits in your own Risk Factors list below.

Carry this forward to your activeXbacks plan in Section 9.
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