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If you spend most of your working day at a desk, you probably know the pattern: a

stiff neck by mid-afternoon, a lower back that complains when you first stand up,

shoulders that creep toward your ears during a deadline. This guide gives you a

practical system for it. You will set up your workspace so it fits your body, break

up long stretches of sitting with movement that fits into a real workday,

strengthen the muscles that support your back and neck, and learn exactly when

pain needs a professional rather than a stretch.

It starts from an honest position that may surprise you: there is no single perfect posture to

hold all day. The research points instead toward comfortable positions that you change often

and a body that is strong and used to moving. A desk that fits you still matters, but it is one

part of the plan, not the whole of it.

Before You Begin lists the warning signs that need a doctor. Read it first, even if you feel

fine.

Chapters 1 and 2 explain what posture can and cannot do, and how back and neck pain

actually work. They change how you respond to an ache, which matters as much as any

exercise.

Chapters 3 and 4 set up your desk, your laptop and anywhere else you work, and show

you how to break up sitting without wrecking your concentration.

Chapters 5 to 7 give you the mobility routines, the strength routine and extras for the

neck, shoulders, wrists and hands.

Chapter 8 covers sleep, stress and flare-ups, and Chapter 9 turns everything into a 4-week

plan.

How the guide is organized

How to Use This Guide
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The companion Posture and Back Care Planner holds the printable desk setup checklist, a

routine card for each of the four weeks and a pain diary. You will use it from Chapter 2

onward.

There are no photos in this guide, so every movement is described in words, always in the

same order:

Start: the position you begin in.

Move: what moves, in what direction and how far.

Feel: what you should notice, and where. If you feel it somewhere else, reread the cues.

Dose: how many repetitions, or how long to hold.

Skip or change it if: the situations where you should use a gentler version or leave it out.

Read a description through once, then again while you hold the starting position, and do the

first repetitions slowly. A mirror or a phone video helps you compare what you are doing with

the words.

How the exercise descriptions work

What you need

Your usual desk and chair (an adjustable office chair helps, but is not required)

A tape measure

A firm cushion or folded towel, plus a few thick books, a sturdy box or a ream of paper,

for raising a screen or your feet

A clear stretch of wall, and a doorway

Enough floor space to lie down, with a mat, rug or folded blanket

Optional: a light resistance band (a long flat band or a loop with a handle), which is

inexpensive and makes the upper back exercises easier to progress

The companion planner and a pen



11CourseMints | Posture and Back Care at Your Desk

Most people who ache at a desk have been told the same thing: your posture is

bad, so sit up straight. The advice sounds sensible, but it does not match what

research has found, and following it rigidly often makes people stiffer, more tense

and more worried about every slouch.

Studies that compare the spines of people with and without back pain find a lot of overlap.

How rounded your upper back is, how far your head sits in front of your shoulders and how

deep the curve in your lower back is all vary widely between people, and many people with

“textbook bad posture” have no pain at all. Studies that try to predict who will develop back

pain from their posture have generally not found posture to be a strong predictor. No single

sitting or standing position has been shown to prevent back pain reliably.

What does seem to matter is a mix of other things: staying in any one position for a long

time, overall physical activity and fitness, sleep, stress, how much you trust or fear your back,

and how much control and satisfaction you have at work. That is good news, because almost

all of those are things you can change.

T H E  S C I E N C E

Rethinking “sit up straight”

In 2019 a group of physical therapy researchers published an editorial in the Journal of

Orthopaedic & Sports Physical Therapy with the title “Sit up straight”: time to re-evaluate.

They argued that the evidence linking common postures to back pain is weak, that a wide

variety of postures is normal, and that telling people to hold one “correct” position can feed

fear and unhelpful muscle guarding. Their message, shared by many clinicians today, is that

comfortable positions and regular changes matter more than achieving an ideal shape.

01

What the research does and does not show

C H A P T E R  1

The Truth About “Perfect
Posture”
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If posture is not the villain, why does sitting all day hurt? Several ordinary mechanisms add

up:

1. Static load. Holding even a light position for a long time is tiring, the way a shopping bag

that is not heavy still makes your arm complain after twenty minutes. Tissues generally

prefer being loaded and unloaded in turn to being held still.

2. Reaching and peering. A mouse too far away, a screen too low, or text too small to read

without leaning forward all add effort for your neck, shoulders and arms, minute after

minute.

3. Low overall movement. A body that sits for nine hours and rarely does anything more

demanding loses some strength and tolerance.

4. Stress. Under pressure, many people raise their shoulders, clench their jaw and breathe

high in the chest without noticing, and stress makes the nervous system more sensitive

to pain.

5. Poor sleep. Short or broken sleep lowers your pain threshold the next day.

A phrase often used by physical therapists and ergonomists sums it up: your best posture is

your next posture. Instead of holding a perfect shape, aim for four things:

1. Variety. Shift position at least every 20 to 30 minutes, even a little: sit back, then forward,

cross and uncross your ankles, stand for a call.

2. Support. Arrange your desk so that a comfortable, upright-ish position takes little effort

to hold (Chapter 3).

3. Movement. Get up and move for a minute or two at least every 30 to 60 minutes

(Chapter 4).

4. Capacity. Build strength and fitness so your body tolerates long days better (Chapter 6).

Why your body still aches at a desk

The real goal: comfortable positions you change often
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Slumping back in your chair for a while is not harmful. It is a resting position, and after an

hour of sitting upright it may feel good. The same applies to rounding your back to pick

something up: your spine is built to bend. Problems tend to come from staying in any

position, upright or slumped, for too long without a change, and from a body that is not used

to moving in many directions.

Replace “sit up straight” with a ten-second reset. Do it whenever you notice tension, and at

every natural pause in your work:

1. Shoulders: lift them toward your ears, then let them drop. Notice how far they fall; that is

how much tension you were holding.

2. Jaw: let your teeth part slightly and your tongue rest on the floor of your mouth.

3. Breath: take one slow breath in through your nose, letting your lower ribs widen, and

breathe out a little longer than you breathed in.

4. Weight: shift your seat, sit back against the backrest or move forward. Any change

counts.

5. Eyes: look away from the screen to something far away for a few seconds.

The aim is to release, not to brace into a new rigid position.

E X A M P L E

Letting go of the perfect position

Priya, 34, a designer, spent her workday correcting herself: pulling her shoulders back, lifting

her chest, sitting on the front edge of her chair so she could not slouch. By 3 pm her upper

back burned. She swapped the constant correcting for the ten-second reset, sat back

against her chair with a cushion behind her lower back, and set a reminder to stand up every

40 minutes. Within a couple of weeks the afternoon burning was milder, and she noticed

she was far less tense at the end of the day.

Slouching is not damage

A better posture check
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Keyboard and mouse

Screen and light

Calls, items and extras

Place Hours per week Main problem My fix Done

Support in the small of the back (lumbar support or a rolled towel), slight recline tried

Keyboard close, letter keys centered on your body, little feet folded away

Wrists straight, light touch, wrist rest used only during pauses

Mouse beside the keyboard at the same height, moved from the elbow, pointer speed

raised

Screen directly in front, about an arm’s length away

Top of the screen at or slightly below eye level, tilted back slightly (lower still for

bifocals)

Text large enough to read without leaning in

Screen at right angles to windows, brightness matched to the room

Headset or speaker for calls, never a phone between ear and shoulder

Daily items within forearm reach; rarely used items far enough away that you stand to

get them

Laptop raised so the top of the screen is at eye level, with a separate keyboard and

mouse

Sit-stand desk: same elbow rule standing, screen raised, standing spells of 15 to 30

minutes to start

Other places I work


