WORK-RELATED
NECK AND BACK PAIN
Occupational Safety and Health Branch
Labour Department
Introduction
Neck and back pain is common nowadays. Working with a poor posture may hurt our neck and back, and therefore affect our performance at work, and in severe cases result in a loss in working ability. This pamphlet aims at introducing the common work-related causes of neck and back pain as well as their preventive measures.
Structure and Function
The structure of neck and back is very complex and they are composed of the vertebral column, intervertebral discs, muscles, ligaments, the spinal cord and spinal nerves.
The vertebral column is made up of 33 vertebrae. It protects the spinal cord and supports our body.
The spinal cord and spinal nerves are responsible for the transmission of nerve impulse. They control the muscle activity and make sensation possible by transmitting nervous signals to our brain.
An intervertebral disc lies between two vertebrae and acts as a shock absorber to protect the spinal cord.

Ligaments attach vertebrae together and allow certain movements of the back.
Neck and back muscles not only keep and support our posture but also provide motor function.
Causes of Neck and Back Pain
1. Poor working posture
Poor workstation design
Poor working habit
Keeping a posture for prolonged periods
Cradling handset between the neck and shoulder
Dangling both feet
Inappropriate height of working table and chair
Insufficient leg room 
Prolonged backward tilting of neck
2. Poor manual handling techniques
Lifting heavy loads with sudden and drastic movements or with improper lifting techniques may sprain or tear the muscles and ligaments, and even displace an intervertebral disc towards the spinal canal, thus compressing the spinal cord or spinal nerves and causing pain or numbness or even paralysis in severe cases.
Twisting while lifting manually
Bending back while lifting heavy load
3. Traumatic injuries
Slip and fall on wet floors or being hit by heavy objects may result in bone fracture or serious damages to the surrounding tissues.
Preventive Measures
1. Conduct risk assessment
Employers should conduct risk assessments to all types of work such as manual handling operation, use of display screen equipment, etc.
Identify the hazards at work
Evaluate the adequacy and effectiveness of existing preventive measures
Formulate and adopt appropriate preventive measures
2. Adopt appropriate preventive measures
Good Housekeeping
Ensure adequate working space
Place frequently used or heavy objects at an easy-reach level, such as at the waist level
Provide a safe working environment to minimise the occurrence of accidents
Appropriate equipment and accessories
Use chairs and working desks that match with the nature of work and the body build of workers
Good posture
Keep a proper sitting and standing posture which not only relaxes the muscles and keeps them in a balanced position but also minimises the stress in the backbone 
Avoid keeping a posture for prolonged periods and change working postures periodically
Manual handling operations
Make use of assistive aids or devices to decrease manual lifting
Adopt a correct posture and use correct techniques in manual lifting 
Use team lifting for bulky and heavy objects
Job rotation
Rotate to work in different posts or in jobs of different nature periodically to avoid overuses
3. Maintain a healthy lifestyle
Adequate sleep
Balanced diet
Suitable exercise
Regular exercises can enhance the muscle strength and flexibility. The following examples are listed for reference:
Stretching exercise
1. Roll shoulders forwards 10 times.
2. Roll shoulders backwards 10 times.
Strengthening exercise 
1. Lie on back with knees bent.
2. Raise both hips and hold for 5 seconds. Return to starting position.
3. Repeat this exercise 5 times.
Enquiries
For enquiries on this pamphlet or advice on occupational health and hygiene matters, please contact the Occupational Safety and Health Branch through:
Telephone:2852 4041
Fax:2581 2049
E-mail:enquiry@labour.gov.hk
Information on the services offered by the Labour Department and on major labour legislation can also be found on our website http://www.labour.gov.hk.
Complaints
If you have any complaints about unsafe workplaces and practices, please call the Labour Department’s occupational safety and health complaint hotline at 2542 2172. All complaints will treated in the strictest confidence.
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