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Sitting Too Much?
Light Exercise and a Proper Workstation Set-up 
Will Help.
Denise Pontbriand, PTA, CEAS, REAS

Do you spend long periods of time sitting in the car, at a table or desk, or on the couch? If so, you may notice your 
upper back, lower back, or even legs and feet, begin to experience pain, numbness, or tingling after some time. The 
two most common reasons people experience back pain include poor sitting posture and repetitive flexion of the 
joints involved. 

Sitting and Your Health

Stiffness and potential pain are not the only potential consequences of prolonged sitting. Research has linked 
sitting for long periods of time to several health conditions including obesity, cardiovascular disease, diabetes, high 
blood pressure, excess body fat around the waist, high cholesterol, and cancer. Studies have shown that those who 
sit for more than eight hours a day with no physical activity have a similar risk of dying to those who are obese or 
who smoke. Any extended sitting at a desk, behind the wheel, or in front of a screen can be harmful. 

New research from JAMA Network Open supports the idea that any type of movement or exercise can reduce the 
negative health impact of prolonged sitting. One study posits women who did a lot of light physical activity 
throughout the day have up to a 42% lower risk of dying from heart attacks, and a 22% lower risk of developing 
cardiovascular disease. Light exercise is defined as movement performed during activities of daily living. The 
studies showed that the women who appeared to gain the most benefit were performing 5 -10 1/2 hours per day 
of light exercise. Moving 5 hours a day is not unrealistic if light exercise is incorporated into the workday. 



Suggestions for Incorporating Movement into Your Workday

•  Integrate micro-breaks throughout the day – This means getting up from your sitting position, moving around, 
and perhaps including some strength and flexibility exercises into your routine.

•  Use an adjustable standing workstation – This allows you to alternate between sitting and standing 
throughout the day, a better alternative to either sitting or standing for the entire day.  Research points to the 
20-8-2 guideline – 20 minutes of sitting; 8 minutes of standing; and 2 minutes of moving/walking for optimal 
results from your adjustable workstation.

•  Add a lumbar roll to your chair – Most office chairs offer lumbar back support however when working from 
a chair that does not provide lumbar support, add a lumbar roll. When sitting in a flexed position for long 
periods it becomes crucial to maintain good posture to prevent injury in your joints. The key to the perfect 
sitting position is keeping the small inward curve of your low back while keeping your chest upright and 
shoulder blades back. A rolled towel placed in the lower back will assist in maintaining this position to lower 
your risk of pain while you are sitting. This is helpful either at your desk or in the car.

•  Use an under-desk bike pedal exerciser – This helps keep your legs moving, reducing muscle tightness and 
increasing blood flow.  Increasing the resistance will help speed up your metabolism and strengthen the leg 
muscles. 

•  Take a walk at lunchtime.

•  Consider standing during a conference call. 
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Reduce Discomfort and Stiffness with a Proper Workstation Set-up

Let’s face it, human beings were not meant to sit in a chair for 8 hours a day. In addition to low back pain, you 
may experience eye strain, and neck/shoulder pain, particularly if your workstation is not configured correctly.

Posture influences how you feel. We battle gravity bearing down on our bodies all day. When we become 
fatigued, we succumb to gravity and lose our natural curves to our spine. Our back muscles begin to tighten to 
help correct the loss of posture leading to discomfort.

Although you may have had the perfect set-up at the office, working remotely because of the Covid-19 
pandemic has presented many new challenges. Most of us likely have a less than ideal workstation that may 
cause long-term problems. However, there are several basic improvements you can make to get moving during 
your workday, decrease strain, and minimize musculoskeletal symptoms.

•  Reorganize the items on your desk so that those you use most often are within reach and easily accessible.

•  Obtain new inexpensive desk accessories to support improved ergonomics.

 •  Document clips help improve workstation organization and working posture. 

 •  Footstools help improve posture and lessen risk of low back pain.

•  Work with a certified ergonomist to help identify your specific needs. 

Workstation Assessments for You

Are you convinced you could benefit from some changes in your workstation and your workstation habits? If 
so, schedule a live virtual ergonomics workstation assessment with Denise Pontbriand. This is a free service for 
our MIIA members (you must obtain your health insurance from your employer) and we encourage you to try it! 
Denise is an experienced certified ergonomist, who is also certified in remote office ergonomic assessments. As 
part of this 30-minute assessment, you will learn about micro-breaks, and receive recommendations specific to 
your job that reduce stiffness and discomfort.

To schedule an appointment contact Denise —  corefit10@gmail.com 
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