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Understand which exercises may be 
doing more harm than good, to avoid 

injury and prevent long-term damage to 
your body.

6 Exercises to Avoid for Injury Prevention

www.windsorchiro.com

6 EXERCISES TO 
AVOID FOR 
INJURY 
PREVENTION

Many exercise routines performed on a 
regular basis are the legacy of a much out-dated 

body-building culture, and there is strong evidence to 
say that some exercises result in more harm than good.

Whether you’re exercising in the gym, outdoors or at home, this e-book will 
help you to identify which exercises are potentially damaging if performed 
as a repetitive motion over time. You’ll better understand what movements 
to avoid so that you can start to rebuild your strength towards a healthier, 
more active life.

Please note that the information contained in this eBook is general advice, 
and should be used in conjunction with the individual guidance and care of 
your medical practitioner following a thorough medical examination and 
personal history.
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Avoid injury and prevent long-term damage 
by implementing the following six key points 

when exercising:

Workout by 
Standing 

Rather Than 
Sitting

4

Abstain 
From “No 
Pain, No 

Gain”

5

Don’t Self-
Manipulate 
Your Spine

6

Stop 
Prioritising 

‘Static 
Stretching’

2

Exercise 
Machines… 
Approach 

with 
Caution

3

Avoid 
Sit-Ups & 

Toe 
Touches
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It is well established in spinal research that the 
flexing of your spine back and forth can create a disc 

herniation over time, and so it is best to avoid the repetitive 
action of sit-ups or stretching to touch your toes.

Both exercises are even more risky in the first hour upon rising from 
sleep, as this is the time when the discs are fully hydrated and under the 
most pressure. (1)

Common reasons to avoid this exercise are:

Most of us are already at risk of disc damage. The modern-day office, 
home and car environments have most of us stuck in a 
flexed-forward seated position, which already increases the risk of 
damage to discs. Our body doesn’t need any more flexion of the 
lower back!

Forward flexion is almost required to cause a disc herniation.

Adding a twisting motion to the sit-up can increase the likelihood of 
injury further.

Humans have a finite number of these forward bending movements 
before discs become damaged and herniated, so it’s essential that 
you spare this motion where possible for longevity.

Optimal performance and spinal health are achieved when the motion is 
limited and braced by our core muscles, so that effective power and 
motion can be generated from the legs and arms.

‘Neutral spine’ is your greatest protection from disc herniations.
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AVOID SIT-UPS & 
TOE TOUCHES
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Dr McGill of Waterloo University has found that:

“Crunches and traditional sit-ups place 3,300 newtons (the 
equivalent of 340kg) of compressive force on the spine 
when bent in flexion. These forces can squeeze a bent 
disc’s nucleus to the point that it bulges – pressing on 

nerves and causing back pain, and potentially leading to a 
herniated disc.”

(1)  McGill S, PhD. Ultimate Back Fitness and Performance. Waterloo, Canada, Wabuno Publishers; 2006: 10-25
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“Static stretching is a technique in which an 
extreme stretched position is slowly reached, 

then held for some time (typically 20-30 seconds), 
with a view to increasing the range of movement…” - Churchill 
Livingstone’s Dictionary of Sport and Exercise Science and Medicine

Static stretching is often over-prioritised in exercise and for treating back 
problems, and too much of a good thing is not always a good thing at all!

Avoid holding extreme stretching positions for the following reasons:

Contrary to popular belief, static stretching can worsen an existing 
problem, and a more flexible back (or hamstring muscles) does not 
actually help with lower back problems.

More flexible backs are generally more prone to back pain and 
dysfunction, and static stretching before exercising can reduce 
muscle strength rather than prevent injury. (2)

Loose joints which are not accurately and precisely controlled are 
unstable. Stability is essential for long term spinal health, and 
requires accurate and controlled motion of spinal joints, and very 
importantly, endurance.

Avoid doing static stretching before exercising; it should only be done 
afterwards.

Dynamic stretching, on the other hand, is a type of sports fitness routine 
in which momentum and active muscular effort are used to stretch, and 
the end position is not held. This type of stretching has been shown to 
increase both strength and flexibility, and is regarded as the best form of 
stretching before exercise.
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STOP PRIORITISING 
‘STATIC 
STRETCHING’
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“Spine flexibility has little predictive value for future low 
back trouble.”

– MS Sullivan

(2)  Sullivan, et al, The relationship of lumbar flexion to disability in patients with low back pain, 
Physical Therapy, 2000:80
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It’s important to understand that you don’t 
need high-tech exercise machines to build 

strength to avoid injury.

Accurate joint motion is essential for injury prevention, and this is only 
possible if the brain and nervous system have great communication. Our 
brain craves complex movements through the functioning of the nervous 
system, however poor posture and lack of movement stimulation have 
resulted in poor function over time. We need to prioritise this type of 
healthy movement to compensate for the absolute deficiencies 
experienced from our modern environment, such as extended sitting at a 
desk, use of devices etc.

Do machines make your brain work harder?

Machines regulate and give support, assist in joint stability, and regulate 
joint control. This sounds great in theory, but in practice, these machines 
are doing the work that your brain and body should be doing.

One of the key outcomes of a gym workout should be to improve joint 
control and function.

To stimulate healthy function of your nervous system so that it can 
develop deep connections into your muscles and joints, and prevent 
injury, we need to do exercises which require balance, complex 
movements and whole-body stability.

We need to prioritise this type of healthy movement to compensate 
for the absolute deficiencies experienced from our modern 
environment.

Machines will build muscle size or hypertrophy, but not stability, 
and we need to develop stability to prevent injury. 
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AVOID MACHINES 
AND ISOLATING 
JOINTS
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“Machines can regulate the resistance, speed of joint 
motion, and motion in adjacent joints, but they diminish 
the need for balance, stabilization and coordination of 

multi-joint function.”

– Dr Stuart McGill
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Isolating a joint only builds muscle strength out-of-context with the 
whole-body linkage, and we need to whole-body exercise with a focus on 
dynamic stability training to reduce long term damage and injury.
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“We’ve become so sedentary that 30 minutes a day at the 
gym may not counteract the detrimental effects of 8, 9 or 10 

hours of sitting.” 

- Genevieve Healy PhD.
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The Australian Bureau of Statistics stated that during 2011-2012, the 
average Australian adult spent roughly 13 hours per week watching TV, 
and two months of every year in sedentary positions doing leisure 
activities, including transport. One in three workers spent 3/4 of their time 
sitting down at work… and it’s literally killing us!

‘Sitting disease’ is now a significantly recognised condition, and refers to 
the metabolic syndrome and the ill-effects of an overly sedentary lifestyle.

You may be exercising while you are sitting at the gym, but why would you 
want to strengthen that posture?

Walking on two feet with an upright posture is one of the things that 
makes us uniquely human. No other mammals walk like we do, or think 
like we do! Humans resist gravity on two feet, and have the highest level 
of intelligence and problem solving.

And so, when you stand, your brain simply works better. It is argued that 
for evolutionary reasons, we are smarter because we can stand on two 
feet… our brains have developed due to our posture.

9www.windsorchiro.com

EXERCISE BY 
STANDING 
RATHER THAN 
SITTING
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Hrs
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“For people who sit most of the day, their risk of heart 
attack is about the same as smoking.” 

- Martha Grogan, Cardiologist, Mayo Clinic.

Stress lowers your ability to think coherently due to a hormone called 
cortisol, and similarly, poor posture lowers the overall performance of 
your body and mind.

Quite simply, there is no ideal seated position, so get standing!

6 Exercises to Avoid for Injury Prevention
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The saying “No pain, no gain”, is a potentially 
dangerous one when it comes to working out, for 

the following reasons:

Loading inflamed or dysfunctional joints will often do more damage 
by heightening the level of irritation in the nervous system.

Over time, spinal joint irritation can become chronic, lowering the 
pain threshold level. This process is called ‘central sensitisation’, which 
is a condition of the nervous system that only perpetuates chronic 
pain, making it far more difficult to treat.

Chronic pain is bad for your health at many levels…

Chronic back pain alone, can create significant impairments in memory, 
language skills, and mental flexibility, as well as deficits in cognitive 
function, changes in decision-making and appraisal, increases risk of 
depression and leads to less brain cells.(3)

Constantly bending into a direction to see if it hurts can further excite 
already irritated nerves, and prevent healing.
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ABSTAIN FROM 
“NO PAIN, NO 
GAIN”

5

(3) J Neurosci. 2004 Nov 17;24(46):10410-5



Case study
Patient John presents to our office with headaches. He 

explains that he has been clicking his own neck and it usually 
gives him relief straight away. But of late, the headaches have 

been getting worse and he has been having trouble clicking 
his own neck now. John can’t get it to ‘pop’ anymore.
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Not an exercise, but still worthy of a mention…

So, what may have happened here?

Joints of the spine can be Hypomobile (stuck, or don’t move enough) or 
Hypermobile (too much movement, or unstable).

Self-manipulation cannot accurately target a hypomobile joint; instead it 
will only increase the loose joints, making them looser. The manipulation 
may provide some short-term relief, but over time this action starts to 
create an imbalance in the joints. The loose or unstable joints which keep 
popping continue to get looser, and other joints begin to compensate.

In the case of John and his headaches, the middle joints become loose 
and the upper neck muscles lock up tighter in compensation, constricting 
the nerves which often cause the common tension headaches. This 
repeated, non-specific manipulation can contribute towards the first stage 
of Degenerative Disc Disease.
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Avoid 
Self-Manipulation 
(Cracking Your Own Spine)
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Stages of Degenerative Disc Disease
It’s important to understand how our spines can degenerate over time if 
not given the right care.

In the 1970’s, Kirkaldy-Willis described the ‘degenerative cascade’ of 
degenerative disc disease. After an initial injury, the disc would 
degenerate in three general stages:

First, there is significant joint dysfunction caused by the acute back 
pain of the injury.

Next, there is a long phase of relative instability at vertebral joints of 
the spine.

Finally, the body re-stabilises the segment through calcification.

Clicking your own neck can contribute to these three stages, so it’s best to 
leave the manual adjusting to the professionals!
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Pop

RESTRICITED JOINT CHIROPRACTIC ADJUSTMENT
(RIGHT JOINT)

SELF ADJUSTED
(WRONG JOINT)

Pop

Pop
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For more information on any of the information contained in 
this eBook, and to understand how these exercises may relate 

to your own personal situation, 

please call our office on                   (07) 3357 3366

visit us at                      www.windsorchiro.com

We can provide a comprehensive consultation and spinal 
assessment, and customise an exercise programme to your 

specific needs.

Keep an eye on our website for our other eBooks – 

www.windsorchiro.com.

Prioritise your health, live your best life.
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