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PRACTICAL SERIES

Good positioning: 
the importance of posture

The way we sit, stand 

and walk has a long-term 

effect on our 

musculo-skeletal system. 

Julie Swann discusses the 

effects of bad posture, 

and offers advice on 

assisting residents with 

posture and positioning.

This is the second in a series of arti-
cles exploring how physical positioning 

can affect a resident�s general physical func-
tion, level of abilities and wellbeing. In this 
article, the approaches that care staff can 
adopt to help reduce postural problems are  
also discussed. 

Residents can develop bad postural habits, 
resulting in muscle imbalance and muscular 
strain that can add to the problems associ-
ated with ageing. This can impact severely 
on a person�s movement patterns and affect 
the ability to cope with daily living activities. 
Care staff should be encouraged to notice 
and report changes in posture, and can help 
to reduce, even rectify, the resultant musculo-
skeletal problems.

Good posture
For most residents, a typical day involves 
moving from lying to sitting, to standing, 
and to walking. During the day, postural sets 
are altered automatically, often without any 
conscious thought, using muscles and joints 
that are strong, �exible and have an adequate 
range of movement. 

A person with �good posture� rests and 
moves with the spinal column and adjoining 
parts of the body in correct alignment. It is 
essential to have adequate sensory feedback, 
including the ability to know where the limbs 
are in relation to each other (joint position 
sense) and a sense of equilibrium to provide 
good balanced posture. When the body is 
used effectively, less energy is used and fatigue 
can thus be reduced. Good posture provides 
balance to the body and helps to provide sup-
port for the body and inner organs.

Causes of postural problems
The way we sit, stand and walk has a long-
term effect on our musculo-skeletal system. 
Poor posture can simply be a result of the 
adoption of bad movement habits over many 

years. When a joint works in an abnormal pat-
tern, the ligaments can be stretched and the 
ef�ciency of the joint will be reduced. As the 
surfaces of the joint are not aligned correctly, 
this produces abnormal load-bearing on both 
joint and ligaments.

Prolonged poor sitting and standing pos-
tures are linked to many orthopaedic prob-
lems, including back pain. Poor posture can 
cause muscular and joint pain, particularly in 
the neck, shoulders and lower back. Table 1 
provides examples of physical activities and 
bad practice that can lead to postural back 
strain and pain. Fatigue and back pain can 
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be produced from all of these activities. This 
can be prevented by learning how to sit and 
stand correctly. Remaining in one position 
(static posture) for prolonged periods is also 
considered to be bad posture. 

Poor posture can shorten muscle �bres 
and result in an imbalance of the skeletal 
system, with adverse effects to the structure 
of joints, particularly in the spine and knees. 
A previous orthopaedic condition or injury 
may alter the joint alignment. This can has-
ten degenerative changes to the joint�s sur-
faces and result in osteoarthritis. Osteophytes 
(excess bone) can develop at the joint ends 
and cause pain. As a result of calci�cation, 
some joints, including those in the spine, 
can become fused in abnormal positions. 
Many orthopaedic conditions can be exac-
erbated by poor posture and abnormal  
walking patterns.

Postural problems can also be caused 
by medical conditions, as well as intoxica-
tion from alcohol and substance abuse. 
Medical problems include neurodegenerative 
conditions such as multiple sclerosis and 
Parkinson�s disease. A cardinal symptom of 
Parkinson�s disease is unsteadiness when 
standing or walking that can threaten mobil-
ity and independence, and which increases 
the risk of serious injury from a fall (Roberts 
and Overstall, 2008).

Table 1.

EXAMPLeS OF BAD POSTURe

n Slouching with hunched shoulders

n Increased inward curve in the lower back (Lordosis or ‘Swayback’)

n Carrying heavy objects on one side of your body

n Cradling a phone between your neck and shoulder

n Wearing high-heeled shoes or very tight clothes

n Keeping the head held too high or looking down too much

n Sleeping on a mattress that does not provide adequate support

n Slumping forward while sitting on a chair

n Not using lumbar back support while sitting

n Sliding forward while sitting on a chair 

 

Adapted from: http://www.healthsuperstore.com/health/v-bad-posture-back-pain.htm
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