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Praise for James Davies

‘James is the man; he has revolutionised the way I feel about my body’

David Beckham

‘James is a true healer. There are very few of them in the world. His skill is an extension of his heart and he has led me into recovery faster than anyone I’ve ever met, with sustaining wellness that has been nothing short of vital to my work’

Pedro Pascal

‘James did for me in one session what would’ve taken me months to achieve, helping me to avoid surgery and giving me actionable things I could do to stay strong on tour. Knowledge, kindness, information and a bit of magic’

Pink





Every effort has been made to ensure that the information in this book is accurate. The information in this book may not be applicable in each individual case, so it is advised that professional medical advice is obtained for specific health matters and before changing any medication or dosage. Neither the publisher nor author accepts any legal responsibility for any personal injury or other damage or loss arising from the use of the information in this book. In addition, if you are concerned about your diet or exercise regime and wish to change them, you should consult a health practitioner first.






WHO THIS BOOK IS FOR AND WHAT IT ISN’T

Back in Ten is a book for anyone who wants to take control of their back health and feel more in tune with their body. Whether you are dealing with nagging discomfort, recovering from an injury, or simply want to move more freely and stay active as you age, this book is here to guide you using my ‘Back in 10’ method.

It’s also for those who have felt lost, stuck or overwhelmed by the sea of conflicting information about back pain. There is a lot of noise out there, from quick fixes and endless opinions to complex routines that do not always fit real life. My goal is to cut through that clutter and offer you clear, simple, and practical tools that actually make a difference. No gimmicks. No unrealistic promises. Just honest, effective strategies that work in the real world.

The ‘Back in 10’ method was developed after more than twenty years of hands-on experience working with people from all walks of life. That includes Olympic athletes, Hollywood actors, parents, office workers and everyday movers. These are tried and tested methods grounded in real results, not just theory.

This is not a textbook, and it’s not a magic fix. It’s a guide designed to help you understand your back better, move with more confidence, and build habits that support you for life. Inside, you will find movement routines, mindset shifts, and recovery tools you can start using straight away through my ‘Back in 10’ programme, in just 10 minutes a day.

This book is not a replacement for professional care, and it never claims to be. But it will help you ask better questions, get more from any treatment you do receive, and most importantly, take ownership of your health and progress.

Whether you are currently living with back pain or simply want to move better, feel stronger, and future-proof your body, Back in Ten is your starting point. It will help you finally understand what your back is trying to tell you, whether it is whispering discomfort or shouting in pain.

HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

This book is designed to be used, not just read. It’s here to give you real tools that work in everyday life. You do not need to have everything perfect before you begin. The point is to understand where your back is at, know what it needs, and then take small, consistent action each day.

[image: A logo with the words 'BACK IN 10' inside a curved line forming part of the border.] You will see the ‘Back in 10’ logo throughout the book, indicating when there is something practical you can do that day as part of your 10-minute routine.

You will also see the ‘Back Insights’ logo. [image: An icon of an open book with lined pages.] This highlights useful facts, clinical experience or observations that will help shift the way you think about your back and your body.

Step 1: Check Your Back

Start with Chapter 1, How Healthy is Your Back? This is your first checkpoint. You will complete a few simple tests to see how your back is moving, how it feels, and where it may be holding tension or weakness. This chapter uses the T.E.S.T. method, which stands for Track, Emotions, Strength and Touch. It helps you notice things that often go unseen until they become a bigger problem.

Step 2: Understand How Your Back Works

After that, read Chapter 2, Know Your Back. This explains clearly how your spine works and how different systems in your body connect to your back health. You will learn about your muscles, joints, discs, nerves, ligaments, and even how your gut and emotions are involved. This knowledge will give you confidence; when you understand how your back functions, you are better able to support it.

Step 3: Understand Your Pain

Next, read Chapter 3, Know Your Pain. This chapter will help you figure out what kind of pain you are experiencing, where it’s coming from, and what it may be telling you. You will learn the P.A.I.N. method, which stands for Provoking factors, Area, Intensity, and Nature. This tool will help you assess whether your pain is muscular, nerve-related, disc-related, or something else. If no serious red flags are present, then you are ready to move forward.

Step 4: Begin the Practical Work

Once you have completed those three chapters, you are ready to begin applying the ‘Back in 10’ method.

In the chapters that follow, you will learn:


	practical ways to ease pain flare-ups

	how to improve your daily mobility with simple, effective movements

	how to build strength and control in your back

	how to assess your environment and habits using the S.P.A.C.E. method

	which tools and equipment can support your back when needed

	and finally, when and how to seek expert help to support your recovery and progress.



Pay Attention to the Insights

Throughout the book, you will come across short sections marked as Back Insights. These contain useful facts, quick reminders, and research-backed ideas. Some will stand out. Some may explain something you have felt but not been able to put into words. The more you understand your back, the more confident you will feel using it and looking after it.

Putting It All Together: The 10-Day Programme

At the end of the book, you will find the full 10-day ‘Back in 10’ programme. This is where everything comes together. You will apply what you have learned in 10-minute sessions across 10 days. Each day will guide you through movement, relief, strength or awareness practices. It’s short, simple and effective. The goal is not to be perfect. The goal is to build momentum.




INTRODUCTION

THE ‘BACK IN 10’ METHOD

Imagine beginning your day with your back feeling free and strong, instead of achy or stiff. Whether you’re currently struggling with back pain or simply want to keep your back healthy, this book is for you. ‘Back in 10’ is a method that welcomes everyone, from the desk-bound office worker with a nagging twinge, to the active individual who wants to prevent future problems. Before pain strikes or worsens, you have the power to take positive action. And the best part? It only needs to take 10 minutes of your day. It’s time to give your back the attention it deserves, in a way that fits your life.

For over two decades, I’ve worked as a therapist, osteopath and performance coach with a wide range of individuals, from Olympic athletes and actors preparing for physically demanding roles to everyday people dealing with persistent back pain. One thing soon became clear: hands-on treatment helps, but it’s not enough on its own. A massage or clinic session can provide short-term relief, but real, lasting improvement comes from what you do every day.

Not everyone has the time, access or budget to see a therapist every week, and countless clients have asked me the same question: ‘What can I do at home that actually works for my back?’

That question has stayed with me, and takes me back to my time working with elite performers. What I noticed was that the most successful individuals, whether they were Olympic medallists, leading actors or high-level business professionals, all had systems. They did not leave performance to chance. We rehearsed every stage of competition: warm-ups, semifinals, finals. Everything was tested, refined and repeated until it became second nature. We created 10-minute movement routines and pre-performance treatments that were proven to work, and we stuck to them. These systems were not random. They were intentional, structured, and based on results.

This is how the ‘Back in 10’ method was created. I took the principles of structure, intention, consistency and self-awareness, and built a system for back care that anyone can follow. It’s designed to help you assess how your back is doing, apply what works, and refine as you go in just 10 minutes a day. That is all it takes to start building a stronger, more resilient back and to take control of your body.

This book is my answer to that question of what you can do at home that will actually work. I originally developed a 10-minute daily wellness system for the whole body, and here, I’ve honed it specifically for your back. It’s a simple, empowering plan to restore and maintain your back health. My goal is to (literally) have your back by guiding you to make smart, consistent choices that keep you pain-free, strong, and in control of your back health.

Society has conditioned us to ignore our backs until they scream for attention. It’s common to take our back for granted. After all, it’s behind us, out of sight and often out of mind. We typically react only when a crisis arises: a pulled muscle after lifting something heavy, a stabbing pain after sleeping in an awkward position, or a persistent ache from spending long hours at the computer. But what if you didn’t wait for the crisis? What if you could start caring for your back now, so that you never reach that breaking point? The ‘Back in 10’ method is about shifting from this reactive mindset to a proactive one. It’s about changing your relationship with your back through small daily habits. Your back supports every move you make, from your work and hobbies to time with family, so it deserves proactive care before it demands attention.

This method is here to help you understand, diagnose, treat and maintain a healthy back. Whether you’re starting with pain or aiming to prevent it, the ‘Back in 10’ programme provides the structure and tools to make a real difference.

WHAT IS ‘BACK IN 10’?

‘Back in 10’ is a straightforward but powerful concept: it’s a 10-day programme where you dedicate just 10 minutes each day to focused back care. In those 10 minutes, you will perform guided exercises, stretches and simple practices to strengthen your back, improve your posture, and release tension. Ten minutes may not sound like much, but done consistently for 10 days, it can jump-start profound improvements in how your back feels and functions. This method fits into even the busiest schedule. There are 144 ten-minute blocks in a day, and I am only asking for one of them!

Here’s how it works: you start by committing to 10 minutes each day. It doesn’t have to be all at once; it can be spread throughout the day for the next 10 days. During each session, you will be intentionally working on your back, whether that’s through gentle stretches to ease stiffness, exercises to build supportive strength, quick posture checks, or relaxation techniques to reduce stress. These sessions don’t require any hard-to-access equipment or a gym membership. ‘Back in 10’ meets you where you are in your living room, at your office desk, on your bed in the morning, or wherever you have a little space to move. The key is consistency. By the end of the 10 days, you will likely be moving more easily, feeling looser, maybe sleeping better, and definitely be more aware of your posture and habits.

My main rule before starting the 10-day routine is to take a moment to assess where you are. How healthy is your back right now? What kind of pain, if any, are you dealing with? What is your lifestyle like? How much do you move? How do you sit, stand and sleep? And what about your environment, your work set-up, your daily habits, even the shoes you wear? This first self-check helps you become more aware of your body, your patterns, and what may need attention. It’s a vital step to get the most out of what comes next, so don’t skip it.

After these 10 days, you will reassess and reflect on the progress you have made (don’t worry, I will guide you on how to do this too). You may find that your pain has reduced, your flexibility has improved, and your posture feels better. From there, you can decide what comes next. You might want to repeat the cycle to build on your progress or shift your focus. Perhaps your first round was about easing discomfort, and the next one is about gaining strength or improving flexibility. In this way, ‘Back in 10’ becomes a continuous and sustainable cycle of improvement.

You will reconnect with your body through a simple self-check, reset your habits with a focused 10-day plan, and then repeat the process, gradually building on your progress. Over time, these small daily efforts add up to major long-term benefits for your back and overall well-being.

WHY I CREATED ‘BACK IN 10’

The biggest influence guiding me was my own body. I was in college at sixteen, an athlete, a sprinter, and I ran at a high level. I wanted to be an athlete professionally. I trained hard, pushed myself, and I had big dreams. But I was experiencing persistent lower back pain that wouldn’t go away.

At this time, I was working every Saturday at the local supermarket, doing eight-hour shifts at the checkout. What started as a way to make some extra money soon turned into long hours of sitting at the till, which only made my back pain worse. One day a customer, who also happened to be my friend’s dad, noticed the way I was sitting and said, ‘You’ve got back pain, haven’t you?’ I responded, ‘Yeah, I do. I just can’t seem to shake it off.’

The following week, he handed me a book on back health, telling me it had helped him when he was dealing with similar issues. I can’t remember the title or the contents of the book, but I do recall that the advice was somewhat general, lacking specific details. The book suggested visiting a chiropractor, so I decided to give it a try. I turned up to the chiropractor, and I felt that this was cool because I’d always known that athletes would seek treatment if they were suffering from any aches and pains. So it felt like the next level, I was going to see somebody, I was going to get all the answers, I was going to be healed. It was just one session and they asked me a few questions, but there was no real explanation of what was going on. I had a quick couple of clicks. The whole treatment only lasted ten minutes, and the hands-on part was barely three minutes, no massage, just clicking. I came out feeling good, like something big had shifted, but almost immediately, the pain came back. In hindsight, it didn’t provide me with any real long-term answers.

I am not disregarding chiropractic care, and it may very well work for you, but at that point, I wanted to be more educated about my condition and I wanted the pain to be gone for good, to be a distant memory. At 16, seeing a back expert made me think that this was it, that the pain would be gone in an instant. But while I did get short-term relief for a few minutes after the adjustment, there was no long-term plan or guidance, and I was left searching for sustainable answers.

At the time, I didn’t understand enough about my back to realise how significant this was. I assumed it would just sort itself out. What I didn’t know was that this unresolved back issue was quietly changing how my lower back interacted with my hips, shifting stress onto my legs. Eventually, that imbalance led me to tear my quad muscle, an injury severe enough to require surgery and end my dreams of competitive running.

This was a turning point for me. I learned the hard way that pain isn’t always where the real problem starts. Something as seemingly minor as ongoing lower back discomfort can lead to major injuries elsewhere, changing your life in ways you never imagined. It gave me genuine empathy for people suffering with pain and seeking answers. I know first-hand what it’s like to have pain interrupt your dreams and alter your future. That’s why I care so deeply. It’s not just about pain in your back. Your back affects your hips, your legs, your entire body and ultimately your life. I don’t want you, or anyone else, to have the experience I had.

From there, I studied and gained a degree in osteopathy, which gave me the knowledge and tools to address pain holistically. During my early days as a student living in Bermondsey (near Tower Bridge in London), I trained in massage therapy to help pay the bills, and to have extra money to enjoy student life. After posting some ads, I started treating people and quickly noticed something: almost everyone had back issues, even if they initially came for something completely unrelated. I’d often hear things like, ‘Oh, I’ve had that back pain for years. It’s my hip where the real problem is.’ That’s when it became clear: most people don’t realise the importance of their backs to their whole body until something goes seriously wrong. We’ve become conditioned to believe that our backs only need attention when pain strikes, despite research indicating that up to 80 per cent of people in the world experience back pain at some point. I challenge this mindset. Our backs support every movement, every step we take, whether we’re travelling the world or lifting our children.

Since then, I’ve worked with Olympic athletes, Premiership footballers, firefighters, pregnant women, film stars, you name it. From New York and Tokyo to South Africa and LA, this job has taken me to some amazing places I’m sure I’d never have visited otherwise. One truth consistently emerges wherever I go: our backs carry far more than just our bodies. They carry our stress, our stories, our ambitions.

Yet we ignore them until they demand our attention.

My own back pain lasted for years. As an osteopath, I’ve spent my life helping others feel better, but I couldn’t fix myself. Unlike a builder who can repair their own home, or a plumber who can sort out their own pipes, I often found myself wishing I could clone myself just to treat my own pain.

The real turning point came after the 2016 Olympic Games in Rio. It was an incredible experience and one of the highlights of my career, but also a highly stressful time. I loved what I was doing, working with elite athletes on one of the world’s biggest stages, but emotionally, I was running on empty. A few months earlier, I had lost my dad. Being away from home and separated from my family during such a difficult period took its toll.

Eventually, I realised I had to stop and truly listen to what my body was trying to tell me. I had ignored the warning signs for too long. I needed more than rest; I needed a complete, holistic plan to restore my health and rebuild my energy.

So I began again. I committed to regular Thai massages, deep stretching, strength training, breathwork, ice baths, sauna sessions and most importantly, made time to reconnect with myself. That journey did more than heal my back. It gave me clarity, purpose and a renewed sense of balance.

It also helped me realise something important: I only have two hands, and there’s a limit to how many people I can treat in person. But by sharing what I’ve learned, and by giving people simple, powerful tools to take care of themselves, I can help many more than I ever could in a clinic room.




CHAPTER 1

HOW HEALTHY IS YOUR BACK?

We take good care of the things we depend on every day. We visit the dentist to preserve our teeth, we update our phones to stay connected, we service our cars to keep them running smoothly, and we invest in our appearance with haircuts or skincare routines. But how often do you stop to think about the health of your back? Your back works constantly from the moment you wake up until you go to bed, helping you sit, stand, walk, lift, twist, and make countless other movements in between. Yet most of us rarely give it any attention until it starts hurting.


[image: An icon of an open book with lined pages.] Up to 80 per cent of people will experience back pain at some point in their lives. That’s a huge number but it also means you’re not alone, and there’s a lot we now understand about how to manage and prevent it. Taking action early, before a full crisis hits, gives you the best chance of staying strong and mobile.1



A healthy back isn’t just about avoiding pain; it makes life easier. When your back is strong and flexible, you have a better range of motion, a taller posture, and a lower chance of getting injured doing everyday tasks. Think about it: with a healthy back, you can carry groceries without strain, lift your kids without worrying your back is going to seize up, and sit and stand comfortably. On the other hand, if your back muscles are weak or stiff, you might slouch, feel tight and achy, and struggle with simple daily activities like standing for a long time, carrying a shopping bag, or even sitting down in a chair. Even if you’re not in pain right now, a weak or inflexible back can quietly limit what you feel comfortable doing.

When was the last time you checked in on your back? Most of us never do. This chapter serves as a starting point for you to assess the health of your back today, before you start the ‘Back in 10’ programme. Think of it like establishing a baseline. I’m going to show you how to become your own back-health investigator, your own personal Spinal Sherlock Holmes. Instead of brushing off that occasional tightness or stiffness, you will learn to notice it, decode what it might mean, and address small issues before they turn into big problems.

In my practice, I’ve seen many people suffering from back issues that could have been caught earlier. Typically, when back pain gets bad, doctors rely on X-rays or MRI scans to diagnose the problem. But in many cases, these scans don’t tell the whole story. I’ve had patients in serious pain whose scans came back ‘all clear’. I’ve also seen situations where one doctor’s interpretation of a scan differs from another’s. Plus, getting an MRI can involve long wait times and anxiety. The bottom line: you shouldn’t wait for a scan or a big injury to start paying





	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	










WHY YOUR BACK’S HEALTH MATTERS (AND WHY WE OVERLOOK IT)












TRACK YOUR BACK: POSTURE AS THE FIRST CLUE









	Where do you spend a lot of time, and what is your body doing in those moments?

	At work, is your desk and chair set up in a way that supports your posture (your screen at eye level, your back supported, and your feet flat on the floor) or do you often find yourself slouching or hunched over the keyboard?

	In your living room, does your couch support your back, or do you sink into it like quicksand?

	When you’re driving, are you leaning forward or twisted in an awkward way?







POSTURE SELF-CHECK


Looking from the front:


	[image: ] One shoulder is higher than the other

	[image: ] My chin sticks out in front of my chest

	[image: ] One hip looks higher or more forward

	[image: ] I rest more weight on one leg

	[image: ] My feet don’t point straight ahead naturally

	[image: ] My belt or waistband looks uneven



Looking from the side:


	[image: ] My head leans forward, not stacked above shoulders

	[image: ] Shoulders are slumped or rounded forward

	[image: ] My upper back is very rounded or very flat

	[image: ] My lower back is flat or too arched

	[image: ] My bottom sticks out and belly tilts forward

	[image: ] Hips are pushed forward in front of ankles

	[image: ] I see my belly sticking out even though I’m not overweight



Daily Habits:


	[image: ] I lean on one leg when standing

	[image: ] I slouch into the sofa or sit without support

	[image: ] I cross the same leg over every time I sit

	[image: ] I hunch over my phone, laptop or desk

	[image: ] I carry a bag or child always on one side

	[image: ] One side of my body feels tighter or works harder

	[image: ] I don’t often think about how I walk or move



What This Tells You







COMMON POSTURE TYPES (WHICH ONE SOUNDS LIKE YOU?)



Flat Lower Back


POSTURE SELF-CHECK



	[image: ] My lower back looks quite straight, with little or no natural curve inward

	[image: ] When I look at my back in the mirror or in a photo, it appears as one straight line from top to bottom

	[image: ] My lower back often feels tired, flat or restricted



Overarched Lower Back (Deep Lordosis)


POSTURE SELF-CHECK



	[image: ] My lower back curves in quite a lot, and it feels like my bottom sticks out

	[image: ] My pelvis tilts forward, making my belly tilt or stick out

	[image: ] I’ve been told I have tight hip muscles or a weak core

	[image: ] When I lie flat on my back, there’s a noticeable gap under my lower back

	[image: ] My posture looks exaggerated or swayed from the side



Flat Upper or Mid-Back


POSTURE SELF-CHECK



	[image: ] When viewed from the side, my upper back looks flat rather than rounded

	[image: ] I might be pulling my shoulders back and holding them there without realising

	[image: ] When I sit upright for too long, I sometimes feel tightness in my lower back or neck

	[image: ] My spine from neck to lower back seems to form one straight line

	[image: ] I find it hard to round my upper back without bending my lower back too



Uneven Hips


POSTURE SELF-CHECK



	[image: ] I often stand with my weight more on one leg

	[image: ] My belt or waistband often feels higher on one side than the other

	[image: ] I have a habit of always carrying a heavy bag or child on one side

	[image: ] I notice more tightness or discomfort on one side of my lower back or hip

	[image: ] I’ve been told I move unevenly or stand off-balance



What is Anterior Pelvic Tilt?


POSTURE SELF-CHECK



	[image: ] My bum sticks out behind me

	[image: ] My stomach seems to tilt or stick out, even though my weight hasn’t changed

	[image: ] When I lie flat on my back, there’s a big gap under my lower back

	[image: ] I tend to lean forward slightly when I walk or stand



What Now?




HOW WELL DOES YOUR BACK MOVE?




1. Bending Forward (Flexion)




	[image: ] I can bend forward comfortably and touch my toes

	[image: ] I feel tightness in the back of my legs or lower back

	[image: ] I need to bend my knees to reach the floor

	[image: ] My back feels stiff or locked when I try this

	[image: ] I get pain, pinching, or have to stop partway down



2. Leaning Backwards (Extension)




	[image: ] I can lean backwards with no discomfort

	[image: ] I feel tightness or a pinch in my lower back

	[image: ] I can lean back but feel it afterwards

	[image: ] My body feels like it doesn’t want to move that way

	[image: ] I avoid this movement, it feels wrong or causes pain



3. Seated Twisting (Rotation)




	[image: ] I twist evenly on both sides, no discomfort

	[image: ] One side feels tighter or harder to move into

	[image: ] I feel pulling or pressure in my back or along the sides

	[image: ] My hips or knees shift or try to help the movement

	[image: ] Twisting feels restricted or painful



4. Side Bending (Lateral Flexion)




	[image: ] I move the same distance on both sides

	[image: ] One side feels tighter or more restricted

	[image: ] I feel pulling or pinching around my waist, ribs or lower back

	[image: ] I lean or twist slightly instead of bending directly to the side

	[image: ] One arm slides much lower than the other



5. Getting Up from a Chair




	[image: ] I stand up easily without help

	[image: ] I have to push off with my hands or thighs

	[image: ] My lower back or hips feel tight when I stand

	[image: ] I feel unsteady or slow to get moving

	[image: ] I need a moment to straighten up fully once I’m standing







What to Look For



TEST OF FLEXIBILITY: HOW FLEXIBLE IS YOUR BACK (AND HIPS)?







Deep Squat Test: Mobility and Strength Assessment



How to Perform the Deep Squat Test


	Starting Position: Stand with your feet a little wider than hip-distance apart, and slightly turn your toes out (think of a 10-and-2 position on a clock). This stance allows for more flexibility and stability as you squat.

	Squat Down: Slowly begin to lower yourself into a squat position by pushing your hips back and bending your knees. Try to keep your chest up and your back as straight as possible throughout the movement. Avoid letting your back collapse forward as you descend. It’s okay to extend your arms forward for balance if needed.

	Depth: The goal is to squat as deep as possible while keeping your heels flat on the floor. Ideally, your thighs should be parallel to the floor, or even lower, if possible.

	Hold the Position: Pause at the bottom of the squat for a moment, ensuring that your knees are not caving inward, and your back remains neutral (not rounding). You should feel the effort in your thighs, glutes and core.



[image: A person squats with arms extended forward.]
DEEP SQUAT TEST CHECKLIST


	Did you keep your heels on the floor while squatting?


	Did you manage to squat down until your thighs were at least parallel to the floor (or lower)?


	Did your chest stay upright without collapsing forward?


	Were you able to maintain a relatively straight lower back throughout the movement (no excessive rounding)?


	Did you feel your thighs and glutes working without discomfort in your knees or back?


	Did your heels lift up at any point during the squat?


	Did you experience any discomfort or pain in your knees or back during the squat?


	Were you able to maintain balance without falling backwards or forwards?


	Can you squat with your arms extended forward for balance if needed?




WHAT TO NOTICE


	Depth of the Squat: Ideally, you should be able to squat until your thighs are parallel to the floor or even lower. If you can’t squat that deep, or if you fall backward, it may indicate stiffness in your ankles, tight hips or a weak core.

	Back Position: A slight rounding of the back is normal when you’re at the bottom of the squat, but excessive rounding or collapsing forward indicates that tight hips, hamstrings, or lack of core stability are likely impacting your ability to maintain a neutral spine. These satellite areas (thighs, glutes, core and calves) must work together to keep your spine stable during the squat.

	Knee and Back Discomfort: You should feel the effort in your thighs and glutes, not in your knees or back. Any discomfort or pain in these areas could indicate muscle imbalances or movement issues that affect your back health. Tightness in the calves or hips can contribute to poor squat form, placing extra strain on the lower back.



SCORING


	Excellent: Can squat to parallel or lower, with good form and no discomfort.

	Good: Can squat to parallel or lower, but with some discomfort or slight form breakdown.

	Fair: Can squat but struggles with depth or balance, or feels discomfort in knees or back.

	Needs Improvement: Cannot squat to parallel or has difficulty maintaining good form throughout the movement.



Straight Leg Raise Test: Hamstring Flexibility and Lower Back Assessment



How to Perform the Straight Leg Raise Test



	Lift the Left Leg: Keeping your left leg straight, lift it up in the air as high as you comfortably can, without bending your knee. It should feel like a gentle hamstring stretch. Try to keep your back flat on the floor and avoid arching it as you lift your leg.

	Switch Legs: After completing the movement with your left leg, lower it back down and straighten your right leg on the floor. Bend your left leg for support and repeat the movement with your right leg.



[image: A person lies on a mat with one knee bent and one leg raised.]
STRAIGHT LEG RAISE TEST CHECKLIST


	Did you keep your leg straight when lifting it off the ground?


	Did you lift your leg to about a 90-degree angle (straight up from the floor)?


	Did you feel tightness in the back of your thigh (hamstrings) or behind your knee?


	Did both legs feel equally flexible during the test?




	Did lifting the leg cause any back pain or nerve-like sensations (e.g., tingling down the leg)?


	Was your back flat on the floor during the test (without arching)?




WHAT TO NOTICE


	Hamstring Flexibility: The goal is to lift each leg to about a 90-degree angle (straight up from the floor). If you can do this without bending your knee, that’s excellent flexibility. Many people will not be able to reach 90 degrees, but even getting to 60–80 degrees (just off the floor) is still a good result. The key is to notice any tightness you feel in the back of your thigh or behind your knee.

	Leg Imbalance: Ideally, both legs should feel equally flexible. If one leg feels much tighter than the other, it could indicate an imbalance that might affect your movement patterns or posture, leading to compensations that affect your spine.

	Back Position: Your back should stay flat on the floor throughout the movement. If you feel the need to bend your knee or if your back lifts off the floor, it could mean your hamstrings are tight, or you lack core stability. These satellite muscles (hamstrings, glutes, core, and calves) all play a vital role in supporting your back. Tight hamstrings, in particular, can lead to poor posture and lower back discomfort.

	Nerve Sensations: If you experience nerve-like sensations such as tingling or pain down your leg, it could indicate nerve tension or compression, which might require attention from a healthcare provider.



SCORING


	Excellent: Can lift both legs to 90 degrees without discomfort and with equal flexibility in both legs.

	Good: Can lift both legs with some tightness in the hamstrings but without pain or nerve sensations.

	Fair: Can lift both legs but experiences discomfort or significant tightness, or has noticeable imbalance between legs.

	Needs Improvement: Cannot lift one or both legs to an adequate height or experiences significant discomfort, back pain, or nerve sensations.




TEST OF STRENGTH: HOW STRONG IS YOUR BACK?





Boat Pose Test: Core and Hip Flexor Strength



[image: A person balances on sit bones with legs raised and arms forward.]
BOAT POSE TEST CHECKLIST


	Did you hold your legs up?


	Can you hold the pose for at least 10 seconds?


	Did you feel the burn in your core and hip flexors?


	Are you shaking during the pose?


	Do you feel the burn more in your hip flexors or quads than your abs or back?


	How long did you hold the pose?





WHAT THE RESULTS MEAN


	Less than 10 seconds: Your core and back muscles may need strengthening. This is completely normal, and the goal now is to gradually build strength in those areas.

	10–30 seconds: You have a basic level of core and back strength. This is a good start!

	30 seconds to 1 minute: Moderate strength and endurance in your core and stabiliser muscles.

	Over 1 minute: Excellent endurance and strength in your core, hip flexors and back stabilisers.



Bridge Movement Test: Lower Back and Glute Strength



[image: A person lies on a mat with knees bent and hips lifted.]
BRIDGE MOVEMENT TEST CHECKLIST


	Did you lift your hips off the floor with control?


	Did you maintain a straight line from shoulders to knees at the top of the movement?


	Can you hold the bridge position for at least 1 second at the top?


	How many repetitions (lifts and lowers) did you complete in 1 minute?



	Did you feel the exercise mainly in your glutes and lower back?


	Did you experience any discomfort or difficulty maintaining form?




SCORING


	Excellent: 20–30 reps or more with controlled movement.

	Good: 15–20 reps with controlled movement.

	Fair: 10–15 reps with controlled movement.

	Needs Improvement: Fewer than 10 reps or difficulty maintaining form.



Plank Test: Core and Back Endurance


[image: A person holds forearm plank position on a mat.]
PLANK TEST CHECKLIST


	Can you hold the plank position for 10 seconds with good form?


	Can you hold the plank position for 30 seconds with good form?


	Did your body remain in a straight line from head to heels?


	Did you feel your core (abs) engaged, without discomfort in your lower back?


	Did your hips drop (forming a U-shape) or pike up (forming an inverted V-shape)?


	How long could you hold the plank?





SCORING


	Excellent: Can hold the plank for 1 minute or more with good form.

	Good: Can hold the plank for 30 seconds with good form.

	Fair: Can hold the plank for less than 30 seconds, but with some form breakdown.

	Needs Improvement: Cannot hold the plank for 10 seconds without losing form.




The Back Touch Test: Lower Back and Muscle Awareness



How to Perform the Back Touch Test


	Lower Back: Start by using your thumbs to gently press along the muscles on either side of your lumbar spine (lower back). These muscles run just outside your spine and should feel firm but pliable, like pressing into soft dough. Pressing gently, feel for any areas that feel tender, tight or uneven. If you encounter any lumps or areas that feel significantly harder than the surrounding tissue, this could indicate overuse, strain or inflammation. Compare the left and right sides of your lower back to see if there’s any noticeable asymmetry. Ideally, both sides should feel relatively similar in texture and softness.

	Glutes: Next, move your hands to your glutes (the muscles just above your buttocks). Gently press and feel along both sides. A firm but flexible feeling is normal here, but if you feel nots or areas of extreme tightness, those muscles might need attention. Tight glutes can be a common contributor to lower back pain, as they’re responsible for stabilising your spine during most movements. Massage these areas lightly with your fingers or palms to help release any built-up tension.

	Hamstrings: After checking your glutes, move to your hamstrings. Feel along the back of your thighs using gentle pressure. Again, you’re feeling for any tightness or pain. The hamstrings should feel firm but flexible. If you notice tight spots or stiffness, it could mean that these muscles are restricting movement or contributing to lower back discomfort. Press lightly and assess if both legs feel equal in flexibility, or if one side feels tighter than the other.



WHAT TO NOTICE


	Symmetry: As you perform the test, compare the left and right sides of your lower back, glutes and hamstrings. Are there any differences in tightness or tenderness? Imbalances can indicate muscle weakness or overuse, which may affect your posture and lead to discomfort in the back.

	Tenderness: Mild tenderness or tightness is normal, especially after physical activity, but sharp pain or noticeable lumps should be noted. If you encounter areas that feel abnormally hard, swollen or painful, it could indicate an area of strain that requires further attention.

	Back position: Pay attention to whether your lower back feels flat or if any part of it feels unusually inflamed when you press. A healthy lower back should not have significant tenderness or tightness when touched, though mild muscle tension is common after activity. Any noticeable discomfort could indicate that you need to address the area with targeted exercises, stretching or self-care.

	Nerve-like sensations: If you feel tingling, sharp pain or discomfort that radiates down the leg when you press on certain spots, it could indicate nerve tension or compression. This should be addressed with a healthcare provider if it persists.

	Warmth or redness: If you feel warmth, heat, or notice redness in any area, this could indicate inflammation. Inflammation can be a response to injury or overuse, and it’s essential to address it to prevent it from becoming chronic.



SCORING


	Excellent: No pain or noticeable imbalance. Your lower back, glutes and hamstrings feel balanced and healthy with mild or no tenderness.

	Good: Minor tenderness or tightness, but no sharp pain or significant asymmetry. Muscles feel relatively balanced.

	Fair: Noticeable tightness or discomfort on one side, or slight imbalance, but no severe pain.

	Needs Improvement: Significant discomfort or pain in the lower back, glutes or hamstrings, or marked imbalance between sides.





MIND-BODY CONNECTION: HOW EMOTIONS AFFECT YOUR BACK
















Mind-Back Connection Test: Tune Into Your Tension




	Find a Quiet Moment Sit or lie down in a comfortable position. You could lie on your back on the floor (which is nice because you can feel the support of the floor) or sit in a chair that supports you. Close your eyes if you’re comfortable doing so.

	Breathe Deeply Inhale slowly through your nose, imagining that breath travelling down into your belly and even into your back. Then exhale through your mouth (or nose), letting the air out fully. Repeat this a few times, focusing on making your exhales long and releasing. As you exhale, consciously relax your shoulders and back muscles. Feel your body get heavier on the floor or chair with each out-breath.

	Scan Your Back Bring your attention to your back, starting at the very top (where your neck meets your skull) and moving downward. Go slowly. Notice any sensations. What do you feel in the back of your neck? Move down to your shoulders, how do they feel? Continue to your mid-back, and then your lower back. Are there areas that feel tense, sore or knotted? Do some spots feel more strained on one side than the other? Notice which parts feel relaxed or neutral.

	Observe Thoughts and Emotions As you’re scanning, observe your mental state. Are you feeling stressed about anything at this moment? Maybe you’re replaying something that happened today, or worrying about something tomorrow. Did a worry about work cause you to clench somewhere or hold your breath? When those thoughts arise, check in with your back at that exact moment.

	Use Your Breath Take a few deep breaths again. This time, when you inhale, imagine that you’re directing the breath to the tight spots in your back. As you exhale, imagine that tension softening and leaving your body with each breath. This visualisation helps your muscles relax.

	Finish with Acknowledgement: Open your eyes (if they were closed) and take a moment to acknowledge whatever you noticed. You might say to yourself, ‘I feel a knot in my shoulder when I think about XYZ,’ or ‘After breathing for a bit, my back feels looser than before.’
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