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Why technology puts
young spines at risk

hiropractors and osteopaths
arereportinga huge
increasein the number

of children complaining

of chronicneck, shoulder
andback pain. And they say

) - thelonghoursspenton

: laptops, tabletsand smartphonesare

i changingtheshape of children’s spines,

¢ which are more malleable than those

i ofadults and so more prone to distortion.

i “Thespinehasabeautifully elongated

i S-bend when you view it from the side, but
i withkidssitting scrunched up all day they
: aredevelopingatwo-curve ‘C’ spine,

i whichisbuildingup awhole heap of

i trouble for themin later life,” says Sarah

: Key,aphysiotherapistand also Prince

i Charles’sback specialist, who hastreated

¢ childrenasyoungas5forbackache.
i SimoneRoss,an osteopath who

: specialisesintreating children, says
: thatstressisalsoafactor.
¢ “Thereis definitely

: arelationship between
¢ stressand musculo-
i skeletal pain,”she

i says.“Some

i teenagersatvery

¢ high-achieving

i schoolsare

i spendingsix hours

i aday hunched over
i computers. Many

i areunderimmense
: stressand pressure,
i workingvery hard.”
i Withgood posture, the
¢ ear,shoulder, hip, kneeand
: ankleshould lineup when

: standing,but when children hunch over

i ascreen, thenatural curvein thelower

¢ backisflattened and their head and neck
i arepushed forward, whichstrains the

i neck muscles.

i “Theheadrepresentsabout8 percent

: ofbody weightbutassoon as you carry

i itforward, that weight willbecome more

: significant—justasakettle feels heavier
: ifyouholditinoutstretched arms,” Tim

: Allardyce,a member of the British

i Osteopathic Association, says. “lam now
i seeingkids with 6¢m of forward head

i posture when standing, which is double

i theacceptablelimit of 0-3cm. That creates :
i laptopsbecause they require even more

: craningoftheneckiflaid onaflatsurface.
i Thenthere’sthe problem of typing on

: atabletorphone, which can strainthe

i wristand hand.

¢ alotmore fatigue of the neck muscles.”

i Theeffectis compounded by the

i profound lack offitness in today’s

i children when compared with previous

i generations; exercise strengthens the

i muscles, making them better able

i towithstand the effects of prolonged

i sitting, which places ten times more load

i ontheimmature spine than standing.

i “Thebigtroubleissitting:it’sa curseon

i thebody,” Allardyce says. “Yet they sitstill
i atschool,come homeandsitdowntodo

: theirhomework, text their friends and use
i laptops with their neck bent forwards and
: -theirhead dropped, and then they play

: computer games slouching on the sofa.

i Theirbacksareroundedall day,and they
¢ don’thave the muscle strength to cope

i withit. Kids' spines are more mobile than
i adults’but thatisa double-edged sword,

i asthey havethe potential tobecome

i adaptedtoapoor position.”

Alongwith other back-pain specialists,

i heisseeinganincreaseinpatientnumbers :
i intwoagegroups:11to 12-year-olds (about :
i halfofall British children have

i experienced some kind of back pain by

i theage of1l,accordingto the British

i Chiropractic Association),and 16 to

i 18-year-olds. “The older teenagers pack
¢ my clinics, especially at this time of the

i year,complaining of really high levels

: ofneck pain becausethey are studying

i hardforexams,” Allardyce says.

Karen Jacobs, professorin the

: department of occupational therapy at
: Boston University, says children aged

i lland12areatparticularrisk becausethey :
: arebeginningto usescreens more :

intensively (a study published last
_monthshowed thataquarter
of 12to13-year-olds
regularly use laptops on
®. theirbed,andafifth
onthefloor),and
theyarealso
carrying heavier
bagsoncethey’re
atsecondary
school. Some
ofthese bags weigh
A7 up to12kg, shesays,
% ¥ and anything more

* than 15 per cent
* ofapersonsbody
weight can cause damage.
Jacobsrates laptops asthe
most ergonomically disastrous

i devices of the technology world: the

i screenistoolow, forcing the user’s neck-

: forward, and theirportability meansthey
: areoftenused away from desksand

¢ incontorted positions onlaps and sofas.

Inher study, which followed the

children formore than three years,

: shediscovered that givingthem

: external keyboards and amouse for their
: laptops, and teaching them how touse

i acomputerina healthier way by raising

: thescreen height, significantly reduced

i theirneck, back and shoulder pain

i and headaches.

Somebelieve that tablets are worse than

Simone Ross believes that steps could

¢ betaken to minimise the effect of laptops
i andtablets on children who, she says, are
i spending hoursevery day in front

i ofalaptop oriPad, either slumped on their - :
i bedsor onapoor-quality chair.

“Adults will spend hundreds on a proper

i ergonomicchair for themselvesbutthey’ll :
i buya£30 chair for their child. Imeetalot
: ofteenagers who are insignificant pain

: andhavebeen foralongtimebutno one
: hastaken themseriously,” shesays.

¢ Rachel Carlyle

parents
cando

Encourage more exercise

AGerman study suggested aminimum of
30minutes’ daily movement was needed

i by12to14-year-oldsto offsetcomputer
i use.Helpthem planhalfan hourof daily
i sportornon-screen activity.

i Make children useadesktop

: Ifyoudon’thaveadesktop PCathome,

¢ buyaseparate keyboard and mouse for

: theirlaptopanduseitatadesk,ona

: laptopstand. Getthema proper laptop

i rucksack with built-inlumbar supportand
i trytostopthemcarryingarucksack over
i oneshoulderor, worse, holdingaheavy

school bag over the crook of onearm.

¢ Teachkidstositcorrectly

¢ “Theyshould sit back sotheir bottomis at
i theback ofthe chair,” osteopath Simone
i Ross says, “withfeetflatonthefloor.”

i Armsshould be close to the body while

¢ typing,and the height of the chair should
i besuchthattheforearmis horizontal

: whenlaid onthedesk. Thetop ofthe

: screenshould be level with the eyebrows
i andtheseatshould betilted slightly so

: thatthekneesarelower thanthe hips.

i Instigateregularbreaks

i Childrenshould getupand walk around,

i squat—todecompress the spine —and

i bendtotouchtheirtoesatleastevery two
¢ hours.Professor Karen Jacobs of Boston

¢ University has devised afreeapp called

i Stretch Break for Kids, which pops upon

i thescreen every halfanhourand

i suggestsoneof 32 stretches

i (seeblogs.bu.edu/kjacobs/).

{ Buyyourchild agood chair

i Anergonomically designed chairis best,
¢ but,failing that,buy aseatwedge,an

i angled cushion thatrestoresthe

i S-shape of thelower back.

i Teachsimplestretches -

: Stretchshoulders by doing shrugsand

: holding each one for afew seconds;

: stretchthe neck by drawing your chin

: backasfaras youcan.The British

: Chiropractic Association has published
: athree-minute exercise programme for
i childrentostrengthenthe spine:

: chiropractic-uk.co.uk/straightenup

Look for telltale signs

If childrenarereporting neck and back
i painmorethan threetimesaweek, seek

help fromaspecialist. Parents should look

: fortelltale signs:a child’s head may be
: toofarforward,one shoulder higher than

the other, or there may be aflattening of

: thenatural curveinthelower back.

{ Theremayalsobeatighteningofthe

{ hamstring muscles so thatthey canno

: longerliedownontheir backand liftone
: legupat90degreestotheother.



