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TOP TEN CONTRAINDICATED EXERCISES

One of the many benefits of research is that we learn to fine tune exercises, so that they are not only effective, but also safe.  Unfortunately, many exercise instructors do not update their knowledge; they continue to teach outdated movements that are called contraindicated exercises.  Similarly, many avid exercisers do not take the time to update their knowledge, either.

A contraindicated exercise is defined as “known to be risky.”  It is deemed risky, because it weakens vertebral discs, ligaments, and tendons that may be damaged at a later time or injured at the time of performance.


The most common area of the body that is abused is the spine.  There are many exercises, especially for the abdominal and lower back muscles, that damage discs by increasing compression force on the spine at the time of the movement.  Imagine that each of your fists is a vertebra and that you put a sponge in between the fists and push your fists toward each other.  The pressure that you exert on the disc (the sponge) is compression force which, when repeated, can lead to a cascade of events that results in intense pain.

Below is my perception of the top ten contraindicated exercises and safe, effective modifications:

Continued from part 1:

5.
Neck rolls: Make circles with your head. Result: A lot of compression force on the cervical vertebrae. Modification: Turn your head to either side; in a separate movement tilt your head. Stretches: Sides of the neck.
4.
Back extension with arms and feet off of floor: On floor on tummy, lift feet and arms off the floor at the same time. Result: A lot of compression force on the lumbar vertebrae. Modification: With forehead on the floor, arms reached forward and legs straight, lift right arm and left leg at the same time, then down, and then switch limbs. Strengthens: Lower back.
3.
Leg lifts: On back on floor with legs straight, lift both legs off the floor at the same time. Result: A lot of compression force on the lumbar vertebrae. Modification: Bend one knee and lift the other leg straight up to a 45-degree angle. Strengthens: Front of the hip.
2.
Inverted neck stand: On back, push body up in the air so that your feet are pointing toward the ceiling and your body is off the floor except upper chest, neck, and head. Result: Increased intrathoracic (chest) and cervical pressure. Modification: NONE!!  Strengthens: NOTHING!
1.
Sit ups: Self explanatory. Result: A lot of compression force on the lumbar vertebrae. Modification: Roll up just far enough to lift head and upper back off the floor. Strengthens: The front of the abdomen.
