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Exercises for the Prevention and Management of Osteoporosis
By Diane E. Brodigan

Specific exercise is needed to strengthen common skeletal areas of osteoporotic fracture: the upper arm at the shoulder, the forearm at the wrist, the thighbone at the hip and the spine.  While the spine and hip will benefit from weight-bearing activity, the upper body (arms) must be individually stressed.  For these reasons, general exercise and swimming are not as beneficial for the increase of bone density.  Correct posture is also essential to prevent certain types of fracture in porous bones.  

Posture Correction.  Sit straight and stand tall.  Align your head directly over your spine.  Trunk and limbs should be aligned over your base of support, which is your feet and the space in between.  If you lean too far away from your base, you will become unstable and muscles may become strained.  Maintain the natural curve of your low back at all times.  Do not lock your knees.
Posture Improvement: Standing and Sitting.  Stand tall, with hands behind head.  Pinch your shoulder blades together and press palms against the back of your head.  Resist the forward movement by contracting your neck muscles also.  Slowly contract and hold for five seconds, while breathing normally.  Release slowly.  Besides improving rounded shoulders and back, these exercises may also be used to avoid or lessen pain from existing osteoporotic spinal fractures.  Sitting or lying positions are better in this case.  When sitting, try slowly to press elbows toward the back.  Sit up straight and hold position for five seconds.  
Back Lying.  With your arms perpendicular to your trunk, bend elbows to 90 degrees and press them into the floor.  Hold for five seconds, then relax.  

Specific Exercises for the Hip and Spine should be:
1. Upright (standing);

2. Weight bearing;

3. Endurance (aerobic), such as walking or mild jogging;

4. Performed for 30 minutes, 3-4 times per week;

5. Muscle strengthening, such as isometric abdominal contraction and back extension.  

Endurance Activity.  Begin continuous walking with 10 minutes a day.  Gradually increase to 30 minutes a day.  Always warm up first and use static stretch before and after activity.  Be sure to wear cushioned, low-heeled walking or jogging shoes.  Legs, hip and spine benefit from working against gravity.  

Isometric Abdominal Contraction.  Lie on back and press lower back against floor and bend knees to 90 degrees.  Tuck chin to chest and contract abdominal muscles.  Hold position (while breathing normally) for 10 seconds.  If osteoporosis is present, avoid rolling shoulders off the floor; attempt to keep the spine straight and pressed into the floor.  Strong abdominal muscles protect the back against strain.  Remember: Do not hold your breath.
Back Extension.  Begin on all fours.  With back flat, lift one leg so that heel is level with the buttocks, but no higher.  Contract buttocks and thigh, and hold position for 10 seconds.  When your balance improves, lift opposite arm simultaneously with the straight leg.  This exercise strengthens the back, buttocks and hamstring (back of the thigh).  

Specific Exercises for the Upper Body: 
1. Weight-loading: tension, torsion, compression, bending;

2. Resistance exercise with Thera-Band: improves rounded shoulders and back by strengthening supporting muscles.  

Tensile Loading.  Hang from a bar or pull on a doorknob for 10 seconds.  Avoid this if you have a wrist, elbow or shoulder injury.  

Torsion Loading.  With a partner, bend elbows and grasp each other’s wrists.  Attempt to twist your arms in opposite directions against her resistance.  Or, grasp a doorknob and twist wrist.  Hold at maximum resistance for five seconds.  Reverse direction.  

Compressive Loading: Sitting Push-Ups.  With feet on floor, grasp edge of chair seat.  Straighten elbows (but do not lock them) to raise yourself one-half inch off the chair.  Hold your weight on your hands for 10 seconds, while breathing normally.  Slowly bend elbows to lower yourself.  Try hands in different positions: fingers pointing down, front or back.  Bones become stronger and more dense when they must support weight and work muscles.  Avoid straining or holding your breath.  This may be difficult to do. 
Compressive Loading/Bending.  Begin on hands and knees with back flat.  Contract abdominal muscles and buttocks to avoid a sagging back.  Slowly bend your elbows to 90 degrees (if you can).  Let your neck be a natural extension of your spine; do not hang your head.  Push up by straightening your elbows.  Try one arm alone, and use your fingertips.  Or, place hands in different supporting positions: with arms crossed, with hands wider apart than shoulders, or “creep” hands forward and back while bending elbows.  Try to keep your nose out beyond an imaginary line between your fingertips.  

Resistance/External Rotation.  Grasping Thera-Band, begin with arms straight out in front, about chest height.  Slowly open arms to the side.  Do not lock your elbows or fling arms apart.  This exercise improves rounded shoulders and back.  
Resistance stretch bands, such as Thera-Band, often can be purchased from the Rehabilitation/Physical Therapy department at your hospital.  You will need about one yard in length.  The red band is low resistance; the black band is the highest resistance.  

Positions to Avoid.  Avoid slumping or forward bending of the spine when osteoporosis is present.      
