IRONMAN SPORTSMEDICINE COLUMN 

Deadlifts and Low-Back Pain

by 

Joseph M. Horrigan 

Soft Tissue Center

The deadlift is considered to be one of the “basic exercises” in weight training.  It falls into this category because of the large number of muscles it affects.  


The deadlift is also an extremely versatile exercise.  It is performed by beginners as well as advanced lifters for strength and powerlifting training, and it is used as a hip, leg and lower-back builder for other sports.  On its own, it’s a main event in powerlifting competition; in fact, it’s the final lift.  As the old saying goes, “The contest doesn’t start until the weight hits the floor.”


Over the past eight to 10 years deadlift records have soared.  Unfortunately, the increased push for heavy poundages has led to the proliferation of a performance flaw that can cause injuries and layoffs from training due to lower-back pain.  


Proper form, as well as competition rules, dictates that your shoulders should be pulled back at the completion, or top, of a deadlift.  This means you should stand erect with the bar.


When you really pull your shoulders back, you retract, or pull, back the scapulae in addition to standing upright.  If you’re hoisting a weight that is more than your upper back can handle, however, you may be unable to do this.  In order to compensate, lifters often thrust their hips forward and hyperextend their backs to give the illusion that they’ve pulled their shoulders back.


I’ve seen deadlifts that were performed this way and they received two or three white lights from the judges that they didn’t deserve. It is easy to confuse the shoulder blades being pulled back versus thrusting the hips forward so they are in front of the shoulders.  

In my opinion the dramatic increase in poundage records---and the drive to beat them---have trickled down to lower levels of competition, compelling athletes to pick up weights that they may be a few months from lifting.  It goes without saying that this encourages the incorrect form.  In addition, many novice weight trainees and powerlifters simply mimic the poor technique they see others using in the gym. 


The resulting stress on the lower back is fairly obvious.  The hyperextension of the lower back causes the weight load to shift onto the parts of the vertebrae that are not designed to bear weight.  These are the facet joints, and their job is to guide the motion of the lower back.  The thicker part of each vertebra, is built to bear weight.  When you finish a deadlift with you back hyperextended, the load shifts away from the bodies of the vertebrae and toward the facet joints.  


Once the facet joints are “jammed” in this manner, the joints can become inflamed and painful.  If this continues and/or the muscles surrounding the lower back undergo adaptive shortening and become tighter, degenerative changes may occur in these areas, a condition that’s known as facet imbrication.  This is especially likely if the process is ongoing.  The situation can lead to other degenerative changes to the lumbar spine as well, including damage to the disks between the vertebrae and arthritic spurring.  


The hip flexors, including the psoas major, iliacus, rectus femoris and portions of the gluteus medius, gluteus minimus and adductor group, can cause the low back to extend or arch excessively. The spinal flexors, the rectus abdominus and obliques, on the other hand, flatten the lower-back curve.  By definition, then, any exercise that flexes your hips is going to contribute to this hyperextended back position, and that includes all leg raises and Roman-chair sit-ups.  


Let’s look at the situation in terms of your entire workout.  In past installments of this column I have discussed other exercises that, when performed incorrectly, can cause this hyperextended position and lead to similar low-back problems.  If you include the above-mentioned hip flexor exercises in your training routines and combine that with the excessively arched lower-back position of a competitive bench press, and if you look up when you squat, you will undoubtedly find yourself taking layoffs for lower-back pain. 


Many trainees have acquired the erroneous notion that since the back muscles are strong and the so-called abdominals are strong, they shouldn’t have back pain.  Exaggerated positions such as the one so frequently used in the deadlift can aggravate even the strongest back.  In previous columns I have addressed the low-back pain you can experience due to incorrect abdominal training (“Ab Training Myths,” May ’90; “Ab Training and Low-back Pain,” June ’89 – you can find these at softtissuecenter.com).  The simple strain combined with the lower back’s poor ability to distribute weight properly in this style of deadlift can stop even the most dedicated trainee. 


In the starting position of the deadlift your back should be flat and not excessively arched or rounded. This position allows for more proper biomechanical recruitment of your lower back, hip extensors and knee extensors.  If the muscles, tendons, fascia and facet joints of your lumbar spine are already inflamed, the arched back will further aggravate the problem.  


You may not feel any real pain, but you can observe whether your lower back exhibits an excessive curve by looking at yourself in the mirror from the side view.  If you find that lying facedown with your elbows propped underneath you, as if you were watching television or reading, causes any lower-back pain or discomfort, the area may already be inflamed.  


To correct this situation, stop performing the deadlift using the hyperextended position and eliminate your hip flexor training.  Begin a stretching program---if you don’t include one already---focusing on your hamstrings and hip flexors.  Do keep your abdominal training going strong, as this will help flatten the back.  This program should help your lower back considerably, as well as enhance all of your lifts.  


The deadlift is a good exercise, but you have to perform it correctly to avoid injuries.  Don’t rush the poundages, as this will lead to flawed technique.  Do deadlifts only once a week, and avoid excessively high reps so that you don’t overtrain or over-fatigue your back. 
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