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This fact sheet forms part of a range of nine fact sheets on exercise 
for osteoporosis and bone health. Further resources including general 
information about osteoporosis and bone health are available at 
theros.org.uk or call 01761 471771

Exercise or keeping moving is important for bone 
health and osteoporosis - whatever your age or 
wellness and whether you have broken bones in the 
past or not. Being physically active and exercising 
will help you in so many ways and is very unlikely 
to cause a broken bone. If you’re just starting out, 
even small amounts are better than nothing - set 
achievable goals and take it step by step. 
Everyone can benefit from exercise, regardless of 
your condition, including those who aren’t very mobile 
or have fractures because of osteoporosis. 

Why is exercise important?
There are many benefits to exercise and keeping 
physically active:

• It helps to strengthen your muscle and bone, 
leading to fewer broken bones

• It improves your balance so that you are less 
likely to slip, trip or fall

• It helps to reduce your risk and symptoms of 
other medical conditions 

• It helps you to continue to do everyday activities 
and live independently when you are older

• It improves your brain function, makes you 
happier and builds your confidence

Exercise and osteoporosis
If you’ve been diagnosed with osteoporosis, or have 
risk factors, you may want to know how exercise can 
help to promote bone strength and whether exercise 
or movements are safe to continue or start doing. 
Be confident - being active and doing the exercise 
you enjoy is important – and it’s unlikely to cause a 
broken bone.

A positive approach
After a diagnosis of osteoporosis or if you have risk 
factors, you should do more exercise, rather than 
less. It’s true that if you have spinal fractures or lots 
of other broken bones you may need to modify 
some exercises to be on the safe side, but generally 
exercise won’t cause you to have a fracture.

Remember, it’s never too late to start moving. 
Something is always better than nothing and even 
minimal exercise could slow down the loss of bone 
strength. The good news is, if you are well enough 
to do some more intense exercise, then your bone 
strength may even improve. You can adapt your 
exercise according to what you can manage – you’ll 
find something that’s right for you.

What is osteoporosis?
 
Osteoporosis is when bones lose their 
strength and break easily, often following 
a minor bump or fall. These broken bones 
are most common in the wrists, hips and 
spine and are often referred to as ‘fragility 
fractures’. The word fracture and broken 
bone mean the same thing. Osteoporosis 
itself isn’t painful, but the broken bones 
it causes can lead to the pain associated 
with the condition. Spinal fractures can 
also cause loss of height and curvature of 
the spine.

About exercise for osteoporosis and bone health
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Choosing exercise and movements that work for you
There are three ways that exercise and safe 
movement help with bone health and osteoporosis. 

1. Exercises to promote bone and 
muscle strength

2. Exercises to keep you steady 
3. Exercises to care for your back

All of these are important; think about how they 
apply to you, and whether you feel you should 
prioritise any single one.  

For example, if you’re fit and well, you may want to 
look at how you can use exercise to strengthen your 
bones. Your priority is likely to be different if you have 
back pain with spinal fractures, meaning you may be 
looking for information on caring for your back right 
now. Alternatively, you may need to start with some 
balance exercises to make you more steady, before 
you increase your physical activity further.  
Whether you’re looking to build your bone strength, 
improve your balance or discover ways to care for 
your back, find something you enjoy and integrate 
those exercises into your life - that way you will be 
much more likely to continue.

You can also use our related fact sheets and videos 
to practise exercise routines and movements within 
each section.

If you’re new to 
exercise, our Getting 
started with exercise 
fact sheet (2) and 
accompanying videos 
give you everything 
you need to feel 
confident about 
taking the next steps.

1

Getting started with exercise: preparation, warm up and cool down

     Getting started 
• Begin with activities you know you can do comfortably. 

Gradually, over time, increase the amount and intensity to reach your target

• You’ll fi nd that ‘little and often’ is needed to begin with
• A little muscle stiff ness for a day or two after exercise indicates that you have done more 

than usual; this will stimulate improvements. However, 
persistent pain may be a sign of injury and if it persists for longer than a few days you should arrange to see your doctor

• Plan before undertaking 
activities that may increase 

the chance of you falling over. You will need to improve your muscle strength and balance before you start brisk walking for example!

• Everyone with or at risk of 
osteoporosis doesn’t need to see a physiotherapist but if you have any other medical conditions that may aff ect your ability to exercise, talk to your doctor or practice nurse before you start something too challenging – they may recommend you see a physiotherapist for advice 

• If you have spinal fractures 
that are painful, consider asking your doctor for a referral to a physiotherapist for advice 

• If you are having a bad day in terms of pain either because of 

fractures or something else, just do some very gentle exercise. At a minimum, avoid long 
periods of sitting by standing up for a minute or so every hour because being on your feet is good for bone

• Wear comfortable clothes and shoes or trainers, make sure you are warm and you have plenty of space to move
• You might like to do some 

exercises at home or join a class, or you may prefer to continue a leisure or sports activity. Find something you enjoy and make it work for you

• Exercise regularly to get 
maximum benefi t

Exercise and keeping moving is great for bone health and osteoporosis - whatever your age or wellness and whether you have broken bones in the past or not. Being physically active and exercising will help you in so many ways and is very unlikely to cause a broken bone. Remember, if you’re just starting out, even small amounts is better than nothing – set achievable goals and take it step by step. 

Don’t worry too much about the word ‘exercise’. You might be someone who doesn’t like the idea of 

exercise - or your general health may limit you in what you feel you can do. We use the word ‘exercise’ quite a lot but think about ‘being more active’ or ‘keeping moving’, whatever works best for you. There is something for everyone in our resources, including for those who aren’t very mobile or have many fractures because of osteoporosis.

Before you start exercising read this guide to help you plan and get the most out of your exercise sessions.

Warm up before starting your exercises to get your joints and muscles ready. Warm muscles are less stiff  and work more effi  ciently, so you’ll prevent injury during your exercise routine. 

Stretching after exercise will help to increase your fl exibility and can help to reduce injury. Taking time to cool down at the end of your routine will help to return your breathing and heart rate back to resting levels.
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About exercise for osteoporosis and bone health

You can view our range of fact sheets and videos 
on Exercise for osteoporosis and bone health at 
theros.org.uk/exercise or request copies of the 
fact sheets by calling 01761 471771
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Being physically active and doing exercise helps 
to keep bones strong and healthy throughout life. 
That’s because your bones are living tissues that get 
stronger when you use them. As a child, exercise 
plays an important part in making our bones bigger 
and stronger; but as we get older, we start to lose 
bone strength. That’s why keeping up with exercise as 
you age is important. It strengthens your muscles and 
keeps your bones strong - making them less likely to 
break by maintaining bone strength.

What types of exercise do I need to do for my 
bones?  
Bones stay strong if you give them work to do. For 
exercise to be most effective at keeping bones strong 
you need to combine weight-bearing exercise with 
impact and muscle strengthening exercise.
Variety is good for bones, which you can achieve 
with different movements, directions and speeds - in 
an activity like dancing for example. Short bursts of 
activity may be best, such as running followed by a 
jog, or jogging followed by a walk.

What is weight-bearing exercise 
with ‘impact’?
You are weight bearing when you are standing, with 
the weight of your whole body pulling down on 

your skeleton. Weight bearing exercise with impact 
involves being on your feet and adding an additional 
force or jolt through your skeleton – anything from 
walking to star jumps.
You can get weight bearing exercise with impact by 
taking part in some physical activity, sports or by 
doing specific exercises. Depending on what activity 
you do, the level of impact will vary. The following will 
help you to understand the difference between low, 
moderate and high impact exercise:

1. Exercise to promote bone and muscle strength

Our Exercises to 
promote bone and 
muscle strength 
fact sheet (3) and 
accompanying video 
show you how to 
exercise safely with 
osteoporosis

“For exercise to be most effective at 
keeping bones strong you need to 
combine weight-bearing exercise with 
impact and muscle strengthening 
exercise.”

1

Exercises to promote bone and muscle strength
Important: Please read our Before and after exercise fact sheet (2) before you start this routine. If you are new to exercise or at all concerned about other health issues speak to your doctor, a healthcare professional or an exercise instructor.

Who: Follow these exercises if:• you have had a diagnosis of osteoporosis 
• you have reduced bone 

strength
• you have an increased fracture risk
• you are looking for exercises to strengthen your bones and muscles 
They focus on bone and muscle strength in the spine, wrists and hips and are safe to do with osteoporosis.

Why: Bones stay strong if you give them work to do. Keeping physically active and doing exercise will help you maintain bone density and strength as you age. If you are able to do more intense impact and muscle strengthening exercise based on the ones in this routine, research studies show you may improve bone density and this could potentially reduce your risk of broken bones. 

What you need: Some hand weights or resistance bands, a chair and an exercise mat if you can get down to the fl oor to carry out the moves. 

When and how: Do these exercises on two or three days a week (non-consecutive) and work up 

to carrying out three sets of the routine. Slowly move into the desired positions, as far as possible without pain. Carry out each exercise for the recommended number of times, using the correct technique. You can adapt these exercises based on your level of wellness and fi tness - and choose the modifi cations if they are better for you. Relax between each move and take your time. Don’t forget to breathe! 
Remember to warm up properly before exercising to get your joints and muscles ready and to prevent injury. You can use the Before and after exercise fact sheet (2)where you’ll fi nd a helpful warm up routine theros.org.uk/exercise/WarmUp

      Bridge
• Lie down on your back, knees bent, hip distance apart and feet fl at on the fl oor - use a pillow under your head 

for comfort if needed
• Keep arms relaxed by your side with your palms down and tighten your tummy muscles• Lift your bottom up from the fl oor, towards the ceiling, pushing through your feet and squeeze your bottom• Keep your shoulders on the fl oor and your knees close together, and aim for a straight line between your 

shoulders and knees, if this is comfortable 
• Hold for 3 – 5 seconds then gently lower back down to the fl oor• Repeat up to 10 times

1

Exercises for 
bone and muscle 

strength 
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Walks
Brisk walking

Marching
Stair climbing

Gentle heel drops
Stamping

Highland dancing
Jogging or running

Team & racket sports
Skipping & hopping
Low level jumping

Vigorous heel drops
& stamping

Basketball
Volleyball

Track events
Star jumps
Tuck jumps

High level jumps

Lower impact Moderate impact High impact> >
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What is muscle strengthening 
exercise?
When your muscles pull on your bones it gives 
your bones work to do. Your bones will respond by 
renewing themselves and maintaining or improving 
their strength. As your muscles get stronger, they will 
pull harder, meaning your bones are more likely to 
become stronger. 
To strengthen your muscles, you’ll need to move them 
against some resistance. Increasing muscle resistance 
can be done by adding a load for the muscles to work 
against, such as a weight in your hand, using an elastic 
muscle resistance band or using your body weight 
during a press up, for example.
As your muscles get stronger and you find the 
movements easier, you can gradually increase 
the intensity of the resistance - by increasing the 
weight of what you lift. This is known as progressive 
resistance training and research studies have shown 
that this is likely to be the best type of muscle 
strengthening exercise for bone strength. 

What is high intensity progressive resistance 
training? 
This is when you use weights in a slow, controlled 
manner and gradually increase the weight of what 
you lift, as your muscles get stronger and you find 
the movements easier. You should only be able to 
complete 8-12 repetitions with your weights or band 
before your muscle is too tired to do another. In 
practice your muscles will feel warm, shake or may 
not want to do the last repetition. Using weights is 
ideal but if that’s too difficult for you then resistance 
bands are an alternative.
You may want to start high intensity progressive 
resistance training with an instructor in a gym, so 
you get the right advice about which weights and 

machines to use - and most importantly, learn the 
correct technique. Some instructors will give personal 
advice to you at home using free weights or bands. 
Building up gradually according to your fitness level 
and muscle strength is essential.

Here are some exercises to consider doing: 
For your upper body and spine: 
• wall press 
• bicep curl  
• tricep press  
• chest press 
• back extension  
• overhead press 
• dead lift

For your lower body and hips: 
• squats
• sit to stand
• hip abduction 
• extension and flexion     
• lunges  
• leg press                       

1. Exercise to promote bone and muscle strength
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Muscle 
strengthening 
(resistance) 

exercise

Weight bearing 
exercise with 

impact

• On 2-3 days of the week (non-consecutive days) 
• Aim for 20-30 minutes of muscle resistance exercise working on exercises that 

target legs, arms and spine.
• Working gradually using bands and weights –the most you can lift 8-12 times
• Build up to 3 sets of each exercise

Most people with 
osteoporosis

If you have spinal fractures 
or are unable to do 
moderate impact

If you are not physically
strong or able to do

regular exercise

About 50 moderate
impacts on most days  

(jumps, skips,
 jogs, hops etc.)

20 minutes lower impact 
exercise on most days 

– make part of your regular 
exercise

At the very least avoid 
prolonged sitting or lying 
down. Stand up for a few 

minutes every hour

How much and how often should I exercise to promote my bone and muscle strength?

1. Exercise to promote bone and muscle strength

‘Looking for more information? 
You’ll find some answers to questions 
about weight-bearing, impact or muscle 
strengthening exercise on page 9.’
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Being physically active, as well as specific exercises, 
can help keep you steady so you’ll be much less likely 
to fall over and break a bone. This can make a real 
difference if you have other medical conditions that 
cause you to fall over or if you are getting older and 
your balance isn’t so good.
If you have noticed that your balance isn’t very good, 
or if you have had a recent slip, trip or fall you can 
do exercise to improve your balance and muscle 
strength. It’s also important to work on your balance 
regularly if you are over the age of about 65 and you 
aren’t taking part in physical sport or leisure activity.
If you’re thinking of starting a new activity like brisk 
walking it’s especially important to have good balance 
and coordination before you start. We have the 
resources to help you.

What do I need to do to keep me steady, to prevent 
slips and trips?
Staying active through regular everyday activities is 
very important. Be conscious of the amount of time 
you sit down for and break up any long periods of 
time you are sitting by standing up for a few minutes 
every hour or so.
There are specific stability and balance exercises 
that have been shown to help keep you steady. They 
make your muscles work together in a way that helps 
to keep you more stable and less likely to fall. You 
can learn about these exercises in our Exercise to 
improve balance and muscle strength fact sheet (4) 
and video. Once you become familiar with them, you’ll 
find that you can easily fit them into your daily life.
Alternatively, you can do activities that promote good 
balance like tai chi, dance, yoga or Pilates. 
Exercise that increases your muscle strength will also 
help to prevent you from falling and if you have had 
spinal fractures which have affected your posture, 
doing exercises to help with posture may also help 

reduce your risk. You can find out about other ways to 
stop you falling that aren’t related to exercise at 
fallsassistant.org.uk or on our website and in our All 
about osteoporosis booklet.
If you are prone to falls, it is best to find a group-
based programme led by a specialist falls instructor 
(such as the Otago or FAME(PSI) exercise 
programmes). Contact your local falls service or 
leisure service where they can suggest how to tailor 
exercises to suit your needs. 

How much and how often should I exercise to 
improve my balance?

2. Exercise to keep you steady –
preventing slips, trips and falls

Our Exercises to 
improve balance 
and muscle strength 
fact sheet (4) and 
accompanying video 
show you how to 
exercise safely with 
osteoporosis

1

Exercises to improve balance and muscle strength

     Sit to stand 
• Sit on the front of an armless chair with your spine tall, your lower tummy muscles pulled in and your 

shoulders down and relaxed
• Keep your heels on the fl oor and slide your feet back so your toes are underneath your knees
• Lean forward a little from your hips, keep your spine long and push up in to standing, trying not to use your hands (use your hands for support if needed)

• To sit down, feel the chair against the back of your legs, bend at the knees and lower slowly down with control, taking care not to bump down
• Aim to repeat the move ten times

Important: Please read our Before and after exercise fact sheet (2) before you start this routine. If you have had a few falls already, it’s best that you talk to your doctor who may refer you to a specialist clinic - to ensure you get all the advice you need. 

Who: You should carry out these exercises if: 
• you’ve noticed that your 

balance isn’t as good as it was• you are new to exercise • you are over the age of about 65 and not exercising regularlyImproving your balance is 
especially important before you start a new activity like brisk walking. The confi dence you gain 

will allow you to benefi t from the exercise without risking a slip or fall.

Why: We usually fall over when we get older because our balance, coordination and muscle strength aren’t so good, but research has proven that specifi c stability and balance exercises can help. People with osteoporosis or at risk of fractures are more likely to break bones as a result of a fall so improving your muscle strength and balance can help to keep you safe and steady on your feet. Once you feel steadier your confi dence will grow - we know that people who are less fearful are less likely to fall.

What you need: An armless chair and a sturdy support like a kitchen unit or wall to hold on to. To progress your balance exercises, try not to hold on, but keep your hands near a support should you need it.

When and how: Do these 
exercises on at least two or three days a week. Slowly move into the position and hold for the recommended time. Remember to repeat on the other leg where needed, and don’t worry too much if you wobble! You need to challenge your balance to improve it, so a slight wobble is good!

1
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Exercises for 
staying steady

(to prevent slips, trips and falls)

4
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People who are 
unsteady or over 65 

and not doing regular 
exercise

People who are 
particularly prone to 
slips, trips and falls

• Balance exercises
• 2-3 times a week 

(non-consecutive 
days). Up to 10 
repetitions of each 

exercise

• Highly challenging
balance and muscle

strengthening 
exercise

• Building up to 3 hours
a week or 25 minutes
per day over at least

4 months
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Figure 1 - Chief Medical Officer’s guidelines on 
physical activity for children, adults and older adults.

3. Exercise and movements to care for your back

For your general health - the UK Chief Medical Officer guidelines recommend:

• Children - 60 minutes of moderate intensity physical activity daily

• Adults - moderate intensity aerobic activity for 150 minutes a week (could be 30 mins on 5
days of the week). This means enough to get warm, get your heart rate up, and make you slightly
out of breath. In addition, muscle strengthening exercise on at least 2 days a week.

• Older adults (over 65 years) - Same aerobic activity plus improve balance and coordination on
at least 2 days a week. Avoid sitting for extended periods.

Many people experience fear about simply moving, 
lifting and everyday living after a diagnosis of 
osteoporosis and particularly after painful spinal 
fractures. This is often based on a misunderstanding 
about what you can and can’t do. A diagnosis doesn’t 
mean you need to limit what you do. In fact, we want 
you to understand this is the moment you would 
benefit from keeping mobile and active.  
Remember that most people with osteoporosis are 
unlikely to experience a spinal fracture during exercise. 
Keeping your back straight - as part of moving 
and lifting - and learning safe moving and lifting 
techniques, minimises your risk of spinal fractures and 
may help to relieve pain. This applies equally to you 
whether you have a spinal fracture or not. 
With our range of information on exercises to care for 
your back, you can learn and continue to move with 
confidence.

What types of exercise can I do to care for my back?
Specific exercises can strengthen back muscles and 
improve pain, posture and other symptoms after spinal 
fractures related to height loss and spinal curvature. 
Following the gentle exercises in our Exercises for 
back pain after spinal fractures fact sheet (5) may 
help with pain by improving muscle tone, easing 
tension and reducing muscle spasm in your back. You 
can use our Exercises to help with posture fact sheet 
(6) to learn some exercises that promote the health of
your spine and help to reduce the strain on your joints,
tendons and muscles. Doing these exercises may
make a positive difference to some of the symptoms
that affect you.
Pilates, yoga and other exercise routines can also
help. If you have questions about bending forward
(flexion), you can look at our Bending forward with
osteoporosis fact sheet (8) and our Pilates exercises
– modifications with osteoporosis fact sheet (9)
and accompanying videos, where you may find the
answers to help.

And remember:
• For bone health - you need to also include some weight bearing exercise with impact, and ideally

work your muscles quite hard if you are able
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How much and how often should I exercise to care for my back?

3. Exercise and movements to care for your back

Is there information about simple day to day 
movements, and lifting? 
We understand you need to be able to bend forward 
and move around for everyday activities. This is 
generally safe and won’t cause a spinal fracture but 
there are a number of safe techniques for day-to-day 
moving and lifting that you can learn to help reduce 
your risk of injury. Read our Moving and lifting safely 
fact sheet (7) or watch the accompanying video – 
they’ll help you to feel more positive and in control.
You’ll also see how we use the ‘hip hinge’ as a simple 
technique for safe bending that can be practised and 
integrated into all day-to-day movements.
The rule of thumb is to ‘think straight’ - keeping 
a straight upper back (with the neck in line with 
the spine) for all movements that involve bending 
and lifting. Remember, safe lifting techniques are 
recommended rather than any notion of only lifting up 
to a specific weight or avoiding it altogether. 
Try to engage your abdominal muscles during 
movements and always move in a smooth, controlled 
way within a comfortable range. Any twisting or 
rotation movements should be safe if they are 
performed smoothly and comfortably. 
There are misunderstandings about bending forward 
with osteoporosis, and whether it will cause a spinal 
fracture - but remember, we’re here to help you make 
sense of the information and can give you what you 
need to know, when you need it. 

Our Exercises to care 
for your back range 
of fact sheets (5-9) 
and accompanying 
videos show you how 
to exercise safely with 
osteoporosis

1

Who: These exercises may help if: • you have pain as a result of recent spinal fractures 
• you have ongoing pain due to height loss and changes to the shape of your spine. 

Why: The pain associated with osteoporosis occurs because of fractures (broken bones). When they occur in the spine they are called spinal or compression fractures. Although these fractures can be painless, for some people they cause severe pain when they fi rst occur. The pain usually gets better as the fracture heals over 

6 to 12 weeks. Doing some gentle exercises helps to improve muscle tone, ease tension and reduce muscle spasm in your back. 

What you need: An exercise mat and an armless chair. If you want to add some padding under your knees or head for comfort, you’ll need something soft like a cushion or pillow too.

When and how: Try to do 
these exercises at least once a day. Slowly move into the desired positions, as far as your pain allows, using the correct 

technique. Hold each exercise for 3 – 5 seconds and don’t forget to breathe! Relax between each move and take your time. If pain is very severe you may need to alternate rest with gentle movement at fi rst.

These exercises may help to relieve pain any time after 
fractures occur, so start to 
introduce them as soon as you feel ready. You don’t need to wait until your bones are fully healed. However, if you are having di�  culty with them, ask your doctor if you could be referred to a physiotherapist for advice.

     Shoulder squeeze 
• Sit tall on the edge of an armless chair
• Place arms by your sides, elbows bent and palms facing forward

• Bring arms outwards and back, squeezing your shoulder blades back and down together. Take care not to poke your head forward - keep it in line with your spine

• Hold for 3 - 5 seconds, then release to the starting position
• Repeat up to 10 times

1

Exercises for back pain after spinal fractures
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Exercises to help with posture

     Standing and sitting   
• When standing: Stand tall with your feet hip width apart, your weight evenly distributed through your feet, your knees soft and your tailbone tucked under
• Pull your lower tummy muscles in to feel a slight inward curve in the base of your spine

• Lengthen your spine, keep your shoulders down and relaxed, look straight ahead and tuck your chin in a bit so that your ear lobe is in line with your shoulder

• When sitting: Sit with your hips, knees and ankles at roughly 90 degrees, with your feet fl at on the fl oor
• Pull your lower tummy muscles in and lengthen your spine

• Keep your shoulders down and relaxed, look straight ahead and tuck your chin in a bit 
so that your ear lobe is in line with your 
shoulder  

     Chin tuck 
• In standing or 

sitting tuck your 
chin back towards 
your spine, taking 
care not to look up 
or down

• Hold for two 
seconds then relax

• Repeat as many 
times as 
you fi nd 
comfortable

Who: These exercises are 
especially helpful if you have had 
spinal fractures and are concerned 
about loss of height or change 
in body shape. For example you 
may have had many compression 
fractures in your spine and feel 
your trunk has shortened causing 
shortness of breath, a protruding 
tummy, indigestion or stress 
incontinence. 

If you haven’t had any fractures 
these exercises are good for you 
too.

Why: Practicing good posture 
and improving muscle strength 
and fl exibility may help with 
some of the symptoms you’re 
troubled by. You can’t reverse the 
changes if fractures have altered 
the shape of your spinal bones 
but these exercises may make 
some di� erence. Maintaining good 
posture is important in promoting 
the health of your spine, reducing 
strain on joints, tendons and 
muscles, and helping with balance. 
In combination with good moving 
and lifting habits, these exercises 
may help to prevent problems in 
the future. 

What you need: If you struggle with 
balance or would prefer to perform 
any of these exercises seated you’ll 
need an armless chair.

When and how: Do these exercises 
on two or three days a week. 
Slowly and smoothly move into 
the desired position, as far as 
possible without pain. Hold the 
movement for the recommended 
time, if comfortable. Don’t forget to 
breathe! Repeat on the other side 
when you are ready.

1
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Back and 
chest 
stretch

     Touch your toes 

• This exercise stretches your back and the backs of your legs. However, the 

concern with touching your toes is that your back is in a fl exed position. 

The load of your unsupported upper body puts pressure on your spine 

which could potentially increase the risk of a spinal fracture.

• If you have osteoporosis but are very fl exible and have been doing this 

exercise regularly with ease and without pain or problems, you could 

continue. You are likely to be hinging from your hips and keeping your 

back straight when you bend. It’s not advisable to add a load, such as 

lifting a weight, when you are in this position. 

If you are at all unsure about this position, the 

recommendation is to use alternative exercises 

to be on the safe side.

• If you have had spinal fractures or have 

osteoporosis or an increased fracture risk, 

and aren’t very fl exible, the recommendation 

is to use alternative exercises to stretch your 

back and leg muscles. You could use the 

hamstring stretch, back and chest stretch 

or calf stretch.

Who: These adaptations could be 

for you if: 
• you have been diagnosed with 

osteoporosis 

• you are at an increased risk of 

fracture and want to ensure 

that movements involving 

forward bending are safe, and 

won’t cause a spinal fracture 

• you are looking to fi nd out if 

you need to modify or avoid 

some moves because you have 

had spinal fractures or broken 

other bones easily in the past 

Bones lose strength as we get 

older so if you are over 50 these 

adaptations are worth considering. 

Regardless  of whether you have 

had any previous fractures, you’ll 

fi nd these recommendations useful 

to reduce your chance of injury and 

pain in the future.

Why: There are some myths about 

exercises or movements that cause 

spinal fractures. Having a low bone 

density, a previous broken bone or 

a diagnosis of osteoporosis doesn’t 

mean every movement or activity 

is going to cause a broken bone. 

Bending forward is generally safe 

and won’t cause a spinal fracture 

but you may ‘over-fl ex’ your 

spine if you push yourself to the 

limits.  This is especially true with 

uncontrolled, repetitive or sudden 

movements or if you are putting 

some load or strain on your spine 

in a curved position. This could put 

uneven pressure on the front parts 

of your spine which may increase 

the risk of a spinal fracture. 

When and how: For movements 

that carry that risk, there are 

adaptations which are safer and 

will achieve the same results. 

Follow these instructions to help 

you adapt your technique. When 

doing any exercise remember to 

take it easy, move in a smooth and 

controlled way - especially between 

moves - and work within your 

comfort range.

1

Touching 
your toes

Hamstring 
stretch

Calf 
stretch

Bending forward with osteoporosis (fl exion)
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Who: You’ll fi nd this useful if:

• you have osteoporosis and 

spinal fractures and are 

looking to protect your spine 

from pain or further fractures 

• you have a diagnosis of 

osteoporosis or are at an 

increased risk of fractures 

Regardless of whether you have 

had any previous fractures, you’ll 

fi nd these recommendations 

useful to reduce your chance of 

injury and pain in your back.

Why: You need to be able to 

bend forward and move around 

for everyday activities. This is 

generally safe and won’t cause a 

broken bone. Spinal fractures do 

sometimes seem to happen during 

everyday activities without falling 

over and you may be concerned 

that this will happen again if it’s 

happened to you. Although it’s not 

clear exactly what movements 

increase the risk of a broken bone, 

making some adjustments to your 

technique could help to reduce the 

risk of injury.

What you need: You’ll need a chair 

and an item to lift if you want to 

practice some of these exercises.

When and how: For everyday 

movements or activities that 

involve bending forward or getting 

up and down from the fl oor. These 

recommendations will help you 

adapt your technique and over 

time will become a skill that you 

naturally use.

     How to get down to the fl oor 

• To get down to the fl oor, stand facing the seat of a 

sturdy chair, step forward with your strongest leg and 

place your hands on to the seat

• Lower your back knee down to the fl oor carefully, with 

your weight through your arms and bring the other 

knee down

• Slowly put one hand on the fl oor, followed by the other and crawl backward

1

      How to get up from the fl oor 

• Bring your strongest leg up fi rst placing your foot fl at 

on the fl oor and curl your back toe under

• With the weight coming through your arms, use your 

fl at foot to drive yourself up bringing your back foot 

together with your front

• Pause with your knees slightly bent, before raising all the way up, keeping your 

back straight and taking your hands away from the chair

2

Moving and lifting safely
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Exercises to strengthen 
back muscles to help 

with posture

Exercises to relieve 
back pain

on 2-3 days of the week 
(non-consecutive days)

Daily exercises. Consider asking 
your doctor to be referred to a 

physiotherapist if you have painful 
fracture or mobility problems

These back exercises focus on holding 
exercise positions for longer or repeating 
them, rather than making them harder 

with thicker resistance bands or heavier 
weights. Aim for 3-5 repetitions or up to 

10, held for 3-5 seconds

1

Who: These recommendations are for you if:
• you have had a diagnosis 

of osteoporosis or are at 
increased risk of fracture 
and want to ensure Pilates exercises are safe and won’t cause a spinal fracture • you are looking to fi nd out if you need to modify or avoid some exercises because you have had spinal fractures • you have broken bones easily in the past

Bones lose strength as we get older, so whether you have had previous fractures or not, this information is useful to anyone over the age of 50 - to help reduce the chance of future injury and pain.

Why: Pilates is benefi cial for helping to maintain bone strength, improving muscle strength and balance, as well as helping with pain and posture. But there are some exercises where you may ‘over fl ex’ your spine if you push yourself to the limits. This is especially true with uncontrolled, repetitive or sudden forward movements or if you are putting some load or strain on your spine in a curved position. This could put uneven pressure on the front parts of your spine which may increase your risk of a spinal fracture. Generally, Pilates is very safe and isn’t going to cause a spinal fracture. However, to be on the safe side, using alternative 

moves that keep your back straight or allow you to bend in a controlled and comfortable way will help to reduce the risk of injuring your back. 

When and how: For exercises in Pilates that risk ‘over fl exing’ the spine, follow these instructions to help you adapt your technique. Move in a smooth, controlled way during and between all Pilates exercises, and move within your comfort range.
These are some of the Pilates exercises that you ask about, with explanations on what they are for and whether you need to amend the move or use an alternative.

1
     Roll Down 
• The Roll Down improves the fl exibility of your spine and hips. However, the concern with this exercise is that your back is in a fl exed position. The load of your unsupported upper body puts pressure on your spine which could potentially increase the risk of a spinal fracture.

• If you have osteoporosis or an increased fracture risk, the recommendation is to modify your fl exion to a restricted range, supporting yourself against a wall - or use an alternative exercise to stretch your back muscles.
• To modify the Roll Down, stand with your back against a wall, your feet slightly away from the wall and your hands resting on your thighs. As you bend forward (and as you return to upright), keep your hands on your thighs to support your upper body as you move. Move forward only as far as remains comfortable with your lower body still resting against the wall.

• The Cat (see no.7) is a great alternative as it has the same purpose as a roll down.

Roll
Down

Modifi cation 
of Roll Down

Pilates exercises - modifi cations with osteoporosis
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Here are some answers to 
questions that we are often asked 
about exercise and physical 
activity: 

Is it safe to do impact exercise, 
like running and jumping, with 
osteoporosis - or will it cause a 
fracture in my spine?
The higher the impact the better 
for bone strength, at least up 
to moderate impact (like low 
level jumps, jogging or hopping). 
Research shows that moderate 
impact exercise is generally safe 
for most people with osteoporosis 
and gives your bones sufficient 
impact to promote bone strength.
If you have been doing high 
impact exercise (star jumps, track 
events, basketball) without pain or 
fractures, then you are probably 
safe to continue to do so. However, 
it’s worth noting that there is 
insufficient research evidence to 
determine whether high impact 
exercise is more effective or safe 
for everyone with osteoporosis or 
an increased fracture risk.
Impact exercise is unlikely to 
cause a spinal fracture but to be 
on the safe side, if you have had 
spinal fractures (or have broken 
lots of other bones because of 
osteoporosis) aim for lower impact 
exercise. If your spinal fracture 
didn’t occur during exercise, 
then building up gradually to a 
moderate level of impact may be 

appropriate.
If you are planning to increase your 
exercise levels and you are at all 
unsteady, start with some balance 
exercises first to help you maintain 
your steadiness and reduce your 
chance of injuries.
If you have other medical 
conditions that make impact 
exercise unsuitable, such as painful 
arthritis of the knees, you may 
need to concentrate on muscle 
strengthening exercises. 

Is any exercise that strengthens 
muscles going to strengthen my 
bones?
Muscle strengthening exercise 
helps to maintain your bone 
strength, but you need to increase 
the work you want your muscles 
to do over time (progressive 
muscle resistance) to promote 
(do the very best for) your bone 
strength. If you are fit and well, try 
to increase the intensity of your 
muscle strengthening exercise 
using resistance bands or weights. 

Is there a limit to how much 
weight I can lift with osteoporosis?
No, there isn’t a specific weight that 
is safe or a limit beyond which you 
will cause a spinal fracture. If you 
have had spinal fractures, then it’s 
natural to feel quite vulnerable – 
however it is how you lift rather 
than how much you lift that 
matters. It is important to use a 

good technique when you are lifting 
something. Look after yourself by 
thinking ahead and planning. If you 
lift something and you can feel 
the strain in your back, then stop. 
Think whether you need to reduce 
the weight or change how you are 
lifting. And you can always help 
yourself by following our exercises 
to help care for your back.

Can exercise make a difference to 
my bone strength?
Exercise is especially important 
when you are building bone 
strength in childhood and through 
your twenties as your bones grow 
in size and strength. The evidence 
in adulthood is less clear, but doing 
exercise and keeping active may 
improve bone strength or even 
bone density through into old age. 
Importantly, keeping physically 
active and doing exercise does 
help to stop you losing bone 
density and strength as you age.
If you are able to do more intense 
impact and muscle strengthening 
exercise, then some small research 
studies show you may improve 
bone density and this could 
potentially reduce your risk of 
fractures.  

Questions and Answers
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Will swimming or cycling help my 
bones?
Swimming and cycling will 
meet the broader Government 
guidelines on physical activity 
(see Fig 1), however, these 
activities are not weightbearing 
and don’t provide impact. They 
may strengthen muscles to some 
extent but because the weight of 
your body is held by the water or 
your bike, there isn’t much force 
going through to your bones. It’s 
probably not enough to promote 
bone strength. But using water 
paddles when swimming might 
increase the resistance to some 
extent. You can be creative by 
incorporating some weight-bearing 
impact though – for example, 
jogging 25 paces on your way to 
the pool and 25 on your way out.

What activity, or leisure and sports 
activities, will strengthen my 
muscles and help my bones?
The following are examples of 
activities that may help to maintain 
bone strength, but you probably 
need to include more intense 
progressive muscle resistance 
exercise to be most effective for 
strengthening your bones: 
   
• heavier gardening 
• hill walking 
• heavy housework or 

maintenance 
• circuit training 

• aerobics 
• pilates and yoga

Am I too old for exercise to help 
my osteoporosis? 
As you get older – over 70 - you 
might not be able to manage the 
intensity of impact and muscle 
resistance exercise that is most 
likely to improve bone strength. 
However, there is good research 
evidence that keeping active 
makes you less likely to have a 
broken hip and is likely to maintain 
bone strength.  Exercise will at the 
very least, make you less likely to 
fall over (see section 2. Exercise to 
keep you steady) and it may help 
with pain after spinal fractures 
too (see section 3. Exercise and 
movements to care for your back).

What about sports such as horse 
riding and skiing? 
Falls and fractures are more likely 
for anyone engaging in this type of 
activity, regardless of your fracture 
risk. If you have osteoporosis, the 
risk of a broken bone is going to be 
higher, but it is still not very likely 
you will break a bone. If you have 
enjoyed these activities previously 
then there is good reason to 
continue. Activities such as horse 
riding also help with balance and 
muscle strength. If you haven’t 
had any fractures already, then 
the benefits, especially your 
enjoyment, are likely to outweigh 

the risks. There are very few 
reports of horse riding causing 
spinal fractures.
If you are someone who has had 
bones that have broken very 
easily, including spinal bones, then 
you are obviously more at risk 
and will have to make a decision 
depending on your own priorities 
and any pain you have from the 
fractures, your muscle tone etc.
Try not to let fear of fractures 
keep you from having fun and 
being active. Remember most 
people with low bone density or 
risk factors aren’t about to break a 
bone.

Can I exercise instead of taking 
medicines (osteoporosis drug 
treatments) for my bones?
There is no conclusive research 
comparing the benefits of taking 
medicines for osteoporosis 
with the benefits of exercise. 
Your doctor will help you to 
understand whether your risk of 
fracture is high enough to need 
a drug treatment and if you are 
prescribed medications it will be 
important to keep taking them to 
get the benefits you need. Lifestyle 
approaches, such as exercise and 
keeping active, are considered a 
very useful ‘add on’ but exercise is 
not a replacement for medications. 

Questions and Answers
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Is it safe to exercise with anorexia 
nervosa and low bone density?
Yes, in that moderate impact 
(or lower impact after a spinal 
fracture) and muscle strengthening 
exercise may help to maintain your 
bone strength.  However excessive 
amounts of exercise with a low-
calorie intake could potentially add 
to bone strength problems and 
interfere with recovery from the 
anorexia. It will be important that 
you get a treatment plan drawn 
up, that includes exercise advice, 
by all the healthcare professionals 
involved in your care.

Can you do too much exercise? 
Surprisingly, there are situations 
in which too much exercise can 
be bad for the skeleton and 
actually increase the risk of 
broken bones (known as ‘fit but 
fragile’). Exercising to the extreme 
(exercising daily for multiple 
hours) can cause fragile bones 
- elite athletes and dancers are 
sometimes at risk. There are 
several factors that combine to 
cause fragile bones especially in 
women. These include not eating 
enough (a low-calorie intake) for 
the amount of exercise you are 
doing; low body weight leading to 
low oestrogen levels (no menstrual 
periods can be a sign); and not 
eating the correct nutrients. If this 
has happened to you, you will 
need to seek advice from medical 
advisers within your sports specialty. 

Do I need to see a physiotherapist 
or other healthcare professional 
before starting to exercise with 
osteoporosis?
If you have low bone density, have 
risk factors, or have been told 
you have an increased fracture 
risk, then you should be able to 
exercise safely and effectively 
based on the principles explained 
in our information. 
However, you should ask 
your doctor for a referral to a 
physiotherapist if: 
• you are having problems with 

exercise because of other 
medical conditions 

• you have had a number of falls 
• you have spinal fractures 

causing pain and other 
symptoms 

• you are struggling to exercise. 

If you need help and advice about 
how to exercise, especially to 
ensure you are using the correct 
technique, then an exercise 
professional or instructor at a gym 
or class will be able to advise you.
The important thing to remember, 
whatever your health and fitness 
status and exercise programme, 
is that little and often, progressing 
slowly, steadily, comfortably and 
enjoying your exercise is key. It’s 
never too late to begin to work on 
your fitness and bone strength. No 
exercise or movement is 100% 
safe or effective but, fully informed 
you can exercise wisely and be 

confident you are doing the very 
best for the future. 

Remember – you can ask for 
information, advice and help 
whenever you need it. And our 
Getting started with exercise fact 
sheet (2) and video has excellent 
information to support you. 

Questions and Answers

‘Thank you to Professor 
Dawn Skelton, Professor in 
Ageing and Health, Glasgow 
Caledonian University, and all 
other advisers and volunteers 
who helped to develop our 
fact sheets and videos about 
exercise.’

Our publications are 
available free of charge, 
but as a charity, we would 
appreciate any donation you 
are able to give to support 
our work. Or why not join us 
as a member to receive our 
quarterly magazine, packed 
with useful information, tips 
and the latest medical news?

01761 473287
theros.org.uk


