BACK FACTS: Backpacks

A heavy backpack can injure the back, neck, and shoulders, cause numbness in the arms,
and reduce blood flow to the surrounding muscles and tissues. They also create poor
posture by encouraging the carrier to lean forward and round their shoulders, which
reduces the ability to maintain balance and restricts movement.

To prevent back and neck pain from an overloaded backpack, it is important to know the
correct way to choose, pack and carry a backpack. Here are some tips to protect your
: back from your backpack.

Choosing a backpack

1. Choose a backpack that is proportionate to your body size and
not larger than what is needed. The top of the backpack
should not extend higher than the top of the shoulder, and the
bottom should not fall below the top of the hipbone.

2. Select a backpack made of lightweight material such as nylon,
canvas or vinyl rather than leather.

3. The shoulder straps should be at least two inches wide, adjustable, and padded.
Ensure that they do not cut into or fit too snugly around the arms and armpits. Poorly
designed shoulder straps can dig deep into the muscles and put pressure on the
nerves.

4. A backpack should have a padded back for added protection and comfort.

5. A hip strap or waist belt helps to effectively redistribute as much as 50 to 70 per cent
of the weight off the shoulders and spine onto the pelvis, equalizing the strain on the
bones, joints, and muscles.

6. Choose a backpack that has several individual pockets instead of one large
compartment, this will help to distribute the weight evenly and keep contents from
shifting.

7. Explore other options such as a backpack-style carrier with wheels and a pull handle
for easy rolling.

Packing a backpack
1. Backpacks should never exceed 15 per cent of your body weight (i.e. a 90-pound

child should not carry more than 14 pounds in a backpack). For elementary school
children try to keep the weight in their packs below 10 per cent of their body weight.



2. Ensure the weight is evenly distributed in the backpack.

3. Pack the heaviest items closest to the body as this reduces the strain as the weight is
closer to the body’s own centre of gravity.

4. Don’t overload the backpack; only carry the items that are needed.

5. Pack odd-shaped items on the outside, so they don’t dig into the back.
Carrying a backpack

1. Wear both shoulder straps and adjust them so the pack fits snugly to the body and
doesn’t dangle loosely to the side. You should be able to slide your hand between the
backpack and your back. This positioning will reduce strain on your back, shoulders,
and neck.

2. Using the hip strap or waist belt reduces strain on your back and transfers some of the
load to your hips.

3. A backpack that is too low will cause you to lean forward and carry the full weight on
the upper back.

Canada’s chiropractors — here to help

Chiropractors can help prevent backpack problems by teaching you how to choose, pack
and carry your backpack. Should you suffer back, neck or shoulder strain, a chiropractor
can also provide treatment for your pain.

Fact: 80 per cent of Canadians will suffer from back pain in their lifetime. If required, a
chiropractor can treat your pain through a variety of methods. These can include: spinal
and joint adjustment, modalities such as ultrasound or TENS, soft tissue therapy and
therapeutic exercises.

For more information or to locate a chiropractor near you, please visit the Canadian
Chiropractic Association website www.chiropracticcanada.ca.

For backpacks, remember: Pack it light. Wear it right.
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