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How to Overcome Client Resistance to Strength Train the Low 

Back 

1. Introduction 

This checklist is an amalgamation of the expertise shared by Dr Ted Dreisinger on 
the Corporate Warrior Podcast (Part 1 and Part 2) and in his content in the HIT 
Business Membership. 


I have also provided additional notes from the scientific literature and 
complimentary sources to provide you with a reference for the following:


• The importance of strength training the low back


• Why it’s safe to strength train the low back


• How to overcome objections to strength training the low back


• The best exercises to strength train the low back


• Personal training tips to low back strength training


Please note that the following information is based on Dr Ted Dreisinger’s expert 
opinion, input from Lawrence Neal, and other trusted sources. There are many 
different view points in the exercise industry, even the high intensity training 
industry, on personal training. Therefore, it’s important that you take and 
implement what is useful to you from this document and discard what you think is 
not.
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Dr Ted Dreisinger


2. Sample Pre-Low Back Strength Training Questions 

You should have a pre-screening exercise form that you give to all of your clients 
when they first starting training with you. Below are a list of questions to ask new 
clients in relation to their lower back health. You may wish to update your existing 
pre-screen form with this:


1. Have you had any back pain in the last 6 months? If yes, have you seen a 
healthcare provider?


2. Did you seek treatment? 


3. Did it get better?


4. Do you have any back pain now?


5. Does it hurt to sit or stand?
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6. Would you rather lie down than stand up and move?


7. Have you had any back pain in the last 5/6 weeks? (If yes, you must get 
clearance from the clients physician and provide the client with a release form 
for their doctor to sign).


3. The Importance of Strength Training the Low Back 

The management of back pain in physiotherapy and much of the medical 
community provides almost no benefit to back health. The origins of back pain are 
very unclear and most back pain improves regardless of what someone does. This 
is why so many “expert's” interventions appear to “work”. However, strength 
training has been shown to improve the four primary likely causes of low back 
pain: weakness, mechanical limitation, or a chemical or psychological problem. 
Strength training has been proven to be an effective tool to manage injury, 
reducing chronic low back pain, increase strength, and much more:


1. Experts estimate that up to 80% of the population will experience back pain at 
some time in their lives. Back pain can affect people of all ages, from 
adolescents to the elderly. Back pain is the third most common reason for 
visits to the doctor's office, behind skin disorders and osteoarthritis/joint 
disorders.  Strength training has been shown to effectively reduce chronic low 1

back pain.      
2 3 4 5 6 7

2. Strength training the low back will also reduce the risk of injury and can 
increase productivity. 
8

3. Strength training the low back will increase low back strength.   
9 10

4. Strength training the low back will improve function (range of motion). 
11

5. Strength training the low back will improve perceptions of physical and 
psychosocial functioning.  
12
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6. Strength training the low back increases low back muscle thickness, which is 
associated with reduced low back pain.  
13 14

7. Strength training the low back has been show to improve disability and 
conditions like scoliosis in terms of controlling curve progression and 
producing significant improvements in strength. Studies make a strong case 
that low back strength training should be implemented for pre and post 
surgical care.   
15 16 17

3. Why it’s Safe to Strength Train the Low Back 

The current US medical system for low back health care is broken. As it stands, 
there are many individuals and disciplines involved in the “restoration” of one’s 
back health. Low back healthcare is composed primarily of physiotherapeutic 
applications, and with most back pain improving regardless, as noted earlier, it’s 
easy to attribute cause and effect to a wide variety of interventions. In reality, there 
is little evidence to support the efficacy of many of these protocols. 


You’re probably thinking “if there is plenty of evidence to support strength training 
the low back for a variety of positive outcomes, then why aren’t we changing the 
standard of healthcare to match?” The answer is that there are too many 
individuals from multiple disciplines that drive the existing healthcare system and 
“many eating from the financial trough” as Dr Ted Dreisinger puts it. If the system 
changed in light of the new evidence, a lot of healthcare providers would go out of 
business and there would be a lot of job losses (although the long term global cost 
savings from reduced chronic low back pain and thus reduced job absenteeism 
would be staggering). Therefore, such a system is very slow and difficult to 
change.
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As a result, most physiotherapists and medical professionals do not get trained in 
strengthening the low back with resistance training. They are given a narrow view 
of the tools available to them to treat back pain, and as the saying goes “if your 
only tool is a hammer, the whole world is a nail”.


This dogmatic approach to low back healthcare has become culturally engrained 
and has resulted in most people being overly cautious and fearful to strength train 
the low back. However, If one does not safely load the low back musculature, as 
with any muscle, it will not strengthen. It will become weaker overtime and is more 
likely to atrophy, decline in function, and cause pain and discomfort. Low back 
muscles must be strengthened like any other muscle in the human body with slow, 
controlled, and low impact movements under load.


Contrary to popular belief, the lower back muscles are very strong. As long as the 
repetitions are slow and in good form with smooth turnarounds at either end of the 
movement, there are very low impact forces on the spine, which makes it very 
safe.


The commonly held belief that it’s dangerous to load the lower back as it puts the 
spinal disks at risk in flexion is incorrect. When the spine is loaded in flexion, the 
forces are transferred to the facet joints and the pressure on the disks is low. 


Moreover, clients may have been told by medical professionals that it's bad to go 
into compression, as this will cause the vertebra to compress down and squeeze 
the disks in full extension. On the contrary, when an individual goes into extension, 
this opens up the vertebra producing a pumping action, stimulating blood flow and 
the surrounding musculature.
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4. How to Overcome Objections to Strength Training the Low 
Back 

Q: If you load someone in flexion you put the disks at risk?


A: Not true. If you load the spine in flexion the forces are transferred to the facet 
joints and the pressure on the disks is low.


Q: My doctor/physiotherapist told me not to lift over 20lbs (9kg)?


A: Unfortunately, this mindset is culturally engrained and a product of a confused 
and broken medical system. This recommendation leads people to do no lifting 
whatsoever, which often results in further deconditioning and increased lower back 
pain. However, if we load your low back muscles with safe exercise, you will 
strengthen your lower back and improve its health, function, strength, and 
resilience.


Research to backup answer if required:


A randomized controlled trial of limited range of motion lumbar extension exercise 
in chronic low back pain


Steele J, Bruce-Low S, Smith D, Jessop D, Osborne N


One lumbar extension training session per week is sufficient for strength gains and 
reductions in pain in patients with chronic low back pain ergonomics - Bruce-Low 
S, Smith D, Burnet S, Fisher J, Bissell G, Webster L


A Reappraisal of the Deconditioning Hypothesis in Low Back Pain: Review of 
Evidence from a Triumvirate of Research Methods on Specific Lumbar Extensor 
Deconditioning


Steele J, Bruce-Low S, Smith D

�  of �6 12

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/23514876
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/23514876
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/22397454
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/22397454
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/24328452
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/24328452
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/24328452
https://corporatewarrior.co/members/index.php


HIT Business Membership

�

Q: “I don’t need to strength train my lower back because I’m having / have had 
physical therapy?"


A: “OK great. When you were in physiotherapy what did you do to your 
back?” (often the client will say how they used a treadmill, did “core” exercises, 
etc)


It’s then effective to acknowledge what they’re doing / have done, and repeat the 
question: “OK that’s great, if you enjoy doing that and you’re finding it helpful, 
don’t stop, but what I was really interested in is what did you do for your back?”


Eventually, the client will probably acknowledge that they did not go anything for 
their back.


A: “I’m going to offer you something that you can do that is going to harden your 
back like you would harden your knees, shoulders, elbows or your ankles. You 
probably haven’t done this before. Every muscle in the human body is exercised in 
the same way, by recruiting and fatiguing the muscle fibers. We’re going to use 
safe and slow resistance exercise to make your lower back muscles stronger, more 
functional, and healthy”.


5. The Best Exercises to Strength Train the Low Back 

When veteran personal trainer and owner of Basic Training, Bill Crawford, puts his 
clients in the MedX Lower Back Machine, he re-educates them on how to exercise 
the lower back for maximum benefit. He starts by explaining what we’re taught 
about back exercises and demonstrates a hyper extension on a machine or rubber 
ball. He explains that, since the pelvis is rotating, much of the muscular work is 
done by the gluteal and hamstring musculature, and therefore, will not benefit the 
back as much as a direct stimulus. He may then explain how Arthur Jones came 
up with an effective way to exercise the lower back muscles, and introduces the 
client to the MedX Lower Back machine. He will then describe how the machine 
works, how it restrains the user, and how its designed to force an isolated 
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contraction of the paraspinal muscles, which results in maximum benefit. Check 
out Bill’s method to getting clients great results with MedX here.


When you strength train the lower back, you will strengthen the muscles of the 
erector spine, specifically the Iliocostalis, Lomborum, Iliocostalis Thoracis, 
Longissimus Lumborum, Longissimus Thoracis, and Spinalis Thoracis. Moreover, 
the Transversospinales muscles, Interspinales and Intertransversarii are also 
stimulated with low back strength training. Depending on the exercise mode used 
the following stabilisers will come in to play at varying degrees: Gluteus Maximus, 
Hamstrings, Quadriceps, and Adductor Magnus. This means that the subjects 
overall function and quality of life will improve as a result of strengthening and 
improving the health of all of the muscles which form or support the low back 
structure.


The following list of exercises to strengthen the lower back are ordered downward 
from low to high-tech. High tech being the most effective. A training frequency of 
once a week with a single set to momentary muscular failure is fine for most clients 
on all exercises listed below :
18

1. Prone Trunk Extension / Superman (except with more control and a 3s hold at 
full contraction with legs raised higher)


2. Trunk Extension on Swiss Ball


3. 45 Degree Roman Chair Back Extension (form in video is not great. Instead 
pigeon toe user to reduce glutei musculature involvement, do not pass 
horizontal, and squeeze at the top).


4. MedX Lumbar Extension Machine (the most effective tool for strength training 
the low back , and has been shown to increase strength using both limited 19

and full range of motion ).
20
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The MedX Lumbar Extension Machine


6. Low Back Personal Training Pointers 

On any back strengthening exercise, always begin slowly with care. Advise the 
client not to jerk and to minimise impact forces with slow turnarounds at either end 
of the range of motion. Explain that as the client’s back musculature becomes 
more fatigued the exercise will become even safer since their ability to produce 
force will decline.


Before you begin strength training the clients lower back using a prone trunk 
extension, tell them you’re going to touch their lower back (get permission first) as 
they contract. Ask “can you feel that?” And in many cases, clients will report that 
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they are feeling their lower back musculature contract for the first time. This 
develops confidence in the client for the training. 


If exposing a client to low back strength training for the first time, and in particular, 
a lower back machine, it is ideal not to make this their first exercise, but at least 
the second or third in the routine. This gives you the opportunity to showcase your 
equipment and expertise on less intimidating exercises or machines, which will 
help you build trust with the client. This accrued trust is likely to make the client 
feel far more comfortable in strength training the low back. 


When a client commences any strength training routine, especially when their 
untrained and new to resistance exercise, they will see significant increases in 
strength over the first few weeks or months. This is a very effective metric to keep 
clients motivated to train. This will further reinforce the importance and the benefits 
of strength training for the low back. However, when the time comes, it’s effective 
to explain to the client that the performance will start to flatten out. However, from 
the perspective of training compliance, it’s only useful to articulate this point when 
this outcome begins to occur. This will help ensure that the client does not become 
demotivated as a result of reduced progress in terms of strength. This principle 
applies to progress across the whole routine. 


After their initial session, new clients are likely to experience delayed onset 
muscles soreness in the low back, which may be experienced and perceived 
differently to soreness in other muscles. The client may feel concerned and 
vulnerable. To alleviate this response, explain to the client in advance that they are 
likely to experience some soreness since this is the first time they have strength 
trained their low back musculature. Explain that this is a sign that their low back 
musculature has been effectively stimulated by the training and will grow stronger 
and become more functional and healthy.
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