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Why Your Upper Back Stays Tight

A conservative approach to understanding and managing thoracic stiffness without

forcing "perfect" posture.

Medical Disclaimer: This document is for educational physical therapy purposes only. It does not replace
professional medical or surgical advice. If your upper back pain is severe, persistent, accompanied by chest
pain, shortness of breath, numbness, or follows a recent trauma, please consult a physician immediately.

The Core Issue

Thoracic stiffness and upper back tightness are incredibly
common complaints, especially for those who spend long
periods sitting, perform repetitive work, or engage in heavy
physical training. As a physical therapist, | often see patients
trying to force their spine into a "perfect,” rigid upright posture
to fix this.

However, the most effective approach is rarely to force your
spine into a static position. Instead, the goal is to gradually
restore comfortable thoracic movement, introduce variability
into your daily habits, and strengthen the muscles that control
your trunk and shoulder girdle.

What Actually Causes the
Tightness?

Your thoracic spine (the middle portion of your back) is
mechanically linked to your ribs, sternum, shoulder girdle,
neck, and lower back. A feeling of "tightness" does not
necessarily mean a specific muscle or joint is physically stuck
or out of place. It is often a neurological sensation of fatigue
or guarding.

Symptoms typically develop when the thoracic region is
exposed to the same position or movement for too long.
Common contributors include:

» Sustained Postures: Prolonged sitting without breaks.

« Lack of Movement Variability: Moving only in one plane
of motion.
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Fig 1. The thoracic spine is highly
interconnected with the ribs and shoulder
girdle.

Myth vs. Reality

Myth: You must pull your shoulders back
and squeeze your shoulder blades
together all day.

Reality: Your best posture is your next

posture. Movement and variation trump
rigid alignment.
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Evidence-Based Movement Strategies

There is no single "magic" exercise that unlocks the thoracic spine for everyone. The best intervention
introduces the specific movements you lack during your workday. Below are foundational mobility
exercises designed to decrease neurological guarding and improve tissue tolerance. Perform these slowly
and within a comfortable range of motion.

1. Quadruped Thoracic Rotation

Goal: Improve rotational mobility in the mid-back, which is often lost during prolonged
sitting.

o Execution: Start on your hands and knees. Place one hand behind your head. Slowly
rotate your elbow down toward your opposite wrist, then rotate upward toward the
ceiling, following your elbow with your eyes. Move only as far as is comfortable.

Dosing: 2 sets of 8-10 repetitions per side.

2. Thoracic Extension over a Towel/Roller
Goal: Counteract the prolonged flexed (rounded) posture of desk work.

Execution: Place a rolled-up towel or foam roller across your mid-back (avoid the
/“_q lower back or neck). Support your neck with your hands. Gently extend backward over
the roll, exhale, and hold for a few seconds. Do not force the movement.

Dosing: Hold 5-10 seconds, repeat 5 times at different levels of the mid-back.

Moving Forward

Remember, treating thoracic stiffness is not about achieving perfect posture—it is about restoring capacity
and reducing muscular guarding. If you implement movement breaks every 45 minutes and progressively
load your shoulder girdle through strength training (like rows and pulling variations), your perception of
"tightness" will often resolve naturally.
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