OSTEOPATHIC INFORMATION SERVICE
OSTEOPATHY: Driving
Whether driving a car, a bus, or a lorry or even as a passenger - you could be suffering drivingrelated back pain.
In all these cases, osteopathy can help to reduce pain and your osteopath can offer advice on
back pain management, including simple exercises to prevent problems in the future.

What is Osteopathy?
•

Osteopathy recognises that much of the pain and disability we suffer stems from
abnormalities in our body’s structure and function.

•

Osteopaths diagnose and treat problems with muscles, ligaments, nerves and joints to
help the body’s natural healing ability.

•

Treatment involves gentle, manual techniques – easing pain, reducing swelling and
improving mobility. Often, this involves manipulation which can result in an audible
‘crack’ which is simply the sound of gas bubbles popping in the fluid of the joints.

•

Osteopathy does not involve the use of drugs or surgery.

Keep moving
It’s not just the driver who can stiffen up in a car. Passengers are often seated for long periods
of time in a fixed position.
Movement is the key for car, driver and passenger.
As a passenger, try to alter your position from time to time and sit with your knees bent and
thighs level and comfortable. Avoid sitting with your legs crossed; move them regularly.
For driver and passengers, stop regularly, ideally once an hour, especially when feeling tired.
Get out of your vehicle and walk around it several times.
Stretch like a cat, gently moving your arms around, bringing your knees up to your hips, and
stretching your whole body.

Back pain sufferers
•
•

Choose a car, with an adjustable lumbar support (and use it). Alternatively, keep a small
cushion in the car to support your lower back.
Choose a car with a higher kerb height to make getting in and out less stressful on the
spine.

•
•

Depressing the clutch increases the pressure on your back so choose an automatic to
avoid this.
Power steering also significantly reduces the load on the spine.

Driving can give you…
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Neck Pain
Headaches
Eyestrain
Shoulder Pain
Wrist Pain
Elbow Pain
Back Pain
Bottom Ache
Hip Pain
Knee Pain
Foot and Ankle Pain

Is the car the right fit for you?
Sometimes, the design of the car itself can lead to back problems. If you have to drive
particularly long distances, check out the cabin and layout of the controls with the four tests set
out on the next page.
If the car can pass these four simple tests then there is a good chance that it is suitable for the
particular driver. By using these tests a prospective buyer can make an informed choice of car
and hopefully avoid ‘driver’s back pain’.

The five tests
1. The Praying Test – The driver places both hands together, pointing forwards. If the steering
wheel is not offset then the driver should be pointing straight at the centre of the wheel. The
danger of having an offset wheel is that most drivers tend to rotate the middle of the spine to
compensate for its position, producing long term back strain.
2. The Fist Test – With the seat in the normal driving position make a fist with the left hand
keeping the thumb to the side of the index finger. It should be possible to insert the fist on the
crown of the head. If it is only just possible to insert the flat of the hand between the roof and
the head then there is insufficient headroom. The danger of having too little headroom is that
the driver may compensate for the lack of height by slouching in the seat which puts a strain on
the spine and thighs.
3. The Look Down Test – With both hands placed evenly on the steering wheel look down at
the legs. It should be possible to see equal amounts of both legs between the arms. Frequently
the left leg will be visible but the right leg will be obscured by the right arm which may indicate
that the shoulder girdle is rotated to the left in relation to the pelvis.

4. The Right Leg Test – This test should be performed after driving the car for a short while.
Once again, look down and examine the position of the right leg. Is it elevated above the level
of the left or has it fallen out towards the edge of the seat? Is the right foot roughly in line with
the thigh as it should be, or has it had to come across towards the centre of the car?
5. The Kerb Height Test – Swing the right leg out of the car as though getting out, and place
the right foot on the ground. Try and ensure the lower leg (shin and calf) is in a vertical position.
Now look at the surface of the right thigh. It should be sloping down towards the knee. If it is
sloping upwards (i.e. if the knee is higher than the hip) you will have difficulty when exiting this
vehicle.
If the car can pass these 5 simple tests there is a good chance that it is suitable for that
particular driver. By utilising the tests, a prospective purchaser should be able to produce a
short list of suitable vehicles, from which they can then make a choice.

When driving
Car seats can be adjusted to suit your posture but make sure that you always:
1. Keep your seat reasonably upright, leaning backwards only at a slight angle.
2. Keep the headrest adjusted so that the centre of the headrest is level with your eyes. Don’t
set the headrest too low as this can allow more serious injury in an accident.
3. When getting in, sit first then swing your legs into the car. When you get out, move the seat
back before swinging your legs out.
4. Do you ‘ride the clutch’, resting your foot in the air? No wonder your ankles or calf muscles
hurt.
5. To relax, raise your shoulders to your ears breathing in, and then lower them as you breathe
out. You may want to do this at every red traffic light, or major junction.
6. Avoid reaching behind to get bags from the rear seat. Don’t be lazy. Get out and open the
door.
7. Be careful when loading and unloading. Lift correctly.
8. Avoid lifting unnecessary weights. Get help to change a tyre.
9. Sit with arms gently bent at the elbow to the wheel and don’t lean forward out of the seat.
10. Wear a seat belt and make sure it is properly adjusted. Make sure children also have
appropriate seat belts and cushions.

Remember
•
•
•
•
•
•

Prevention is better than cure.
Sit properly, drive relaxed.
Osteopaths can advise on posture.
Osteopaths treat neck and back pain – and a great many other things as well.
If you are unlucky enough to be involved in a road accident osteopathy can help relieve
the pain of injury, especially whiplash-type injuries.
Osteopaths are often asked by solicitors to write medico-legal reports on accident
victims, to help them claim compensation.

Visiting an osteopath
On your first visit, and before examination begins, the osteopath will discuss and record your
medical history in detail. You will then normally be asked to remove some of your clothing so
that a series of observations and biomechanical assessments can be made.
The osteopath will then apply a highly developed sense of touch to identify points of weakness
or excessive strain throughout the body. Further investigations may include an x-ray or blood
test. This will allow a full diagnosis of the problem and will enable the osteopath to tailor a
treatment plan to your needs.
Your osteopath should make you feel at ease and tell you what is happening throughout your
consultation. You should ask questions if you have any concerns. If further medical treatment is
needed the osteopath may contact your doctor, with your permission.

How much does osteopathy cost?
You do not need a referral from a GP to see an osteopath. The majority of osteopaths work in
private practice, so you may choose to approach a practitioner directly and pay for treatment.
Fees range from £25 to £50 and above for a single session, depending upon the location of the
practice and experience of the osteopath. Typically between two and six treatment sessions are
needed, though this varies according to the severity of the problem.
An increasing number of osteopaths work alongside GPs, so it may be possible for your doctor
to refer you to an osteopath on the NHS. It may also be possible to claim for a course of
osteopathy if you have private health insurance policy.
Check with your insurance provider to confirm the available level of cover and to find out
whether you require a referral from a GP or specialist. All insurance companies have help lines
to explain your benefits and methods of claiming.

Osteopathy and patient protection
Patients consulting an osteopath have the same safeguards and rights as when consulting a
doctor or dentist. Osteopathy is an established system of diagnosis and treatment, recognised
by the British Medical Association as a distinct clinical discipline.
Under the Osteopaths Act of 1993, osteopathy was accorded statutory recognition, and the title
“osteopath” protected by law. In the UK it is now a criminal offence to describe oneself as an
osteopath unless registered with the General Osteopathic Council (GOsC).
The GOsC regulates, promotes and develops the profession, maintaining a Statutory Register
of those entitled to practise. Practitioners on the Register meet the highest standards of safety
and competency. They have provided proof of good health, good character and have
professional indemnity insurance.
Osteopathic training is demanding and lengthy, and a recognised qualification is only available
from osteopathic educational institutions accredited by the GOsC. Trainee osteopaths study
anatomy, physiology, pathology, biomechanics and clinical methods during a four or five year
honours degree programme. Such wide-ranging medical training gives osteopaths the skills to

diagnose conditions when osteopathic treatment is not advisable, and the patient must be
referred to a GP for further investigation.
Osteopaths are committed to a programme of continuing professional development.
You can obtain details of an osteopath’s registration by telephoning the GOsC on
020 7357 6655.

Finding an osteopath near you
To find an osteopath near you details are available in Thomson and Yellow Pages directories.
Alternatively contact the GOsC directly at:
Osteopathy House
176 Tower Bridge Road
London SE1 3LU
Tel: 020 7357 6655
Email: info@osteopathy.org.uk
www.osteopathy.org.uk

Further information
This leaflet is one of a series of information leaflets for the public. Please contact us for
copies of the following:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Osteopathy: An introduction to Osteopathy and the GOsC
Osteopathy: Arthritis
Osteopathy: Babies and children
Osteopathy: Back Pain
Osteopathy: Choosing a Bed
Osteopathy: Pain Relief
Osteopathy: Pregnancy
Osteopathy: Sports
Osteopathy: Work Strain

For further information and lists of local practitioners please contact the Osteopathic
Information Service, General Osteopathic Council, Osteopathy House, 176 Tower
Bridge Road, London, SE1 3LU. Telephone number 0207 357 6655 or alternatively use
our searchable database on www.osteopathy.org.uk

