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M a n a g e  L o w e r  B a c k  Pa i n

Learn from warning signs
Mo st  o f us come to  yo ga to  alleviate p ain
in  the b o d y and  imp ro ve o ur general
p hysical wellb eing.  U nfo rtunately, o ur
asana p ract ice can , b y its very rep et it io n ,
h igh light  weaknesses in  the b o d y. I f we
igno re the warn ing signs o f rep eated
p ain  in  a p art icu lar area o f the b o d y after
p erfo rming certain  asanas, o ur p ract ice
can  even  aggravate these p ro b lem areas.
By co nt inu ing to  p ract ise in  the same
way, d esp ite o ur b o d y’s warn ings, we are
o n  the way to  creat ing in jury, and  that
can  mean  chro n ic p ain . 

O n  the o ther hand , b y no t ing what
is hap p en ing and  mo d ifying o ur p ract ice
t o  alleviate t h e p ain , we are t ru ly
learn ing from o ur asana p ract ice. I n  th is
way, asana p ract ice teaches humility,
p at ience and  mental as well as p hysical
flex ib ility.  I n  th is light , p ain  and  in jury
need  never b e viewed  with  frustrat io n  in
terms o f o ur p ract ice. Rather, it ’s at  these
t imes when  we have the warn ing signs o f
p ain , t h at  we can  go  d eep er in t o
ex p lo rato ry mo d e and  really learn  ab o ut
o urselves and  yo ga.

T h is art icle lo oks at  two  p o stures
wh ich  in  my ex p erience o ften  sho w up

b ad  hab its b y creat ing p ain  in  t he
sacro iliac (SI ) jo int . T he asanas o f Janu
Sirsasana (H ead  t o  knee p o se) an d
Triko nasana (Triangle p o se) can  b e great
teachers when  mo d ified  and  p ract iced
with  real at tent io n . F irst  we co nsid er
ho w to  tell if yo u ’re ex p eriencing SI  p ain
and  why women  are p art icu larly at  risk.

Ident ifying SI joint  strain
Sacro iliac p ain  p resents as p ain  that
ex ists in  a small sp o t , at  the lo cat io n  o f
the SI  jo int  (F igure 1) in  the lo wer b ack.
I t  is commo n ly felt  mo re, o r o n ly, o n  o ne
sid e an d  can  man ifest  as p ain  that
ap p ears d uring the transit io n  b etween
sit t ing and  stand ing. Also  it  may b e felt
coming into  o r o ut  o f certain  p o ses,
typ ically Triko nasana, P arsvako nasana
(Sid e angle p o se), Janu  Sirsasana, some
o f the twist ing p o ses and  when  coming
o u t  o f so me o f t he d eep er lumb ar
b ackb en d s (even  t h o ugh  yo u  migh t
b e qu ite comfo rtab le wh ile in  the p o se).
I t  is said  that  p ain  is no t  an  accurate
ind icato r o f the co nd it io n ; p ain  can  even
man ifest  o n  the un in jured  sid e. I f yo u
susp ect  that  yo u  have SI  strain , yo u
sh o u ld  get  t h e co n d it io n  p ro p erly
d iagno sed  b y a health  care p ro fessio nal. 

Why sacroiliac pain occurs mainly
in women 
T he female menstrual cycle and  the less
freq u en t  o ccu rren ces o f p regn an cy,
ch ild b irth  and  lactat io n , ex p lain  the
h igher frequency o f sacro iliac p ain  in
women . T he SI  jo in ts are d esigned
to allo w the b o nes o f the p elvic b o wl to
come ap art a little and  fo r the sacrum to
mo ve either fo rward  o r b ack with in  the
p elvic b o wl, changing its shap e d uring
ch ild b irt h . T h e jo in ts are t h erefo re
affected  b y the ho rmo nes o estro gen ,
p ro gestero ne and  relax in . Every mo nth  in
the week b efo re menstruat io n  when
o estro gen  and  p ro gestero ne levels are
h ighest , the female SI  jo int  is mo re
flex ib le – and  mo re vu lnerab le. W omen
who  suffer from sacro iliac p ain  may find
it is wo rse at th is time. Ano ther reaso n  is
the d ifference b etween  the anatomy o f
the female and  male p elvis. T he greater
wid th  o f the female p elvis tend s to
increase the d egree o f to rque at these
jo ints d uring sid e to  sid e mo vements o f
the h ip  b o nes, as in  walking.

Essent ial anatomy of the
sacroiliac joint
To  und erstand  p ro b lems with  the SI  jo int,

Over her many years as a yoga teacher and practitioner,

Flo Fenton has identified lower back ‘trouble spots’ in yoga poses.

In this article she explains how to identify, manage and learn from sacroiliac

pain in two of the most common yoga asanas.

lo wer b ack p ain
in  yo ur asana p ract ice

Manage
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we need  to  rememb er the structure o f the
p elvis. T he p elvis is mad e up  o f the two
p elvic b o nes, o r hip  b o nes (creating the
two  halves o f the p elvic b o wl) and  the
sacrum.  T he ‘V’ shap ed , sacral b o ne is a
co n t in uat io n  o f the sp ine an d  slo ts
b etween  the p elvic b o nes at the b ack
(F igure 1). T he SI  jo int is literally the jo in
b etween  the two ; it  runs alo ng the
margins o f the meeting surfaces o f the
sacrum with  the two  p elvic b o nes, o r the
ischia o f the p elvis. T he sacrum can  mo ve
ind ep end ently o f the two  p elvic b o nes at
the SI  jo int. 

I n  o rd er to  facilitate ch ild b irth , the
sacrum mo ves in  relat io n  to  the two
p elvic b o n es,  ei t h er  fo rward  o r
b ackward , changing the shap e o f the
p elvic b o wl. D uring the mid d le stages o f
lab o ur, the to p  o f the sacrum (sacral
p romo nto ry) t ip s b ack in  relat io n  to  the
p elvic b o nes, effect ively o p en ing the to p
o f the p elvic b o wl allo wing the b ab y’s
h ead  t o  en t er  mo re easily.  T h is
mo vemen t  o f t h e sacrum is called
‘co unter nutat io n ’, and  it  is the same
mo vement  that  yo u  unco nscio usly create
when  yo u  t ighten  the b utto cks and  p u ll
the muscles o f the p elvic flo o r up  in
Mu la Ban d h a an d  t h e ab d o men  in
U d d iyana Band ha to  p ro tect  yo ur lo wer
b ack in  a b ackb end . 

D uring the final stages o f lab o ur,
the to p  o f the sacrum t ip s fo rward s in
relat io n  to  the p elvic gird le, effect ively
narro wing the to p  b ut  b ro ad en ing the
b ase (sp read ing the sit t ing b o nes ap art),
to  create sp ace fo r the b ab y’s head  to
enter the b irth  canal. T h is mo vement
o f the sacrum, called  ‘nutat io n ’, is the
same mo vemen t  t h at  flex ib le yo ga
p ract it io ners unco nscio usly create in  a
d eep  fo rward  b end . T hat  feeling o f
‘sp read ing the sit t ing b o nes’ is no t  just  a
feeling, it  actually hap p ens.

Sacroiliac pain in Janu Sirsasana 
I f the average p erso n  is asked  to  b end
fo rward s, from a sitting p o sitio n , mo st o f
the mo vement will hap p en  in  the lo wer
sp ine. T ight hamstrings and  h ip  flex o rs
mean  that the p elvis remains relatively
still, and  the sp ine b end s fo rward s at the
waist. T h is tend ency is aggravated  b y
weakness in  the ab d ominal and  lo wer
b ack muscles wh ich  are no t up  to  the task
o f sup p o rting the entire weight o f the
to rso  ab o ve the h ip s.

T h is st yle o f fo rward  b en d in g
comp resses the o rgans o f the ab d omen
and  the d iscs b etween  the verteb rae at
the fro nt  o f the sp ine. I t  also  rather
d angero usly stretches the lo wer b ack
muscles and  ligaments and  p laces und ue
strain  o n  the SI  jo ints, creat ing p o ssib le
in jury. T h is is why we are nearly always
to ld  to  ‘b end  from the h ip s’, o r ‘keep  the
fro nt  o f the waist  lo ng’ in  fo rward  b end s. 

I n  mo re ex p erienced  p ract it io ners,
t h ere is en o u gh  flex ib ilit y in  t h e
hamstrings and  h ip  flex o rs and  strength
in  the d eep  sup p o rt ing muscles o f the
ab d omen  and  lo wer b ack to  create the
d esired  ‘b en d  fro m t h e h ip s’. T h e
tailb o ne t ilts up  and  b ack and  the who le
o f the to rso , includ ing the p elvis, t ilts
fo rward s in  o ne, co nt inuo us line. T here
is no  b end  in  the waist .

The cause of the problem
H ighly flex ib le, and  p articularly female,
yo ga p ract it io ners may d evelo p  very
flex ib le SI  jo ints. T he up sid e o f this d egree
o f sacro iliac flex ib ility (o r the ab ility to
nutate the sacrum) in  asana p ractice is that
it allo ws the ex ecutio n  o f the d eep est o f all
fo rward  b end s (b elly to  thighs) and  tho se
almo st-b ent-d o ub le b ackb end s . 

T he d o wnsid e is that  wh ile the
sacrum is in  a state o f nutat io n , and
therefo re mismatched  from its usual
p lace b etween  the p elvic b o nes, strain  is
b eing p laced  o n  the SI  jo in ts. Any
further strain  p laced  o n  the jo ints, fo r
ex amp le the fo rce o f p u lling o neself

d eep er in t o  t h e p o st u re u sin g t h e
strength  o f the arms, can  resu lt  in  in jury.

An  even  grea t er  d egree o f
vu lnerab ility ex ists fo r the SI  jo ints in
asymmetrical fo rward  b end s such  as Janu
Sirsasana.  I n  asymmetrical fo rward
b end s, the sacrum may b e in  a state o f
nutatio n  o n  o n ly o ne sid e. T h is makes
the SI  jo in t  o n  that  sid e esp ecially
vu lnerab le to  strain . Fo r ex amp le, in
Janu  Sirsasana, it is much  easier to  b end
fo rward  (and  nutate the sacrum) o n  the
straight leg sid e. T he b ent knee sid e o f
the sacrum remains in  p lace jo ined  to  the
p elvic b o ne o n  that sid e. T herefo re the
two  halves o f the p elvis are go ing in
d ifferent d irectio ns either sid e o f the
sacrum, p lacing p ressure o n  the SI  jo ints. 

How to pract ise Janu Sirsasana
safely
To  p ract ice Janu  Sirsasana and  ind eed  all
fo rward  b end s safely, ru le numb er o ne
is: D o n ’t  p u ll!  T he key to  a p ain  free
SI jo int  is no t  to  stretch  it  to o  much . 

N ex t, try to  align  the fro nt o f the
p elvis square o n . Avo id  p lacing the
sit ting b o ne o n  the b ent knee sid e further
b ack than  the o ther, set ting up  a twist in
the h ip s b efo re b eginn ing (p ho to  1). I t is
esp ecially imp o rtant in  an  asymmetrical
seated  fo rward  b end  to  th ink o f mo ving
fo rward s with  the fro nt o f the b elly lo ng,
and  the weight o f the b o d y ro lling o nto
the fro nt o f the sit ting b o nes, so  that the
wh o le p elvis mo ves fo rward  in  a
co n t in u o u s  l in e wi t h  t h e sp in e

Sacral promontary
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Figure 1: Anterior /lateral view of pelvis showing
nutat ion /counternutat ion.

Inferior view of pelvis.
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[sacroiliac pain and yoga asana]

1. Janu Sirsasana
incorrect 

Avoid placing the sitting bone on the

bent knee side further back than the

other, thus setting up a twist in the

hips before you even begin.

2. Janu Sirsasana
correct

Align the front of the pelvis square on.
It is especially important to think of
moving forwards with the front of the
belly long and the weight of the body
rolling onto the front of the sitting
bones, so the whole pelvis moves
forward in a continuous line with the
spine. Don’t pull!

3. Trikonasana
with hips side on

In this version

of

Trikonasana

keep the

pelvis

absolutely

square, so

that the pose

becomes a

pure side

stretch.

The right hand will be much higher

up the leg, than is possible in photo

4.

6. Trikonasana
classical foot position

The centre of the front heel lines up

with the centre of the arch of the back

foot in this classical foot position for

Trikonasana.

7. Trikonasana, foot position
for deep lumbar curve

Those with a very pronounced lumbar

curve may find that altering their foot

position from the classic pose (photo 6)

to having both feet slightly crossed over

the central line) helps to keep that deep

lumbar curve and therefore allows

them to come into the pose more

deeply without pain.

8. Pelvic Tilts

Inhale and accentuate the arch in the

lower back, rolling weight towards the

floor of the buttocks.

9. Pelvic Tilts

Exhale and flatten the lower back flat

to the floor, pulling the abdomen

smoothly in towards the spine.

4. Trikonasana
top hip rolled forward

Let the top half of the pelvis roll

forward completely, so that there is

less ‘torque’ through the centre.

5. Trikonasana
back to wall

Try doing

Trikonasana

with the back

surface of the

hips flush to a

wall.

See how far

you can

come into the

posture

before the top

hip moves away from the wall.
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(p ho to 2).T hese actio ns will min imise the
d egree to  wh ich  the two  halves o f the
p elvis are mo ving in  d ifferent d irectio ns.
I n  Janu  Sirsasana, even  stiff p ractitio ners
witho ut much  sacro iliac flex ib ility can
in jure an  SI  jo int b y leaving the p elvis
b eh ind , tucking their tail und er, skewing
the h ip s, b end ing at the waist and / o r
p u lling with  the arms.

T he mo st imp o rtant p rincip le o f all
is to  co nscio usly create stab ility in  the area
when  wo rking in  the p o se and  b y strength
wo rk  (p h o t o s 8 an d  9 an d  t h e
Sup p lementary Practices sectio n  b elo w).
Yo u  must also  o f co urse avo id  any and  all
mo vements that yo u  kno w are likely to
aggravate the situatio n  d uring a flare up .
Read  the D o ’s and  D o n’ts summarised  in
the p anel. 

F inally, if yo u  kno w that  yo u  have a
d elicate SI  jo int , say ‘no ’ to  ad justments
in  th is p o se.

Learn to work in the pose.
I f yo u  have an  irritab le SI  jo int, it is also
imp o rtant to  create all o f the muscu lar
co ntractio ns that will p revent to o  much
nutatio n  o n  the straight leg sid e. T h is

means firmly squeezing o r d rawing up  the
muscles o f the p elvic flo o r (th ink o f the
mu scle co n tract io n  yo u  in st inct ively
switch  o n  when  b ursting to  urinate), and
just as firmly d rawing the ab d ominal wall
in  to ward s the sp ine. T hese two  actio ns
cru d ely d escrib e Mu la Ban d h a an d
U d d iyana Band ha resp ectively. Also  try to
activate the p so as muscle o n  the straight
leg sid e. T h is means trying to  d raw the
straight leg d eep er into  its so cket and  also
creating a co ntractio n  as if trying to  lift
the straight leg up  from the flo o r. 

Trikonasana and sacroiliac pain
T he SI  jo int is at its mo st stab le when  yo u
are stand ing up right, with  equal weight o n
b o th  feet. T he weight o f the entire to rso
p ushes d o wn  o n  the sacrum (which  is,
rememb er, a co ntinuatio n  o f the sp ine)
and  lo cks it into  p lace b etween  the two
halves o f the p elvis. T he natural lo rd o sis
(inward  arch/ho llo w) in  the lo wer b ack
which  o ccurs in  this p o sitio n  is also  p art o f
p romo ting max imum stab ility in  the SI
jo ints. I n  this p o sitio n , the ed ges o f the
sacrum line up  p erfectly with  the meeting
surfaces o f the p elvic b o nes and  there is

no  strain  o n  the SI  jo ints. T his is why
tho se with  weak o r d amaged  SI  jo ints may
find  it mo re comfo rtab le to  stand .

The cause of the problem
Triko nasana is a sid e stretch , b ut  the
p o sit io n  o f the p elvis is very rarely a
square o n , p erfect , sid eways t ilt . O n ly
tho se who  are very flex ib le, and  who
have a very flat  lumb ar curve, will b e
ab le to  take the sid e stretch  very far
witho ut  the to p  h ip  (i.e. the left  h ip  in
Triko nasana right  sid e) want ing to  d ro p
fo rward s and  the b elly b utto n  turn ing
d o wn  to ward s the flo o r. I n  th is p o sit io n ,
the p elvis is in  an  asymmetrical fo rward
b end  – the d anger p o sit io n!   Again , the
two  halves o f the p elvis are b eing asked
to  mo ve in  d ifferent  d irect io ns, and  the
sacrum in  b etween  them may b e in  a
state o f p art ial nutat io n , p lacing strain
p art icu larly o n  o ne SI  jo int . 

Many o f us, o nce in  the p o se, try to
refine the alignment  b y then  trying to
twist  that  left  h ip  b ack up . I t  is th is
t wist in g mo vemen t  o n  t h e alread y
vu lnerab le SI  jo int  that  is mo st  likely to
cause o r further aggravate sacro iliac
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strain . Ad d ed  to  th is, if we are go ing fo r
that  p erfect , sid eways t ilt , the sid eway
p o sit io n  o f the p elvis means that  we will
have to  lo se the natural lumb ar lo rd o sis
(un less we hap p en  to  alread y have a very
flat  lo wer b ack). T h is means tho se with  a
very p ro no unced  lumb ar arch  are go ing
to  b e esp ecially vu lnerab le in  at  least  o ne
SI  jo int  if they stud io usly try to  p revent
the to p  h ip  from ro lling fo rward s. 

How to pract ise Trikonasana safely
T o  p reven t  sacro i l iac s t rain  in
Triko nasana, yo u  have several cho ices.
Some may b e mo re ap p ro p riate than
o thers, d ep end ing o n  the d egree o f
lo rd o sis o f the lumb ar sp ine; b ut there
are no  hard  and  fast ru les, and  yo u  will
have to  find  what wo rks b est fo r yo u . 

¥ May be more appropriate for those
with a fairly shallow lumbar lordosis 
Keep  the p elvis ab so lutely square; so
that  the p o se b ecomes a p ure, sid e
stretch  (p ho to  3). T h is means that
yo u  wo n ’t  come nearly as far into  the
p o se; the right  hand  will b e much
h igher up  the leg, b ut  yo u  are get t ing
a p ure, sid e stretch . To  feel th is
versio n  o f the p o se, try d o ing
Triko nasana with  the b ack surface o f
the h ip s flush  to  a wall (p ho to  5).
See ho w far yo u  can  come into  the
p o sture b efo re the to p  h ip  mo ves
away from the wall.

¥ May be more appropriate for those
with a deep lumbar lordosis
Let the to p  half o f the p elvis ro ll
fo rward  comp letely, so  that there is less
to rque thro ugh the centre (p ho to 4). 

W h ichever o f these yo u  d ecid e to
d o , yo u  must  b e ab so lutely commit ted  to

it  from the b eginn ing: go ing into  and
coming o ut  o f the p o se. Trying to  change
the p o sit io n  o f the p elvis o nce yo u  are in
the p o se is mo st  likely to  create strain .
T h is is no t  to  say that  o nce in  the p o se
yo u  must  remain  rigid .  Rather than
th inking ab o ut  lift ing the left  h ip  up  and
b ack o nce in  the p o se, th ink mo re ab o ut
the p o sit io n  o f the b elly b utto n ; try to
turn  it  h igher up  to ward  the ceiling. T h is
means that  the sp ine will d o  the twist ing,
no t  the p elvis.

¥ May be more appropriate for those
with a very deep lumbar lordosis
I f yo u  have a very p ro no unced
lumb ar curve yo u  may find  that
altering yo ur fo o t  p o sit io n  from the
classic p o se (p ho to  6) to  having b o th
feet  slight ly cro ssed  o ver the central
line (p ho to  7) help s to  keep  that  d eep
lumb ar curve, and  therefo re allo ws
yo u  to  come into  the p o se mo re
d eep ly witho ut  p ain .

Learn to work in the pose
I n  all o f the variatio ns, if yo u  kno w that
yo u  are vu lnerab le at  the SI  jo in ts,
rememb er the b and has, esp ecially when
yo u  are mo ving into  and  o ut o f the p o se.
As yo u  inhale, switch  o n  the p elvic flo o r
p u ll-up ; as yo u  ex hale, mo ve slo wly into
the p o se, firmly p u lling the navel in
to ward s the sp ine. Try to  keep  the p elvic
flo o r and  ab d ominal muscles active in  the
p o se and  refresh  them stro ngly when
coming o ut o f the p o se. Create stro ng
wo rk in  the muscles o f the legs, and  th ink
o f squeezing the inner b utto cks to gether. 

Supplementary pract ices
T o  alleviate SI  vu ln erab ility, majo r
strength  must  b e created  in  the d eep
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DoÕs
Seek the advice of an osteopath,

physiotherapist or senior yoga teacher if

you experience ongoing or repeated

lower back pain. Women should also

note that unexplained lower back pain

can be caused by gynaecological

disorders such as endometriosis.

Seek fine tuning and advice on the

appropriateness of any of these practices

for you from a senior yoga teacher.

[doÕs and donÕts]
DonÕts
If you have a recent lower back or SI joint

injury, or are experiencing acute pain in

this area, avoid for ward bends

completely. Practise only those postures

that stabilise the area and prevent that

area stretching. Rather than practising

the abdominal strength postures

mentioned be low (which br ing

movement to the area), you must only

practise pelvic tilts (photos 8 and 9) with

the whole of the back flat on the floor,

until the acute phase has passed.

sup p o rt ing muscles o f the p elvic regio n .
P erfo rm the fo llo wing p ract ices every
d ay, un less yo u  are in  the mid d le o f a
flare-up  (see D o ’s and  D o n ’ts) o r yo u  are
menstruat ing. 

¥ P o stures to  strengthen  the rectus and
transverse ab d ominus muscles –
U tthanp ad asana (Raised  legs p o se)
and  P ad a Sanchalasana (Cycling p o se) 

¥ P o stures to  strengthen  the o b lique
ab d ominal muscles –
Jathara P arivartanasana
(Revo lved  ab d omen  p o se) 

¥ P o stures that  strengthen  the
quad ratus lumb o rum muscle in  the
lo wer b ack –  Ard ha Shalab hasana
(H alf lo cust  p o se)  and  Shalab hasana
(Lo cust  p o se)

¥ Co ntract io ns that  wo rk to  strengthen
the muscles o f the p elvic flo o r
– Mu la Band ha 

…rememb er the
Band has,

esp ecially when  yo u
are mo ving into  and

o ut o f the p o se. 

Flo Fenton is based in Byron Bay,

where she teaches private sessions

and classes. She also runs retreats

and workshops around the country.

Te l:  (02) 6685 9910 or emai l :

flo@intouchyogabyronbay.com

www.intouchyogabyronbay.com.
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