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Abstract

Background: Back pain is a common concern among sedentary office workers. The objective of this study is 
to evaluate the intensity of back pain in sedentary administrative workers, the effect of working conditions and 
duration of working hrs on the back pain and to determine the disability types associated with back pain among 
administrative staff.

Methods: A questionnaire was distributed among females working in both governmental and private institutions 
in Riyadh, 100 participants included, all administrative desk-jobs employees between 20 years to 40 years of age. 
There result was assessed using Oswestry Disability Index for measuring lower back pain disability, and a short 
version of the International Physical Activity Questionnaire was used to assess physical activity. The data was 
analyzed by SPSS V16.0.

Results: In this study 26%of the participants are < 28 years of age, and the mean BMI of the participants is 26. 
Around 20% of the participants have back pain for 1-3 years. The Oswestry Index showed 38% of participants did 
not experience any pain, 32% are complaining of moderate back pain while 22% have very mild back pain, and 
only 4% suffered severe pain. The study showed 68% of the participant who are affected by the pain did need any 
assistance with their daily personal care. As for the number of missing working days 44.4% stated that they did not 
miss any day because of back pain, while 24.8% reported missing 1-2 days because of disabling pain.

Conclusion: There is strong correlation between participants BMI and the impairment level of walking, sitting and 
social life. The majority of women having work related back pain are of young age. Therefore, health education may be 
effective to assess and give them the right instructions to live without back pain or to reduce the pain if exist.
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Table 1. Characteristics of 100 female desk employees involved in the study.

Characteristics
Age 34.42 ± 8.462

≤ 28 (n, %) 26 (26%)
29-32 21 (21%)
33-38 26 (26%)
 >39 24 (24%)

Weight (kg) 68.22 ± 14.121
Height (cm) 161.14 ± 6.305

BMI 26.23 ± 5.226

BMI was positively correlated with the impairment level of walking, 
sitting and social life (r=.009, .328, .019 and .005) respectively 
this correlation was significant (P<0.01). In this study 20% of the 
participating employees said to have endured back pain for 1 year 
to 3 years of their lives. In addition, 15% said that the duration of 
their back pain was occurring for more than 10 years and 6% said it 
was over 1-6 months (Table 2 and Fig. 1).
Table 2. The percent and numbers of the participants according to the duration 
of back pain.

Duration of back pain
>6 Months (n, %) 11 (11%)

1-3 Years 20 (20%)
4-6 Years 8 (8%)
7-9 Years 2 (2%)
>10 Years 15 (15%)

Fig 1. Figure depicting duration of back pain.

Furthermore 53% knew the cause of their pain. Some mentioned the 
causes to be pregnancy, giving birth, long hrs of sitting, gaining and 
losing weight. And 12% said that the cause of their back pain was 
work related. In relations to numbers of hrs spent in a work space 
50% of the participants said that they spent 4 hrs to 6 hrs sitting on 
a desk. The other 50% spent 7 hrs to 10 hrs of sitting. Based on the 
Oswestry Disability Index, 38% of participant had not experienced 
any pain, 32% were complaining of moderate back pain followed 
by 22% of very mild back pain (Table 3). The study only revealed 
4% with fairly severe pain and 3% of very severe pain, and only 1% 
who suffered from the worst pain imaginable (Fig. 2). 
Table 3. The percent and numbers of the participants with different pain intensity.

Pain intensity
No pain (n, %) 38 (38%)

Mild pain 22 (22%)
Moderate pain 32 (32%)

Severe pain 8 (8%)

Pain Intensity

No Pain

Very Mild Pain

Modarte Pain

Fairly Severe Pain

Very Severe Pain

Fig 2. Figure depicting pain intensity.

INTRODUCTION
Back pain is seemingly a common problem among many office 
workers globally. Apparently large numbers of clerical and other 
administration staff in Saudi Arabia are suffering from back pain 
[1,2]. There are several types of back pain that numerous people 
complain from. The existing difference in defining chronic back 
pain varies from general and sporadic back pain lasting for up to 
12 weeks to a specific underlying pathologic pain or frequently 
reoccurring pain [3]. It is predicted that a large number of the 
general population will experience back pain at some point in their 
life. Among them are occupation related back pain injuries [4-7]. 

All across the spectrum of back pain causes could be classified 
as occupation related hazard. Therefore, it is vital to identify the 
causes of major back pain at work. It is also absolutely important 
to minimize the risk of developing such problems. Identifying the 
risk factor and causes in relation to a work place or work habit 
can significantly assist in reducing the morbidity rate as well as 
reducing socio-economic losses.

Back pain is becoming a common concern among sedentary office 
workers. The incidence of this pain is rising up to 46%. The rate 
of back pain among administrative employees is high especially in 
upper part of the back being the most common complaint followed 
by the lower part of the back pain. The World Health Organization, 
WHO reports showed jobs that involve physical inactivity to be the 
fourth leading cause of worker’s mortality. Such reports estimated 
that 37% of occupation related causes of back pain resulted in a 
major economic loss [4-8].

It seems that studies on occupation related back pain are lacking or 
at least rare. Especially in Saudi Arabia.

The aims of this study:

1. To evaluate the intensity of back pain among sedentary 
administrative workers in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia.

2. Determine the effect of working conditions and duration of 
working hrs on the back pain. 

3. Determine disability type associated with back pain among 
administrative staff in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia.

METHODOLOGY
A cross sectional study conducted using a questionnaire that was 
distributed among females working in both governmental and 
private institutions in Riyadh, the capital city of Saudi Arabia. One 
hundred employees voluntarily filled the questionnaires. They are 
all administrative desk-jobs employees between 20 years to 40 
years of age. The participants are assessed by the use of Oswestry 
Disability Index for measuring lower back pain disability. As 
well as, the short version of the International Physical Activity 
Questionnaire for physical activity assessment was used. The 
questionnaire was distributed in 2 languages; Arabic and English. 
The translated version to Arabic was reviewed by 3 bilingual 
speakers. The collected data was analyzed by the use of SPSS 
V16.0.

RESULTS
It found that the mean age of employees having back pain was 34 
years old. It was also found that 26% of the age groups <28 years 
and between 33 years to 38 years said to have back pain. which 
agrees with other researchers who found that the incidence of back 
pain was high in young employees [2]. The mean of the BMI for 
employees having back pain is 26 and stander deviation is 5.2 
(Table 1). 



38

13 (1) 2018

LUJAIN SULAYEM, ZENAT KHIRED, MASHAEL H. ALJUWAYED AND NAHLAH M. ALRAJHI

By evaluating the need for assistance, it was found that 68% did not 
experience any pain while carrying on their daily routine. However, 
28% were having pain while taking care of themselves but, the pain 
did not prevent them from completing their daily care routine. 3% 
experienced a degree of pain that prevented them from taking care 
of themselves which caused them to seek assistance to complete 
their daily routine.

The effect of weight lifting amongst participants shows 40% can 
left heavy objects but caused them pain, 31% can left objects with 
no pain, 11% were only able to lift very light weight, 9% were 
prevented from lifting heavy objects off the floor only if it is on a 
higher place like the Table 4, 5% can lift medium weighted object 
and positioned in a convenient place and 2% couldn’t left or carry 
anything at all.

Table 4. Correlation of different age group and different variables.

Age <28 29-32 33-38 >39 P value
Pain intensity 1.73 ± 0. 919 1.95 ± 1.161 2.00 ± 1.095 2.75 ± 1.032 0.006
Personal care 1.12 ± 0.326 1.38 ± 0. 740 1.23 ± 0. 430 1.78 ± 0.736 0.001

Lifting 1.88 ± 1.269 1.95 ± 1.203 2.31 ± 1.350 2.96 ± 1.492 0.029
Walking 1.12 ± 0.326 1.19 ± 0.402 1.20 ± 0.500 1.87 ± 0.850 0.000
Sitting 1.62 ± 0.637 1.71 ± 0.784 1.54 ± 0. 706 1.83 ± 0.963 0.575

Standing 1.58 ± 0.504 1.90 ± 0. .944 1.96 ± 1.183 2.62 ± 1.313 0.006
Sleeping 1.23 ± 0.430 1.50 ± 0.761 1.44 ± 0.821 2.00 ± 0.885 0.004
Social life 1.28 ± 0.678 1.67 ± 1.017 1.62 ± 1.169 2.58 ± 1.558 0.001
Absence 1.35 ± 0.562 1.81 ± 0. 928 2.08 ± 1.495 2.50 ± 2.377 0.059
Anxiety 4.69 ± 2.811 4.76 ± 2.737 4.65 ± 2.911 5.54 ± 2.766 0.651

Job 
satisfaction 6.46 ± 2.284 5.30 ± 2.452 5.92 ± 2.544 6.79 ± 2.413 0.195

In assessing participant’s ability to walk without feeling any pain 
the study found the highest percentage of 71% represent that the 
pain does not prevent them from walking any distance, 20% were 
able to walk for more than one mile, the lowest percentage who 
were unable to walk more than half a mile was 8%.

The results of evaluating employees sitting situation revealed that 
49% were able to sit on any chair for any duration of time. It also 
revealed that 35% can sit on specific chairs for as long as they want, 
14% experienced pain preventing them from sitting for more than 
one hour, and 2% couldn’t sit for more than 30 mints because of 
the pain.

As for the question on standing the study showed 29.1% of 
participants can stand as long as they want without feeling pain, 
while 38.5% reported that they can stand but did feel pain. On the 
other hand, 5.1% mentioned that the pain prevented them from 
standing for more than one hour. In addition, 6.8% stated that the 
pain prevented them from standing for more than 30 mints and 
6.0% had pain after standing for 10 mints. Furthermore, comparing 
employee’s ability to stand to their age the majority of those 
suffering were older than 39 having a significance of (P≤0.006) 
(Table 4).

The answers for the question on normal life indicated that 49.6% 
of participants had normal social life without pain. It also indicated 
that 17.1% of participants showed that their social life was normal, 
but the effect of back pain is slightly increased with activities. In 
addition, 9.4% of people reported that the pain limited their activities 
without affecting their social life, while 8.5% of participants said 
their social life was restricted because of pain.

In regard to the question on missing work 44.4% of participants 
stated that they did not miss any day of work because of back 
pain, while 24.8% reported missing 1-2 days in the last 18 months 
because of disabling pain. Also 8.5% missed 3-7 days of work due 
to their pain. In addition, 2.6% missed their work from 8-14 days 
because of pain. Only 0.9% of the participants said they missed 15-
30 days because of pain. On the other hand, 2.6% missed their work 
for one month due to pain. Another 0.9% of the participants said 

they missed their work from 3-6 months due to pain. Finally, 0.9% 
of people missed more than one year of their work due to pain.

DISCUSSION
This study found that female employees in Riyadh city experiencing 
back pain are mostly young females. It showed the mean age of 
those female employees suffering from back pain is 34 years of 
age. This finding is supported by the number of younger group 
who are between 28 years to 30 years of age making 26% of the 
participants in this study affected by back pain.

In addition, back pain seems to be severe among those who are 
overweight and obese employees more than others within the whole 
participants in the study. A positive correlation between employees 
BMI and the intensity of their back pain was found in this study. 
This agrees with other studies stating the cause is more likely to be 
idiopathic [9-11].

The result of this study goes along with other studies wherein 
prolonged inactivity increases the risk of having back pain [12,13]. 
There are indications that participants spending 4-10 working hrs on 
their desks will most likely experience back pain. On the other hand, 
those spending less than 4 hrs sitting on their desks are less likely 
to experience any pain. This suggests that the more hrs spent sitting 
on some desk employees are more likely to experience back pain.

The majority of participants in this study knew the causes of their 
back pain to be due to their working habits. They claimed that it 
was due to awkward posture, prolonged sitting, disc herniation, 
underlying medical conditions, pregnancy and birthing. Only 
few amounting to 12% of the study group said the pain they were 
experiencing was caused by work related injuries.

When evaluating employees sitting situation most of them said 
they were able to sit on any chair for any duration of time. This 
indicates improper selection of the appropriate chair. Others 
said they were able to sit on specific chairs for as long as they 
wanted which also indicates they may not be aware of the hazard 
associated with sitting for a long time on a chair. A small number 
of participants 14% experienced pain preventing them from sitting 
for more than one hour which could most likely be due to sitting 
on unappropriated chairs, sitting on one chair for too long or both 
reasons. Other reasons for the cause of pain in this situation may 
apply. A smaller number of participants 2% weren’t able to sit for 
more than 30 mints on their chairs because of back pain which is 
possibly a consequence of negative sitting habit at work.

As for being absent from work because of back pain nearly half 
of the employees who participated in this study had never missed 
a day of work. This is a positive sign that they could avoid further 
back problems if they follow appropriate sitting habits. The rest 
of the study participants reported missing different numbers of 
days from work because of disabling pain. It is evident that a high 
number of employees are missing a high number of days from work 
which confirms the severity of the back-pain problem due to sitting 
habits. Furthermore, these absences from work can lead to major 
economic losses to any organization as stated by the World Health 
Organization [4].

CONCLUSION
There is strong correlation between participants BMI and the 
impairment level of walking, sitting and social life. The study found 
that the majority of women having occupation related back pain to 
be of young age. This may imply that the underlining cause of back 
pain in desk employees could be idiopathic and not degenerative. 
Therefore, it is necessary to increase the awareness toward regular 
exercising and not to sit more than 40 mints without movement 
in addition to more awareness about appropriate sitting position. 
Therefore, health education and campaigns may be effective to 
assess and give them the right instructions to live a healthy life 
without back pain or to reduce the pain if exist.
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