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10 POPULAR EXERCISES 
THAT ARE HAZARDOUS TO YOUR HEALTH

Most people believe that all exercises are good, safe and effective. 

After all, exercise is exercise and it’s got to be worth something, right?

The truth is that not all exercises are the same and some pose significant risk of 
injury while others are just a waste of time.

In this report, I’m going to share ten exercises that are are bad for your long 
term health and wellbeing. They’re bad because they raise the risk of excessive 
strain and injury to tendons, ligaments and cartilage while attempting to 
increase muscular strength. 

All forms of exercise create a very mild “injury” that your body reacts to, repairs 
and as a result becomes stronger. 

You may recognize muscular fatigue as a burning sensation in your muscles or 
experiencing difficulty completing the movement or the day following a new 
exercise, you may have muscle soreness. You have, in fact, “injured” yourself.

We don’t consider that a huge problem because the soreness subsides, our 
movements return to normal and the next time we do the same exercise that 
caused the soreness, we don’t get sore at all.

But with risky exercises, the type of injury is not just muscle. In most situations, 
the damage is to tendons, ligaments, and / or cartilage. These tissues have a 
poorer blood supply and more limited nerve supply than muscle which means 
that they cannot repair themselves as quickly as muscle nor notify you as 
quickly when something is wrong. 

And once you’ve injured a tendon or a ligament or your joint cartilage, your 
recovery is much longer than with a muscle injury. Chronic pain, stiffness, and 
limitations in mobility are almost always due to a tendon, ligament, or cartilage 
injury.

A risky exercise is one that has one or more of the following characteristics that 
can lead to injury of tendons, ligaments, and / or cartilage:
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 • the exercise places one or more joints in a vulnerable position
 • the exercise creates unsafe levels of strain on the joint or joints
 • the exercise requires flexibility or mobility beyond normal limits

With so many exercise options available to you, doesn’t it make sense to choose 
those that carry a lower risk of injury to your tendons, ligaments, and joints while 
maximizing muscle fatigue?

Increase your chances of staying healthy and fit by avoiding these ten popular 
exercises that are hazardous to your health.
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EXERCISE #1

Many of the “abs” exercises people 
use to whittle away fat or “tone” 
their stomach region are not only 
risky but fail to make any 
significant change to belly fat.

The problem with the sit up, curl 
up, or crunch is that the motion 
creates a high level of strain in the 
spine exceeding documented safe 
levels by NIOSH (pg 88). 

There are two problems with this 
exercise.

The first is that the movement, while 
strengthening the quadriceps (thigh) 
muscles, does little to improve how 
well you move on your feet.

The second is that the pressure 
produced under your patella (kneecap) 
by straightening the knee against 
resistance is very high and can easily 
damage your knee cartilage resulting 
in an achy, angry knee.

SIT UPS, CURL UPS, and CRUNCHES 

EXERCISE #2 KNEE EXTENSION
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This is an exercise that men, more 
often than women, use to boost upper 
body strength but in reality what 
they’re after is a bigger chest. 

Bad idea? In my opinion, yes. The 
exercise requires great control of your 
lower back, good hip flexibility and a 
movement pattern that is counter-
intuitive. While it looks like all you do 
is press the bar straight up and down, 
the proper movement pattern has a 
more elliptical shape. If you’re unable 
to perform the movement properly, 
your shoulder will be in a vulnerable 
position and exposed to high levels of 
strain.

And, you should have a spotter unless you’re okay courting serious injury. You’ll 
see this drill in some competitive sports like football but you’re not playing football.  
You’re in this to be healthier.

There are two reasons I include the 
Barbell Squat in this list.

One - You’re moving a large mass 
through space and if anything 
unusual should happen, like you 
get a cramp or something hurts, 
you could easily lose control of the 
movement and get seriously hurt.

Two – most people can’t maintain 
the proper lower back position 
through the squat motion because 
they do not have the core strength 
or control to manage both the 

EXERCISE #3 BENCH PRESS

EXERCISE #4 BARBELL SQUAT
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weight and the movement pattern. The result is the lower back flexes which is one 
of the worst things you can have happen – a heavy load on a flexed lumbar spine.

This is an exercise, in my opinion, that 
should be banned from all gyms and 
training facilities. It’s that bad. 

The movement, which involves 
bending and straightening the back 
with the legs anchored against the 
pad, creates very high strain in the 
spine. 

And, because the feet are anchored, 
the movement also can create a 
shearing force between the bones of 
your lower back (the force created by 
one object sliding on top of another). 
Your spine doesn’t tolerate shear 
forces very well and your risk of 
injury goes way up.

Neither of those situations are worth 
the limited gain of muscle strength.

EXERCISE #5 BACK EXTENSION - ROMAN CHAIR
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EXERCISE #6 DIPS
This exercise is often used in an 
attempt to “tone” the upper arm and 
develop strength in the shoulders. 

The risk you run is injury to the 
structures in the front of the shoulder 
because of the position created by the  
movement combined with the load of 
the body.

The elbow is behind the shoulder 
and, in this position, the biceps 
tendon and rotator cuff tendon are in 
a vulnerable position and have 
difficulty withstanding the high level 
of strain produced by the dip.

EXERCISE #7 RUSSIAN TWIST

Touted as another exercise to develop 
a flatter belly and stronger 
abdominals, this drill has very little 
functional use and carries with it the 
same kind of risk as a sit up. 

One of the most vulnerable positions 
for your lower back is to be bent or 
flexed forward and rotated and you 
have both in this exercise.  Add the 
weight of a medicine ball along with 
the speed of the movement and you 
have set yourself up for a lower back 
injury.
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EXERCISE #8 Upright rows
The movement in the upright row 
places your shoulders in a 
vulnerable position often referred 
to as the “impingement position”.

The soft tissues of the shoulder - 
mainly the tendons of the rotator 
cuff - travel through a small space 
in the upper shoulder. When you 
perform this exercise, the space 
narrows considerably and the 
added weight can compress or 
pinch the rotator cuff.

EXERCISE #9 Superman
This exercise is often used as a 
“core” exercise and to increase back 
strength and is sometimes used in 
various yoga routines.

But, the movement of the arms and 
legs up off the ground creates a 
significant strain in the lower back 
above safe levels.
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EXERCISE #10 Seated Leg Press

The seated leg press, as pictured, 
places the knees and hips in a 
flexed posture. When you push to 
straighten the hips and legs, the 
lower back, because it flexes in 
response to the hip angle, is in a 
vulnerable position and can be 
easily overloaded.

Additionally, the exercise does little 
to alter how well you move on your 
feet.
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About the Author
My name is Doug Kelsey. I’m a physical therapist and 
ActiveAge® “guru”. I currently reside in Austin, Texas with 
my wife Ellen and our lovable dog – Kobe.  I love music and 
play trumpet as much as I can. I enjoy being active – golf, 
hiking, riding my kick bike, some basketball – and I exercise 
regularly.

I’ve been a physical therapist and human movement expert 
since 1981 and a teacher all of my career. I’m formerly an 
Associate Professor and Assistant Dean for Clinical Affairs at 
the University of Oklahoma Health Sciences Center. 

I’ve written several books, conducted over 250 educational 
seminars for therapists, trainers, physicians and the public. 
I’ve presented lectures at national and international scientific 

and professional conferences.

I’ve conducted over 25,000 consultations and more than 100,000 training sessions over 
my career with people from all walks of life – major league baseball players to weekend 
warriors to moms and dads and grandmoms and granddads. I understand how to help 
people recover from injury, disease, and surgery and most of my patients left my care in 
better condition than before they were hurt.

These days, I spend a lot of my time thinking, reading and writing about health & fitness 
especially related to aging and I share my experiences and knowledge on my blog to help 
you take charge of your health and become as fit as possible over your life time.

You can learn more about me on my website. Thanks very much for reading!
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