
Stress and the Musculoskeletal System

1. Muscle Tension and Pain
Chronic stress causes sustained neuromuscular tension, leading to pain and discomfort, particularly in the neck, 
shoulders, and lower back. Sustained tension can result in muscle fatigue, trigger points, and referred pain 
across multiple areas of the body.

For example, both tension-type headaches and migraine headaches are associated with chronic muscle tension 
in the shoulders, neck and head. Low back and upper extremity pain has also been linked to stress, especially 
work-related stress.10 

2. Posture and Stress
Multiple studies have shown a connection between poor posture, muscle imbalances, and stress.11 Prolonged 
stress often leads people to adopt poor postural habits, like slouching or hunching over, which puts additional 
strain on the neuromuscular system with chronic back pain and stiffness associated with stress-induced postural 
dysfunction, particularly from extended periods of computer use at work or at home.12 
 
3. Stress-Induced Inflammation
Stress can trigger inflammatory responses in the musculoskeletal system.13 Elevated levels of cortisol and 
other stress hormones contribute to increased joint pain, particularly in people with conditions like arthritis. 
Chronic stress has been found to exacerbate inflammation, which can worsen conditions such as tendinitis and 
bursitis.14 

How Stress Impacts the Musculoskeletal System

Stress can affect various body systems including the neuro-musculoskeletal system2 which comprises of nerves, 
bones, muscles, joints, tendons, and ligaments, that play a critical role in movement, stability, and posture.

When the body experiences stress, the brain and nerve system triggers the release of stress hormones like 
cortisol and adrenaline causing muscles to tense as a protective mechanism. When muscles are taut and tense 
for extended periods, this may trigger other reactions within the body including stress-related disorders 
displaying as pain, stiffness, and inflammation.3

The Centre for Work Health and Safety have identified a correlation between workplace stress, and increased 
musculoskeletal pain.4 Occupational stress, unlike biological, physical or chemical stressors, can lead to specific 
occupational diseases with Safe Work Australia reporting elevated stress levels are linked with increased 
susceptibility to developing work-related musculoskeletal disorders (WMSDs).5 Across the globe, numerous 
studies have identified stress as a WMSD risk factor6 for specific industries including front line services,7 
agriculture and primary industries, trades and construction8 healthcare, information technology and office 
workers.9

Occupational Stress

Stress is a natural response to challenging situations and can manifest physically.1 

Factsheet

SPINAL HEALTH MONTH
1-30 JUNE 2026

HEALTHY

GET BACK TO FEELING GOOD

spinalhealth.org.au

ADJUST YOUR THINKING.




