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It is well-known that pressing movements cause injuries to the shoulder, particularly the rotator cuff.  When this happens, you may feel pain in the back of the shoulder area (the “rear delt”) or in the front of the shoulder as well.  Pressing movements don’t have a monopoly on such injuries, however.  Pulling movements can cause injuries as well for reasons I’ll outline here. 


Once trainees develop shoulder pain, they start dropping exercises from their routines.  Chest movements such as the bench and incline presses and shoulder movements like the behind-the-neck and military presses are usually the first to go.  At this point flyes, the pec dec and various dumbbell laterals become the basis for the chest and shoulder workouts.  


The same kind of changes take place in back routines.  The mainstays of heavy back training fall by the wayside, and the trainees’ workouts usually consist solely of pulldowns and dumbbell rows, especially if they have already switched to a lighter training regimen due to shoulder pain.  The pain from the back movements often goes unnoticed, however, because the acute pain from the pressing movements seems to hurt more and also because the bench press and related movements are generally more popular than back training. 


It’s not the choice of back exercises, but how you perform them that causes injuries to the rotator cuff.  The rotator cuff is a group of four small muscles that originate on the scapula (shoulder blade) and insert into the humerus (upper arm bone) at the top.  They are stabilizing muscles---that is the rotator cuff’s function is to keep the head of the humerus stable in the shoulder joint.  If you don’t have this dynamic stability, it doesn’t matter how strong your prime movers (pecs, delts, lats, etc.) are; you won’t be able to lift.  


Improper performance of heavy back movements can significantly contribute to, if not cause, a rotator cuff strain.  To explain how this happens, I must first redefine an adage of bodybuilding that as it stands is partially true and partially a gym myth:  A full range of motion is the correct way to train as long as you don’t compromise the joint to do it.  


The seated cable row is a perfect example.  This is a good exercise for building strength and developing your back, particularly the lats and spinal erectors.  When you perform it, it is fine to lean forward to obtain a greater range of motion and a “stretch”; however, once you let your body lean forward and your elbows are completely straight, do not relax and let your entire arm and shoulder stretch forward to gain that “extra stretch.”  Simply stated, that extra inch is all it takes for injury.


That’s all there is to it—that extra one inch.  When your body is forward and your elbows straight, you have already achieved a full range of motion.  To go for that extra stretch, you will relax your shoulders and let your arms stretch forward, and in doing so you will let your shoulders roll forward with them.  This shifts the majority of the weight you are pulling onto the rotator cuff, which is not built to take it.  The weight acts as a traction, or pulling, force that strains the small stabilizing muscles of your rotator cuff.  This extra stretch can also injure the ligaments in the shoulder as well.  


If you find that you are unable to perform seated cable rows because of shoulder pain, and that pain arises every time you add them to your routine, try the following: 


Attempt to perform the seated cable row without leaning forward.  Simply let the elbow and shoulder achieve a normal range of motion while rowing.  Now, add the component of leaning forward and back while blending in the row with it.  Do not attempt any further stretch.


In the accompanying photographs Rick Valente demonstrates the right and wrong ways to approach the seated cable row and the pulldown.  Notice in Figure 1 that Rick is at the full arm’s-length position, and he is leaning forward as well.  In Figures 2 and 3 he has stretched a little farther.  This overstretched position is where the risk of injury comes into play.  In Figure 4 Rick has returned to the completion point of the cable row; he is not leaning too far back.  


If you traumatize your rotator cuff and joint capsule (ligaments) each time you attempt the cable row by overstretching the movement, you won’t be able to perform the exercise.  And if you keep trying to see if the shoulder feels better after a layoff and you perform the cable row improperly again, the pain will still be there.  


What happens to your muscle is a common pattern in such chronic, workout-related injuries, which is described in detail in the IRONMAN Sports Medicine Column “Anatomy of an Injury”.  The overstretch and strain of the rotator cuff can cause an inflammation; the body responds by forming fibrous adhesions (scar tissue) in the muscle, between the muscle groups and the surrounding connective tissue.  The adhesions restrict the normal, healthy lengthening and shortening ability of the muscle, which leads to loss of range of motion, pain, decreased stability in the joint and decreased sports performance (biomechanical function).  As a result you are predisposed to re-injure your cuff. The capsule can stretch too much, become inflamed but can also not regain its original length and cause the shoulder to be too loose.  


When you have the same problem occurring with pull-ups and pulldowns, the injuries and subsequent trauma multiply.  In performing these movements, try for a full range of motion, but do not relax and subject your arm and shoulder to the traction force that the weight is applying. 


If your pecs have undergone adaptive shortening and/or have become fibrotic from repeated injury, the initial overhead stretch from the pulldown bar may even feel good.  Further stretch, especially when you get it by relaxing and letting your shoulder blades rotate upward, is harmful to your shoulders and to your training.  


Keep the pulldown bar under control at all times.  Figure 5 shows Rick at the start of the pulldown; in this position he is not risking overstretching and injury.  Figure 6 is another story—note the excessive stretch.  You can see the difference between the two in the side view of Rick’s upper back; the shoulder blades are pulled into a higher position.  Unfortunately, so is the rotator cuff.  Figure 7 shows Rick from the rear in the correct position, while Figure 8 demonstrates a rear view of the incorrect stretch.  


Another exercise that belongs in this category is the shrug.  Performing shrugs places a constant traction force on your shoulders.  If you were to relax on a heavy movement like the shrug, an injury would follow immediately.  Here’s an example that involves two Mr. Olympia contenders.  


One day at Gold’s Gym in Venice, two top Mr. Olympia contenders found themselves at the power rack at the same time for their heavy shrugs.  The bar was loaded to 525 pounds.  One had matched the other in the number of reps for that set, and due to their competitive relationship.  The second to lift wanted to do the infamous “one more rep.”  In readying himself to do it, he took several deep breaths and relaxed his shoulders for a fraction of an instant in order to call on enough strength to get that last rep.


Pain shot through his shoulder.  He put the bar down and went straight to the gym telephone to call us at the Soft Tissue Center.  


“I don’t know what happened,” he said over the phone.  “I was just doing shrugs and bam! ---a shoulder injury.”  Even a multiple-professional-contest winner like this wasn’t able to see the performance error. 


There is no such thing as “…just doing shrugs” or rows or pulldowns.  How you perform the movement is vital.  You can include it in your routine; just don’t sacrifice the joint.  And that doesn’t mean the more linear or the more 90-degree angles that are involved the better.  


If you take an objective, honest view of your training, you may see some of the common training flaws that I have addressed in this column over the past nine months.  If one or two exercises for each of the major upper-body muscle groups ---chest, back, shoulders---is causing you shoulder pain, you might get the idea that you can’t train like the others in the gym or like you “used to train.”  From there it’s an easy step to the conclusion that maybe you “aren’t really cut out for training.”  That doesn’t have to be so. 


If “everything hurts,” then what you need is to completely reevaluate your training technique and choice of exercises so that you don’t have to give up training.  It’s better to eliminate a few gym myths and exercises than to give up all of the wonderful benefits of weight training.  
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