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The behind-the-neck press is a common gym exercise.  In fact, everyone who picks up a weight tries it at some point in his or her training career. Some stick with it, and some don’t, but generally speaking, those who drop it from their routines drop if for good.  There are a number of reasons for this.


The main problem involves shoulder girdle flexibility-basically that two components of the behind-the-neck press require more flexibility than the military, or front, press requires.  The first is the starting position, where your shoulders are raised and externally rotated; that is, a position of full lateral rotation of the shoulders while they’re abducted.  It’s the same whether you perform the exercise seated or standing—your upper arms are parallel to the floor as your forearms point straight up.


The second required component of shoulder girdle flexibility is the ability to pull your shoulders back into a military posture, or scapular retraction, while maintaining the externally rotated position.  If you can do those two things, then you have the necessary flexibility to perform behind-the-neck presses.  If you don’t, you should avoid the exercise.  Otherwise, you invite injury and setbacks. 


The inability to achieve full external rotation is perhaps the most common reason that trainees incur injuries while doing behind-the-neck presses or drop it from their routines.  The problem is usually that the muscles, which effect internal shoulder rotation, the agonists of the movement, are too tight.  These include the pectoralis major, or pecs; the teres major, or upper lats; latissimus dorsi, or lats; and the subscapularis, which is part of the rotator cuff.  While the anterior, or front, delt isn’t one of the internal rotators, it too can prevent external rotation if it’s too tight. 


If you can’t achieve full external rotation of the shoulders, then the external rotator muscles of the rotator cuff - the infraspinatus and teres minor - must work too hard against the internal rotators in addition to supporting the shoulder joint during the pressing motion.  Simply put, the external rotators can’t overcome the excessive tightness and mass of the internal rotators.  It causes too much strain.  When you add the weight of the barbell, the muscles become overburdened and are subjected to a form of mechanical strain that produces injuries.  Needless to say, this stress can cause shoulder pain that stems from a strain of the rotator cuff; the biceps tendon; the deltoid; the bursa, which is a fluid-filled sac that assists is protecting tendons from erosion; the ligaments of the joint.  


Even so, there’s another problem that results from performing behind-the-neck presses when you have poor flexibility.  Trainees who cannot achieve the necessary range of motion with their shoulders usually compensate by rounding their upper backs and lowering their necks to angle the neck and head and forward.  This gets the neck out of the way so the bar can travel behind it, but it also makes matters worse because the shoulder must try even harder to make the bar travel upward and the neck drops to a less stable position.  The upper trapezius, which is attached to the neck, works very hard when you do behind-the-neck presses, and the contraction of the trapezius produces significant force on your neck, especially if the neck isn’t stable.  Note that this neck strain can occur even if you have an adequate range of shoulder motion, but a poor range will add to it.  


Another potential for injury occurs when trainees strain to get that “one more rep” at the end of a set-and their necks strain excessively in the press position, as discussed above.  The neck isn’t an accessory muscle in this lift.  The safest position is to hold it somewhat, but not completely, relaxed.  


Excessive neck strain can damage one of the disks between the bony vertebrae in the neck, causing it to herniate, or protrude, and producing nerve damage.  This can be a serious problem, the symptoms of which include pain radiating down the arm; numbness in the arm or hand; weakness of the shoulder, arm or hand muscles; and possible atrophy of certain muscles.  At the Soft Tissue Center we’ve seen this situation a countless times over the years, and it appears to result more frequently from behind-the-neck presses than from any other common exercise — although, as I discussed in “The Ins and Outs of Neck Training” in the August ’91 installment of this column, it’s not the only exercise position that can cause neck injuries.  


Even so, there are ways to develop the flexibility you need to perform this lift.  If you find it difficult to get into the bottom position to begin the exercise, you need to stretch the muscles that round your shoulders forward, including the pecs major and minor and the serratus anterior.  John Sperandeo illustrates an effective stretch for this purpose in Figure 1.
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  Figure 1


To perform this stretch, place the length of your forearm against a doorjamb or a piece of equipment like the power rack that John is using in the photo.  Hold your upper arm parallel to the floor.  Tighten your abdominal muscles to keep from arching your back and losing the stretch.  Now turn your body slightly away from your arm to increase the shoulder girdle stretch.


It’s not necessarily better to lean forward with a great deal of force.  If you do the stretch as described above, your shoulder blades will seem to rotate around your rib cage, and this should suit your needs very well.  


Hold this position for 30 seconds and increase the time to 60 seconds over the next week or two.  Perform the stretch several times a day and take a break from it every three or four days-or sooner if you become sore from overstretching.  Figures 2 and 3 illustrate how the stretch applies to the behind-the-neck press.  Note that John keeps his head in an upright position.  
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Figure 2





Figure 3


Another way to make things easier when you’re doing this movement is to start in the top position, using a power rack with the bar hooks--not the long pins--set high.  Some trainees find this more comfortable than starting in the bottom position on a standard behind-the-neck press bench because they like a liftoff when they’re using a standard bench and it’s not always convenient to have a spotter standing by.  


I have one note of caution about this movement and the above described stretch: If your physician has told you that you have shoulder instability, particularly a type that’s known as anterior glenohumeral instability, then you shouldn’t perform either under any circumstances.  Anterior glenohumeral instability is caused by excessive participation in throwing sports and events, such a baseball, volleyball and javelin, or from falling or other trauma like losing control of a dumbbell during an incline press.  In this situation your shoulder joint is too loose in the forward direction, and either the stretch or the behind-the-neck press will make the condition worse.  


As with any lift there have always been individuals who pushed the boundaries.  For example, powerlifting phenomenon Ed Coan reportedly lifted 400 pounds in a seated behind-the-neck press at a bodyweight of 220, and bench press star Ted Arcidi has performed reps with 350.  Even so, there has long been a debate in the powerlifting community about the use of this exercise.  Obviously, Coan and Arcidi found it useful, but Bill Kazmaier never used it.  Larry Pacifico didn’t believe that the behind-the-neck press was applicable, while early champion Terry Todd did.  Famed World Gym strongman, Steve Merjanian, and former Olympian and pro wrestler Ken Patera have performed a 400 lbs. press-behind-the-neck.  David Paul of the popular Barbarian Brothers performed this lift with 365 lbs. 


By all means perform this lift if you really enjoy it and you have no physical problems that would preclude your doing it safely.  If the behind-the-neck press isn’t an issue for you, however, you’re probably better off without it.  So substitute the military press.  For the average trainee there will be very little difference in the development you get from the two movements.  


If you do like the behind-the-neck version—and your shoulders are stable—make sure that your have a sufficient range of motion in your shoulders, don’t drop your head too much, and don’t strain your neck excessively.


Author’s note: John Heart has a personal training business in . . . 
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