Bent-Over Lateral Raises
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The deltoid is a complex muscle in that its anatomy and actions are varied.  It has three functionally different components, or heads:  the anterior head (front portion), lateral head (side portion) and posterior head (rear portion).  Although there’s actually just one muscle, the three portions can act somewhat individually.  While you can increase the emphasis, or action, of each delt head, it’s nearly impossible for the other heads not to be active at the same time.


This month I focus on the posterior head, which originates on the spine of the scapula, the bony ridge that winds around the outer area of the shoulder and becomes the acromion, or the roof of the shoulder.  The function of the posterior head of the deltoid is to perform shoulder extension and horizontal extension and also to assist in abduction and in adduction with the shoulder in lateral rotation, and the most horizontal fibers helping the rotator cuff by pulling the head of the upper-arm bone, the humerus, into the glennoid fossa; that is, pulling the ball into the socket.  Simply stated, the posterior head of the delt helps when you perform barbell or dumbbell rows (horizontal extension), close-grip or underhand-grip pulldowns (adduction with the shoulder in lateral rotation).  The posterior head also works hard during bent-over laterals, a popular exercise that’s also known as rear-delt raises.  


It’s a good exercise for the posterior-delt head, but it does have its drawbacks.  First, the range of motion is limited.  When you lean forward and let your arm hang down at the starting point, you lose two things.  The first is the part of the shoulder’s range of motion that allows the arm to move across your chest.  So the rear-delt raise begins with a shortened range of motion.  What’s more, there isn’t any resistance to gravity at the starting point.  The maximal resistance to gravity doesn’t occur until your arms are parallel to the floor.  So, despite its name, the rear-delt raise just isn’t an optimal posterior-delt exercise.  On the other hand, the exercise does have the advantage that it recruits other upper-back muscles, such as the rhomboids, middle trapezius and lower trapezius.  


Generally, when people perform this movement, they tend to throw the weights upward, especially as they fatigue.  That could cause shoulder pain if the shoulder is unstable.  Instability is a situation in which the ball moves too far in the socket and causes pain.  The most common form is anterior glenohumeral instability, which means too much forward movement in the ball-and-socket joint.  


Bent-over lateral raises can also be a real problem for people who have low-back pain.  Remember that you must lean forward in a seated position.  There’s much literature to substantiate the fact that the pressure on the disks in the lower back is significantly increased in that position, a problem that’s further complicated by the fact that you’re holding two dumbbells.  The weights are a long way from your lower back, a distance that magnifies the force the dumbbells exert.  The force is expressed at the lower back, and the bottom line is that it can cause lower-back pain.  If you already have lower-back pain, a history of it or a problematic lower back, don’t perform this exercise.  


There’s another rear-delt exercise that brings tremendous results and shouldn’t bother your lower back.  We called it the lying fly in The Seven-Minute Rotator Cuff Solution.  The first time I saw this exercise, Serge Nubret was performing it at World Gym in Santa Monica, California.  I’ve seen similar movements demonstrated by Arnold Schwarzenegger and Kal Szkalak on an incline situp board. 


This movement offers a few distinct advantages.  First, you perform it while lying on your side, a position that greatly reduces the strain on your lower back.  In addition, the range of motion is much greater, and it hits the range that the standard rear-deltoid raise doesn’t address---namely across the chest.  It also has a good effect on the rotator cuff, particularly the infraspinatus. This exercise also stretches the posterior capsule (ligaments) which we now know is critical for normal shoulder function, but more on this in another article.


Lying flyes are beneficial for throwing athletes because they strengthen the deceleration muscles.  One of the few downsides to them is that trainees who have degenerative joint disease (the wear-and-tear form of arthritis) of the acromiclavicular, or AC, joint may experience pain as the arm crosses the chest.  The movement is similar to an orthopedic test in which the arm crosses the chest, and if pain occurs in the AC joint, it indicates arthritic changes.  Trainees who have that problem will probably have to choose another exercise; however, they should attempt lying flyes periodically to see if the situation has changed.  Sometimes a joint can be inflamed, and an exercise that hurts today may not hurt three, six or 12 months later.  


One other exercise that you can use is the rear-delt fly, which is a rear-delt raise performed while seated on a machine.  Several companies make that type of equipment, and in most gyms it’s pretty popular.  As with any exercise, if it’s new to you, give yourself time to get used to it.  Start with light weight and perhaps one set only.  Add one set every two weeks until you reach your target number of sets.  That may prevent an acute overuse injury.  


Also, don’t forget that you work your rear delt during other more-compound exercises, so use the rear-delt exercises if you feel you need assistance in that area.  Those exercises, particularly the lying fly, can add thickness to your shoulders.  If you look at the top 10 at the Mr. Olympia or any pro contest, you’ll see phenomenally developed deltoids, including the posterior heads.  You can also see enormously developed delts on the competitors in the World’s Strongest Man contests, which are still broadcast periodically on ESPN. 


Even among all those heavily developed men, I can think of three who stand out in the deltoid department.  The first is Big Steve Merjanian.  I’ve mentioned Steve in previous columns.  He’s a longtime friend of the late Joe Gold.  Big Steve opened World Gym, Venice, in the wee hours of the morning every day.  In his early 50’s he had a 500- pound incline press, a 400-pound behind-the-neck press and a 125-pound lateral raise.  The next is former 242-pound-class world champion powerlifter Doug Young.  Doug finally climbed to the 275-pound class, and his bench press climbed with him to 617.  The third man is Pete Grymkowski, the former majority owner of Gold’s Gym.  Many of you may not know that Pete made history (sort of) in the early 1970’s by coming in second in the Mr. America contest three years in a row.  Pete could easily be identified in the lineup by his deltoids alone.  I saw Pete train during his comeback in 1977, and his delts had to be seen to be believed.  The three men I cited were exceptionally broad as well as thick. 

The lying fly is certainly a useful exercise for any trainee.  Try it for strength over a greater range of motion.  If you stick with it, you can work up to some fairly significant poundages.  It also has a use in rehabilitation, and I almost always include it in shoulder-rehab programs.  
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