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Most people who work out have to stop training at various times in their lives, and there are any number of reasons why.  Some of these reasons are legitimate and logical, such as obligations to family, school, job, business or any combination thereof.  Others are due to poor planning; for example, a time-consuming, demanding regimen that only a professional bodybuilder could handle or a workout schedule that only leaves time for part-time employment and a solitary lifestyle.  There are also those who lose interest or suffer training burnout, typically the people who were never really bitten by the iron bug and who were training for the wrong reasons; for instance, because everyone else was doing it.  


Whatever, the cause of your extended layoff, however, when you’re ready to start up again, it’s important to work your way through a period of what I call “reentry training” before you go back to the level at which you were training before you took the break.  The purpose of reentry training is to allow - rather than force - your body to reacclimate to the rigorous demands of working out.  


There’s an enormous injury rate for those who return to training after a lengthy layoff.  The reasons for this are quite simple, and they involve a process I’ve discussed many times in this column, adaptive shortening.  


The body is a highly adaptable mechanism.  It will adapt to almost any demand that’s placed on it if it’s given the chance.  Consider the wide variety of sports, which includes bodybuilding, track and field events, volleyball, marathons and gymnastics, and all the different demands these sports make on the body.  The fact is, the human body will adapt to all of the various and unusual demands.  If, on the other hand, the demands placed on the body are limited, it will adapt to that limited range of activity.  


If you sit at a desk, working or studying for 10 hours per day, and you don’t stretch or make any cardiopulmonary demands on your body or even reach overhead, then you’ll adapt to that.  Your muscles and fascia, or the connective tissues, and even the joint capsules, which consist of connective tissue that serves as sort of an organic wrap that encases the joints, will begin to change, limiting or eliminating your ability to make the above-mentioned movements.  


This kind of adaptive shortening typically occurs in the shoulder.  If you’re working at a computer or talking of the phone all day for months on end, you’re not making much use of the shoulders’ ranges of motion, and you’ll likely lose a few critical shoulder movements.  For example, your ability to perform external shoulder rotation will eventually be reduced or even lost because when your hands are in front of you at a keyboard or on a desk, you’re in a position of internal rotation.  Likewise you’ll limit your ability to perform shoulder abduction because you never raise your arms over your head, and you’ll have a harder time pulling your shoulders back because there’s a tendency to let them roll forward when you’re sitting at a desk.


Let’s take the example of a lapsed trainee whose shoulders have already gone through the above-described adaptation.  This person misses the gym and can remember what it was like to train hard, feel the pump and move the iron at an intermediate level routine.  His workouts included behind-the-neck presses and pull-downs, wide-grip benches and flyes.  He decides to return to the gym with a vengeance and resume his previous routines.  


Now, as I discussed, this trainee has already lost several ranges of motion in his shoulders, not to mention the fact that muscles in his shoulder girdle have likely atrophied.  And the movements he’s lost are precisely those that are required for the exercises in his former workouts.  The muscles are too tight, the capsules are too tight, and the major muscles of the shoulder and stabilizing muscles of the rotator cuff are too weak.  By taking up where he left off, whether he knows it or not, this man is deliberately courting a shoulder injury.  


The same scenario commonly occurs with the lower back.  When you sit all day, the muscles that flex your hip are in a relatively shortened position.  After years these muscles undergo adaptive shortening.  This is especially evident if you have a swayback, or excessive arch.  When you stand, the swayed position pulls your lower back forward and changes the normal distribution of weight significantly, thus causing other problems and pains.  Sitting for 16 or more hours a day causes your glutes, low back, abs and quads to weaken and the hamstrings and lower back to tighten, since there are no motions in the average work environment that require hamstring length.  


Here’s what happens to our lapsed trainee when he returns to a routine that includes bent-over barbell rows, cable rows, T-bar rows, leg presses, squats, leg raises, Roman chair situps and twists.  All of these exercises require a maximally functioning lower back.  Unfortunately, this trainee has tight hamstrings, hip flexors and erector spinae, as well as weak stabilizers like his glutes and abs.  If he’s lucky, all he will suffer is a strained lower back.  If he’s not, it can be much worse.  


At the Soft Tissue Center we see a lot of patients who have incurred injuries for just these reasons.  “I used to lift that,” “I used to train like that,” and “I never had a problem before” they tell us, overlooking the fact that the training they refer to may have been four or more years earlier.  


It’s important to remember that range of motion is not the only factor that changes during a layoff.  In the shoulder, for example, the area is also generally weakened because there’s been no physical stress placed on it.  Furthermore the body as a whole has lost its conditioning and is no longer able to recover as it once did.  Consequently, it’s very easy to overtrain when you first start working out again, and the lack of recovery ability in general or in a specific bodypart will certainly predispose you to an injury. 


Weight training is a wonderful form of exercise, and it initiates a number of physical demands.  The body learns to recruit more motor units, which are groups of muscle fibers, and it synthesizes more protein, which leads to increased muscle mass.  It builds more capillaries to supply the increased muscle with oxygen and glucose and to remove the waste products that accumulate during exercise.  Over time even the bone becomes denser as it responds to the loads placed on the skeletal structures by the weights.  The heart and lungs, out of necessity, become more efficient at delivering oxygen and removing carbon dioxide.  Changes in muscles, joint capsules, fascia and tendons lead to increased ranges of motion.  


All of this takes time, however, and you have to build up to it — even if you used to be a hard trainee in the gym.  Don’t be fooled into working out too hard too fast because you feel good or think you can handle it.  You must allow yourself time to adapt.  


I recommend two or three months of reentry training to get yourself ready to work out the way you used to.  This gives you the time to let your shoulders get their full movement back and to let your back loosen up and become strengthened.  Keep the workouts easy, light and brief during this period.  The point is to allow your body to adapt.  If you force it, you’ll pay the price, which could be a serious, time-consuming and costly injury.  If you’ve missed a few years of training, a few more months won’t make any difference; and if you use those months wisely, you may save yourself from an injury that will keep you out of the gym.  


Start with pulldowns to the front and military presses, and forget about performing these movements behind the neck.  Keep the bar lower on your chest when you bench, and if you must do flyes, make them ridiculously light and don’t force the range of motion.


Let your back and knees adapt to squats again by using much less than half the weight you used to handle, and eliminate pullovers altogether.  Of course, if you’ve been reading the IRONMAN Sportsmedicine column over the past four years, you already know to forget the leg raises, Roman chair situps and twists.  


Just because you’re not aware of changes that are taking place in your body doesn’t mean they’re not happening.  There’s a point you cross, when you begin to feel it or something goes wrong, but the adaptation begins long before that.  


Lifters who return to the gym after an extended absence certainly come in for their share of injuries.  To avoid the traps they fall into, don’t wing it in the gym.  Train smart and have a plan as well as a goal. 
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