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The stiff-legged deadlift is a common exercise and a controversial one as well.  It’s used by bodybuilders to increase their hamstring development, by powerlifters to enhance their deadlift and by other athletes to increase hamstring strength. 


Before you attempt to perform this exercise, you must consider several factors.  The first is whether you already have a lower-back injury or have suffered one in the past.  If you have such an injury, do not attempt the stiff-legged deadlift.  No possible gain is worth the risk of re-injury or complications.  If you haven’t had any major back problems, then a simple screening procedure may save your back. 

TEST YOUR FLEXIBILITY


The main reason why people hurt themselves while performing stiff-legged deadlifts is very simple and predictable:  They do them while standing on a flat bench.  The rationale for standing on a bench is that the bar rests on the bench just in front of your toes, which allows for a maximum range of motion.  Otherwise, the height of the 45-pound plates prevents you from achieving the last several inches of your range of motion because the plates touch the floor before you complete the movement.  


Standing on the bench does, in fact, increase your range of motion by several inches; however, if you can’t pass the following screening test, this method could be hazardous to your health.  Bend over in a “toe touch” effort, but try placing your palms flat on the floor.  If you can’t do it, then you’re not physically capable of performing the stiff-legged deadlift on a bench.  If you can’t even touch your toes, then you have no business whatsoever even thinking about trying it.  


If you do attempt this movement from a bench, then the weight of the bar will force a range of motion that you don’t have.  Something will have to give, and it’s most likely going to be your back, or at the very least your hamstring muscle which could tear. 


Please note in the accompanying photographs of professional bodybuilder Laura Beaudry, she can easily place her palms on the floor while stretching, which allows for the proper biomechanics of her lower back when she performs the stiff-legged deadlift. 


If you have only average flexibility (and a relatively healthy back), you can safely perform a version of the stiff-legged deadlift.  In fact, there are three different methods working up to a full range of motion.  Use the toe-touch test to determine where you should start in the progression.  See how far you can stretch without forcing, bouncing or rounding your back excessively.  (Note that this is a quick, simple way to determine your appropriate category; it is not the best way to stretch your hamstrings.  I’ll cover effective stretching techniques for bodybuilders in an upcoming column.)  


If you can only get your hands a few inches past your knees, begin with 45-pound plates on each side of the bar and the bar is resting on the floor and forget about standing on the bench for a while.  If your strength level isn’t up to the 135-pound deadlift (two 45-pound plates plus the 45-pound bar), then use the power rack, choose a weight that you can handle and set the pins to the appropriate height for your individual flexibility.  This way you can still make gains without pushing your back beyond its limits.  
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Photo 2



   Photo 3                                             Photo 4


If your flexibility allows you to stretch a little farther than a few inches past your knees but you still can’t touch your toes, use the 35-pound plates instead of the 45’s, still starting with the bar on the floor.  Because the 35’s are smaller, you’ll be able to stretch a little farther.  Obviously, if you want to increase the weight, you just add more plates that are 35 pounds or less.  Study closely Photo 2, in which Laura demonstrates proper form.  


If your flexibility is at the toe-touching level, you may want to find a short wooden block to stand on while you do stiff-legged deadlifts.  (Most gyms have them, or you can acquire one from your local hardware store.)  The little bit of height will allow you to approximate this range of motion while you’re using either 35-or 45-pound plates. 


Once you have increased your flexibility to where you can put your palms on the floor, then you can progress to doing stiff-legged deadlifts while standing on a bench.  

Do the Deadlift


Another important consideration in performing this movement safely is the path that the bar travels.  When the bar’s path is close to your legs, it reduces the stress on your back.  If you are standing on a bench, the bar will be out away from your toes--even farther from your legs—at the starting point.  So as soon as you lift the bar above your feet, bring it close to your legs (see Photo 3).  Do not hold the bar away from your body while it is traveling upward.  


Also, do not suddenly accelerate this movement.  The additional torque from such acceleration can prove injurious to your lower back or hamstrings.  You don’t have to keep your lower back rigid or flat during this exercise (the flat-back version is known as the Romanian Dead Lift), and you shouldn’t round your back excessively during the lower half of the movement (a little rounding of the back is safe, however).  Do not thrust your hips forward at the completion of the lift.  The action of thrusting the hips forward causes hyperextension of the lower back, which can lead to further complications.  Needless to say, it’s mandatory that you stretch your hamstrings four to five days per week to enhance your flexibility and maintain a healthy lower back.  


You must take great care when you do this lift.  Good form is a major requirement.  We have always been taught to lift with our knees bent, keeping the lower back flat.  this is the biomechanically correct way to do it; the idea of a “stiff-legged” deadlift is contrary to what we know to be “good for” our backs.  There is controversy amongst biomechanists who specialize in the spine, but this is the topic for another column.


This exercise is a highly specialized lift, and you should not attempt it with poor technique, poor flexibility, too much weight or inadequate warm-up or if you have a “bad” or “tricky” back.  If you can do it safely, however, you’ll achieve greater hamstring development than you ever had before, and you’ll also increase your lower back development.  Just be cautious and be honest with yourself with regard to the above-mentioned warnings.  
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