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Most weight trainees overlook the importance of specific stretching to their success in the gym.  Their reasons for it generally fall is not the following categories: 1) “I have not time for stretching”; 2) “What good is it going to do me?”; 3) “I don’t know what to do”; and 4) “I would rather spend the time working out.”  The fact is, lack of flexibility may cause or contribute to injuries that prevent you from training altogether.  


While I do not advocate long, time consuming stretching routines that will realistically fall by the wayside in two to three weeks, a few minutes, specifically applied, four to five days per week may make a significant difference in your ability to train as intensely as you want.  


The first area that will benefit from some specific preventive stretching is the rotator cuff.  There are several common denominators between chronic rotator cuff strains and pain in the anterior or the posterior deltoids.  The one that applies to this discussion is the loss of lateral rotation in the shoulder.  


We should all be able to achieve a lateral rotation of 90 degrees, or approximately the midpoint of a behind-the-neck press.  Due to their lack of flexibility trainees cannot even get into this midpoint position, let alone hold a barbell across their shoulders.  This loss of lateral rotation is compounded by the loss of scapular retraction, or the ability to pull your “shoulder blades” back, all of which causes the muscles of the shoulder to work against each other, so to speak.  


The infraspinatus and the teres minor of the rotator cuff have a powerful effect on the lateral rotation of your shoulder; however, their primary function is to stabilize the shoulder joint.  If you cannot pull your scapula back or laterally rotate your shoulder, then when you try, you cause these two muscles to contract with excessive force to overcome the inability of the opposing muscles-that is, the medial rotators, including the pectoralis major, the anterior deltoid, the subscapularis and the teres major-to lengthen.  Just making the motions creates this prolonged forceful contraction-even before you place a load on your shoulders to do a press, for example.  


As described in this department in the May ’89, November ’89 and May ’90 issues of IRONMAN, performing weight-training exercises on such already weakened muscles can lead to injuries.  In Figures 1 through 3 bodybuilder and trainer John Richling demonstrates a simple and effective approach that you can use to build rotator cuff flexibility.  


To perform the stretch shown in Figure 1, stand in a doorway pressing your entire forearm and palm against the door jamb and holding your upper arm parallel to the floor.  Gently rotate your entire body away from the braced arm, as if it were a column. Do not lean forward; simply rotate without forcing the motion.  In Figure 2 John demonstrates the correct position when you reach the full stretch, and Figure 3 shows it from the side view.  


Work up to holding this position for a full minute, and then repeat for the other shoulder.  Repeat the entire pattern three times.  If you feel a tingling, as if your arm were “falling asleep,” this means that the tight muscles are pulling against the group of nerves, the brachial plexus, that innervate the upper extremity.  Stop the stretch and try it again the next day, when it should take approximately five to 10 seconds longer for you to feel that sensation and stop.  You should be able to work up to a minute after seven to 10 days.  If you can’t, consult your physician to find out if you have some type of impingement syndrome.  If you happen to be very tight, simply stand in the doorway in the starting position, without involving any rotation, and take several weeks to get accustomed to the position.  


The posterior capsule of the shoulder (ligaments in the back of the shoulder) can be too tight.  If the posterior capsule is too tight, the ball (head of the humerus) is driven back and upwards into the cartilage ring (glenoid labrum) that surrounds the socket (glenoid fossa).  This can cause tears of the labrum which may or may not cause pain, but can allow the ball to move too much in the socket and make the shoulder unstable.  There are stretches for the posterior capsule.  The first stretch is to place one hand on your opposite shoulder.  Use your free hand to support the elbow and move it further across your chest.  Another stretch for the posterior capsule is to lay on the side of the shoulder you wish to stretch.  Have your downside arm 90 degrees in front of you with your forearm pointing straight up.  Use your free hand to pull your forearm down towards the surface you are laying on. Once you feel tightness in the back of the shoulder, simply hold the stretch for 15-30 seconds.


The next area to be stretched is the hamstring group.  To do this properly you must revise a myth that we were all taught as children; that is, that it is a good idea to “touch your toes” or “bring your head to your knees.”


The original goal set for this movement was to stretch the hamstrings.  When the hamstrings can no longer lengthen, however, and your goal is to “touch your toes,” you end up rounding your back to achieve the rest of the stretch.  


A more effective way to stretch your hamstrings is to place your foot on a chair and lean forward from the hip with your back straight.  Do this until you feel that stretching feeling in the back of your thigh.  Don’t be surprised if you are unable to lean very far, however.  This is the reality of how flexible you are.  Hold this position for 30 to 60 seconds.  Do not bounce.


In Figure 4 Vaughn Jipner, a national level bodybuilding competitor and a nutrition analyst for Gold’s Gym, demonstrates the most ideal method of effectively  

Stretching the hamstring muscles.  Note the angle of stretch in his hip even though he is not leaning forward.  This is a good point for a beginner or someone who has limited flexibility.  Once you can lean farther forward with proper form, choose something slightly higher to put your foot on.  Do not start with a chair or bench that is too high.  If it takes all of your flexibility to just place your foot in the starting position, you’re not allowing for any stretch and are thus setting yourself up for an irritated and inflamed muscle.  


Stretching is something that must be coaxed, not forced.  Developing greater elasticity in the hamstring group will help you avoid or decrease low-back pain, as well as avoid strains and tears of the hamstring muscles while performing stiff legged and standard deadlifts.  If you happen to have an inflamed sciatic nerve, do not stretch your hamstrings until the neuritis has dissipated.  Otherwise the nerve will become aggravated and further inflamed.  In this case, it is vital that you perform a gentle stretching program for this muscle group-but only after the symptoms are gone.  It’s important for all athletes, including weight trainers and especially those who have low-back pain, to stretch the hip flexors.  This muscle group includes the psoas major, the iliacus and the rectus femoris.  

Generally, hip flexion is the act of raising your knee toward your chest.  In a standing position, however, the action tends to be different because your femurs or thighs are already bearing the weight of your body.  Under these circumstances the movement of the already tight hip flexors pulls on the lower back and so it increases the lordosis, or the curve, in the low back.  


The rectus femoris and iliacus originate on the part of the pelvis known as the ilium.  When they pull forward on the ilium, the junction of the lumbar spine and the pelvis, known as the sacrum, takes a great deal of stress.  The forward pull on the psoas muscle, which originates on all of the lumbar vertebrae and the disks in between, increases the curve and, obviously, pulls on the disks as well.  As a result the vertebrae that were not designed to bear weight become weight-bearing, which leads to chronic inflammation and long-term wear and tear-that is, degeneration.  


It is difficult to stretch the hip flexors without placing too much stress on the low back itself.  In Figure 5 John performs a stretch for this group that is done in a position similar to that of the lunge.  The difference is that, whereas in a lunge the movement is forward, or horizontal, in this stretch the movement is vertical-straight up and down.  


Begin the stretch in a semi-lunged position, with your front knee bent and your back leg straight, touching the floor with the ball of the foot.  The back leg should remain somewhat straight throughout the stretch.  Now bend your knee farther, simultaneously flattening your back heel to the floor, and lower your torso.  


It is vital that you keep your abdominal muscles and gluteals contracted throughout this stretch.  This avoids the undesirable pull on your hip flexors, thus preventing your lumbar spine from curving, and restricts the stretch to the front of your hip flexors, the exact area you wish to stretch.  


In Figure 6, John demonstrates the wrong way to do it.  Note his forward lean in this photo as opposed to his position in Figure 5.  If this movement causes lower-back discomfort or pain, do not attempt it.  If you feel tightness in your calf or ankle, then you must work for more flexibility in your ankle before you can perform this stretch.  


Because the rectus femoris is a two-joint muscle, it requires a different stretch, as demonstrated by Vaughn in Figure 7.  Hold the ankle-not the foot-of the leg that you wish to stretch.  Keep your lower leg aligned directly behind your thigh.  Do not allow your foot to be pulled to the side of your thigh, since this places a great deal of stress on the knee.  Also, keep your abdominals and glutes on the side you’re stretching, contracted.  This keeps your lower back from arching excessively, which would, as explained, place stress on your back and make the stretch less effective.  


The more you keep that knee pointed toward the ground, the greater the stretch.  The two joints of the rectus femoris flex the hip and extend the knee.  As you can see, this stretch places the hip in extension and the knee in flexion.  


On the subject of stretching I would like to clarify a confusing subject that’s being put forth in the weightlifting and fitness-oriented magazines today.  Many self-appointed authorities have abused the concept of PNF, or proprioceptive neuromuscular facilitation, attempting to pass it off as a simple stretching technique.  


PNF is a complex form of rehabilitation that is used by specially trained physical therapists, primarily to assist stroke patients.  It was created by Dr. Herman Kabat and further developed by Dorothy Voss, P.T., and Margaret Knott, P.T., whose book, Proprioceptive Neuromuscular Facilitation-Patterns and Techniques, is available.  What these other, self-promoting, misguided individuals are calling PNF is actually a simple stretching techniques known as contract-relax stretching.  


Contract-relax methods require you to stretch a muscle to near its limits.  At that point some form of resistance is applied to permit an isometric contraction for several seconds.  When the muscle stops its contraction, it immediately relaxes; and at this point it is stretched a little further.  Contract-relax is a recognized method of stretching, but it is a far car from PNF. 


I contacted a very knowledgeable kinesiologist, Jorgen Persson, M.A., who works for Absolute Fitness in Beverly Hills, California, for additional scientific input on this subject: “It’s important for bodybuilders to achieve balance in their posture, both for health and competition reasons. It’s difficult to achieve this balance by only strengthening the opposing muscle groups.  The results are much quicker through stretching.  The novice bodybuilder needs to increase the awareness of a balanced workout.  At least the advanced bodybuilders at Gold’s Gym have a more balanced approach, but proper stretching would be of benefit to them as well.  I advise my clients to gradually ease into a progressive stretch, but never so intense that it can’t be held for two complete breaths.  It’s a common misconception that stretching is totally safe; a stretch should always be approached cautiously.  Initially, male bodybuilders may appear less flexible than their female counterparts; however, research indicates that males tend to hold their gains better than females.  This may be due to a higher collagen content in their tissue.” 


I concur with Jorgen’s ideas regarding balance and a conservative approach to stretching.  Strengthening an opposing muscle does not necessarily mean that the original muscle can achieve greater length, however.  


Just like weight training, stretching can be overdone, and too much can lead to inflammation and injury.  You should perform stretching exercises for two to three consecutive days followed by a day off.  Do the above described stretches for one minute each, repeat on the other side and then repeat the entire “set” three times.  Expect to do these stretches for several weeks before you see visible results.  


There’s a lot more to say on this subject, but this is a good starting point.  You do not need to have the flexibility of an Olympic gymnast to achieve benefits from stretching.  It is difficult for many trainees to find time for their weightlifting routines, let alone work in some stretching.  The stretches described in this article are time efficient as well as productive.  

Author’s note: John Richling has a personal training business at Gold’s Gym in Venice, CA.  Vaughn Jipner retired from bodybuilding.  Jorgen Persson, M.A. is in private practice in Venice, CA.  
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