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                                                                  FLEXIBILITY

Physical fitness is a combination of many factors, including muscular strength and endurance, aerobic endurance, anaerobic power and flexibility.  Of these, flexibility is probably the most neglected aspect of most fitness programs.  Flexibility training is increasingly being recognized as a crucial component for complementing muscular strength, aerobic endurance, building efficiency, coordination and preventing injuries.

Flexibility is the mobility or range of motion in a joint.  It is the ability to move freely without restriction in the natural range of motion.  When a joint moves, the resistance from soft tissue (muscle) is the major limiting factor to it’s full range of motion.  Therefore, the length of muscles, which are both elastic and extensible, is usually the determining factor. A “long” muscle allows a full range of motion while a “short” muscle limits range of motion.  

Importance of Flexibility

Short or “tight” muscles tend to restrict range of motion and are more susceptible to pulls, tears, and other stress injuries than those long enough to allow the full range of motion.  Good flexibility is also crucial for good posture which can effect athletic performance and general well-being.  Poor flexibility can hinder performance by detracting from an athlete’s grace, power and movement.  For example, short calf muscles can cause undue stress on the foot.  This can lead to orthopedic problems such as painful Achilles tendonitis.  Mechanical imbalances can result in the hip, back and neck from poor posture due to lack of flexibility.  These imbalances pull body segments out of line, causing stress and strain.  In time, this joint strain, muscular tension and ligament and cartilage damage can cause deformity.  For example, tight hip flexor muscles, short hamstrings and back muscles can rotate the pelvis forward resulting in lordosis, chronic lower back pain and sciatica.  

Benefits of  Stretching  

· Stretching reduces muscle tension and relaxes the body

· Allows greater and easier movement

· Increases range of motion

· Can prevent muscle strains

· Can reduce delayed muscle soreness associated with strenuous exercise

· Stretching prepares your body for activity, signaling the muscles that they are about to be used

In order to get any benefit from a stretching program it has to be performed regularly.  Just like training for strength, the overload principle must be used.  You must stretch the muscle slightly beyond it’s capacity and gradually progress further.    A flexibility program should work the muscle groups all over the body, concentrating on those muscles that are tight.  It is recommended to stretch 4-7 days per week for optimal results and 3-4 times per week to maintain your flexibility.  

Guidelines for Stretching 

Wear loose fitting clothing:     Wear comfortable, loose fitting clothing that does not restrict

                                                 movement.  Don’t wear a belt, jewelry or shoes.  A carpeted

                                                 or padded floor in bare feet or socks is best. 

Pick a time of day that is         Stretch during a time which you are not likely to be disturbed or

slow and quiet:                        interrupted.  Proper stretching requires concentration and a    

                                                 relaxing atmosphere.  Do not rush through your program.

Warm up:                                Do a light exercise of stationary bike, jogging in place, walking 

                                                etc. for 5-10 minutes before stretching.  A warm up increases

                                                muscle elasticity and makes for a more efficient routine.

Breathe easily and slowly:      This helps you relax.   Rapid breathing or holding your breath 

                                                 causes you to become tense.  As you start to stretch, exhale and  

                                                 concentrate on breathing slowly and easily.

Listen to your body:                Never force a stretch!  Ease into it and take the muscle only to the  

                                                 point of  slight discomfort.  Stretching should not be painful.  

                                                 Always start slowly and gradually.  Never stretch muscles that are 

                                                 torn or recently strained, as you will only worsen the condition.  

Stretch in pairs:                       Work for bilateral flexibility---flexibility on both sides of your 

                                                 body.  Chest and back, hamstrings and quadriceps....etc.

Do not bounce or                     Lean gradually into the stretch, hold it for 20-60 seconds and

jerk while stretching:               repeat 3-4 times.  Bouncing or jerking causes the muscles to

                                                 tighten and can result in injury.

Keep track of                           Test your general flexibility at the beginning of your program to

your progress:                          determine your flexibility baseline.  Retest monthly as you 

                                                 progress.  Once you have achieved the flexibility you want, stretch

                                                 3-4 times a week to maintain your level.      

Recommended Stretches  
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1.  Sit in above position.  Keep leg straight and bend forward                2.   Sit in above position.   While in  this position twist upper body

at the waist.  Switch legs.  Stretches hamstrings and back.                     to the right.   When switching positions, right leg will be straight,      

                                                                                                                 left leg bent over right and right arm on the outside of the left leg

                                                                                                                 with the upper body twisted to the left.  Stretches low back and hips.
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3.  Lay in above position.   While holding ankle,  pull knee back            4.  Lay in above position.  Cross right leg over left and pull left leg
without arching back.  Switch sides.  Stretches quadriceps.                      towards   chest.  Switch legs.  Stretches low back, hamstrings and hips.
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5.  Bring knee to chest.  Switch legs.  Stretches low back,                           6.  Bring both knees to chest.  Stretches low back, hamstrings

hamstrings and hips.                                                                                      and hips.
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7.  With leg bent, hold upper leg at 90 degrees and then try to                      8.   Lay in above position.  Push on elbows to raise torso to

straighten leg.  Switch legs.  Stretches hamstrings.                                        dotted lines.

Hold each stretch for 20-60 seconds and do 3-4 times.       Stretch 4-7 days per week. 

RELAX while stretching!
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9.  Assume above position.  Stretches back and shoulders.                        10.  Assume above position.  Arch back upwards towards

                                                                                                                    dotted lines.  Relax and repeat.  Stretches back.
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11.  Sit in above position.  Bring feet as close to body as                         12.  Stand facing a wall as above.  The back leg will be straight

possible.  With hands on feet bring elbows to thighs                                with the heel remaining on the ground.  Bend forward at the

and push down.  Stretches inner thigh.                                                      waist with your weight balanced on both legs.  Stretches calves.
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13.  Assume above position.  Pull                   14.  Assume above position.  Pull arm               15.  Assume above position.  Interlock fingers 

arm towards body.  Switch arms.                    towards and behind head.  Switch                      push hands up away from body.  Stretches
Stretches shoulders.                                         arms.  Stretches shoulders and lats.                   shoulders and chest.  
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16.  Looking straight ahead tilt head to one side.                                         17.  Tilt head forward to touch chin to chest.

Relax shoulders!  Switch.  Stretches sides of neck.                                      Repeat.  Stretches back of neck.

Hold each stretch for 20-60 seconds and do 3-4 times.       Stretch 4-7 days per week. 

RELAX while stretching! 
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