STRETCHES TO STRENGTH THE BACK

Stretching should be pain free; do not force the body into difficult positions.  Move into the stretch slowly and avoid bouncing, which may actually tear muscles.  Stretch on a flat surface.  Hold stretches long enough (20-30 seconds) to allow muscles or joints to become loose.  Repeat the stretch, generally 5 – 10 times.  Stretch 5 to 10 minutes in the morning and at night, as well as just before and just after practice.

Neck and shoulder stretches.  A stiff back is sometimes accompanied by a stiff neck. The following exercises can be done to stretch the neck and shoulder area.

1. Flexion Stretch—Chin to Chest.  While standing or sitting, gently bend the head forward while bringing the chin toward the chest until a stretch is felt in the back of neck.

2. Lateral Flexion—Ear to Shoulder.  This exercise stretches the neck area below the ears as well as the top of the shoulder. To begin, gently bend the neck to one side as if to touch the ear to the shoulder until a stretch is felt in the side of the neck. Switch to stretch the other side.

Back stretches.  Many back pain patients know the feeling of tension in the back, especially first thing in the morning. These stretching exercises can help bring back some suppleness and increase mobility, decreasing back pain and discomfort.

1. Back flexion exercise. While lying on one’s back, pull both knees to the chest while simultaneously flexing the head forward until a comfortable stretch is felt in a balled-up position.

2. Knee to Chest Stretch. While lying on the back with the knees bent and both heels on the floor, place both hands behind one knee and bring it to the chest.

Hips and gluteus stretches.  The hips and buttocks (where the gluteus muscles are) support the lower back and stretching these muscle groups plays a pivotal role in maintaining spine flexibility.

1. Hip stretch.  While standing with feet should-width apart, take a half-step back with the right foot, bend the left knee and shift weight back to the right hip. While keeping the right leg straight, bend forward more and reach down the right leg until a stretch in the outer hip is felt.

2. Piriformis muscle stretch.  The piriformis muscle runs through the buttock and can contribute to back pain or leg pain. To stretch this muscle, lie on the back and cross one leg over the other and gently pull the other knee toward the chest until a stretch is felt in the buttock area.

Hamstring stretches.  The hamstrings run through the back of each thigh.  Tightness in this muscle limits motion in the pelvis which can increase stress across the low back and corrupt correct posture. Stretching the hamstrings with these exercises can gradually lengthen them and reduce the stress felt in the lower back.  Hamstring stretching should include applying pressure to lengthen the hamstring muscle for 30-45 seconds at a time, one to two times each day.  The hamstring muscles will lengthen over time, decreasing stress on the low back. Since other exercises may not be done everyday, stretching should not be just linked to other back pain exercises.

1. Standing hamstring stretch.  This is the most common technique. While standing, simply bend forward at the waist with arms hanging down and with legs relatively straight. Try to touch the toes but do not strain to do so. Stop when a stretch is felt in the hamstring.

2. Chair hamstring stretch.  Less strain is applied to the back by sitting on a chair and placing the legs straight out in front on another chair. In this position, reach toward the toes. One leg at a time may be stretched.

3. Towel hamstring stretch.  One of the least stressful stretching techniques is to lie on the floor and pull the leg up and straighten by holding onto a towel that is wrapped behind the foot. One leg at a time may be stretched.

4. Towel hamstring stretch.  Another less stressful option is to lie on the floor, with the buttocks against a wall, and place the foot up against the wall and then try to push the knee straight. One leg at a time may be stretched.
