HOW TO ASSESS AND FIX

LLENGTH TENSION RELATIONSHIPS
—T0 ELIMINATE PAIN, REDUCE THE CHANCE OF INJURY

AND ENHANCE YOUR ATHLETIC P

CRFORMANCE

By MARK REIFKIND, SENIOR RKC

hen I first took Paul Chek’s

Scientific Back training course |

learned about length tension
relationships and how critical they were to dealing
with and prevenring injuries. Easily the most
interesting section to me was the assessment. Chek
called it a Compararive Range of Motion
assessment (CROM) and ir focused on assessing
not only each joint’s ability to move in normal
ranges but also how each joint fared compared ro
the opposite side of the body. This simple series of
range of motion tests gave me a simple template
for discovering asymmetries betore I loaded the
body with a workour,

It was much better, from a structural view; to be
symmetrically tight in the both ankles, for
example, than ro have one ankle have normal
range of motion, and the other side lock up with
only half the normal ROM (this is common by the
way). Uneven joint ranges of motion and or
flexibility limitations can easily create rotational
torques and, as we all know too well, everything is
connected to everything,

If the ankle doesn’t move fully and/or is
misaligned ar rest, the tension’s rotation—and the
mechanical compensations that can occur—will
likely roll up through the rest of the body. Expect
knee, hip, back and even shoulder and neck issues
to develop as a result.

ROM and what doesn’t that day, These muscles’
tightness’s can vary day by day according to what
was done the preceding days. Sitting for hours on
end, traveling and/or heavy workouts (or a
combination of the above!) can create muscle
tightness’s that, if left unattended, can ‘solidify’
and over time become semi-permanent, from a
postural viewpoint.

Remember that we are all constantly battling
gravity and its 24/7 desire to push us into a ball of
tight tlexor muscles! Small restrictions in the joint
ROM can really add up over time. Add in
rightness and compensations from injuries old or
new) and you can gert stiff and tight in places you
wouldn’t suspect.

Remember also thar flexor muscles, known as
ronic muscles, LOVE to get short and tight and
contract with low-level force for long periods of
time. That’s why when you wake up in the
morning after either too much sitting or too much
training your hamstrings and hip flexors or
shoulders don’t spring up and let you achieve great
flexibility and mobility right off the bar. These
rightened muscles sometimes have to be convinced
to open up and let the joints have normal ROM.
And this is very important if one is going to load

the body safely.

Chek’s progression of training went like this:

to its opposite side. Joints and muscles that were
not up to normal ROM would get stretched while
joints that had normal or their usual ROM would
be left alone, This is not stretching for its own
sake but for achieving as square and neurral a
body as possible BEFORE loading occurs. The
idea is that loading a bent frame just perpetuates
the imbalances. Continually working to ‘straighren
the frame’ prior to loading, helps create as square
and neutral a body over time as is possible.

This is not to say thar one must stay with just
flexibility training until they are ‘perfect’, before
one can go to stability or strength training per se
but that all these variables must be worked on
consistently and progressively.

If your hips are really crooked with one right
psoas and one tight hamstring and you insist on
loading them with heavy squars or deadlifts don’t
be surprised if your back gets nweaked prerty
quickly.

Many times it is NOT the training that is twisting
the body into a muscle pretzel but the day-to-day
activiries done with poor posture and motor
patterns. Sitting is the worst culprir imo and most
peoples sitting posture is this side of horrible.

Training for an hour or so, and/or stretching for
the same amount of time even daily cannot
possibly compensate for poor posture and

movement mechanics for the rest of your waking

This, of course, can be greatly exacerbated by hisis

loading the body with these imbalances, either
with heavy resistance or high-rep, cyclical motions

1) Mobiliry/flexibility
2) Stability

b : " i A 3) Strength Assisted partner stretching with my clients—while
such as running, cycling or swimming. And most o LA s . : :
e il b A 1 8 i 4) Endurance effective in assessing and then opening up their
often it is not just one joint and its surroundin e :

] | & 5) Power restrictions—did not teach them how to be aware

musculature that is not capable of a normal
ROM, but a group or chain of them. This is
where things can get really “interesting’.

The CROM has a trainer or training partner
assessing (through basic, easily done stretches)
each of the joints and noticing what has normal

of their unique rightness patterns and learn how to
unravel themselves. So I came up with a very
simple stretch routine for them that virtually

Skipping any of these steps, or being deficient in
one and trying to jump ahead would result in
problems or deficiencies eventually, So before a
workout [ would always stretch each client
assessing each joint’s ROM ro the norm as well as

everyone can do safely. It covers all the key flexor

muscles and is done prior to training, immediately
after or as a separate session. As you go through
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Otherwise [ am one tight puppy for most of the
day. This also shows me exactly what has
rightened up without my permission from the day

neutral. This assesses and stretches the lats,
serratus, intercostals, external obliques, many
rimes the tight muscles holding back one’s
overhead shoulder ROM. This also allows you
to assess your thoracic spine ROM—a very
important area for overhead work as well,

the simple poses it becomes very apparent if
something is tight and restricting and needs more
stretching or it is tine and you can move on. It
also works key extensor muscles at the same time,
making it a very efficient way to proceed.

before and allows me to address it before it really

has a chance to accumulate and cause serious

problems.

1) PRONE COBRA:
this is the same as a Yoga upward facing dog
stretch except the weight in held on the knees
and it’s not a full plank. This opens up the
tlexors of the hip, the abdominals, the wrist
and hand tlexors a common problem) as well
as the chest. It also simultaneously works the

So often I hear people say, “I didn’t even know I
was tight there!” when they start to stretch or ger
on the foam roller. Having a basic protocol in

These tour simple strerches, if done with intent
and concentration, can assess and stretch virtually
all the tight flexor areas that people struggle with
everyday. Most notably: hamstrings, calves,
abdominals, hip flexors and lats.

place as well as the concepr of a regular
assessment to make sure you are not locking up
joints or losing basic ROMs is critical, imo. So

very important serratus muscles of the ribs, the
triceps, teaches one to keep the traps down and
realigns the spine.

As Pavel wrote regarding his “Waiting out the
tension’ technique in Relax into Stretch, most
people don't have the patience to really ler the

often it’s the repetitive stress and accumulared
micro trauma that goes unnoticed that is the
source of many serious and irritating injuries,

tension drop from the stretch and end up

2) DOWNWARD FACING DOG:
Again, my non-yoga variation is to stretch each
leg separately and alrernately. This opens up
tight calves, hamstrings (at both origin and
insertion), lumbar spine, glures and wrist
flexors and strengthens the serrarus and triceps
from a different angle. It's very easy to find our
which calf is tight and which is normal in this
pose—and follow thar tightness all the way up
the leg though the hamstring into the glute and
sacrum. A very key movement.

This is the simplest way I've found to really assess
and address those tight flexors that the modern
world—with its over-reliance on chairs and
sitting—forces us to accumulate, The perfect
prelude just prior to using the perfect solution to
‘Life Seated”; the Kettlebell. Now get on the tloor
and get those tlexors open!

stretching too hard, inadvertently making the
muscle tighter, not looser [ teach people to use a
pulsing stretch technique where one only tries to
advance the stretch on the our breath and then
‘back off’ the strerch for the in breath. So it’s:
“breath 1n, back off; exhale, advance™. This

technique keeps one focused on breathing tor
every part of the strerch as well as not pushing the
stretch too hard. Do not allow this to become
*‘bouncy’ as this defeats the purpose of the stretch.
[ inhale for four counts and exhale for the same
time.

Mark Reifkind’s 2-DVD set Restoring
Lost Physical Function (See previous
page) offers a complete program for
addressing the issues raised in this
article—Ed.

3) BENT KNEE CALF STRETCH:
Hold the arms straight while you bend your
knees and lower them slowly to the ground,
keeping the heels as low as you can while still
allowing the knees to descend. This is a great
stretch for the hard-to-reach soleus muscles of
the lower calf. When your knees reach the
tloor hold the end position to fully stretch the
muscles of the feer and ankle. This end position
Chek called a Horse Stance and is another
excellent position to assess pelvic, lower back
shoulder and hip symmetry.

The prolonged time spent on one’s straight arms
with the shoulder packed in the socker going
through these simple poses also really strengthens
key scapulo-thoracic muscles. I spend as much
time as necessary in each of the poses trying to
assess front to back squareness and symmetry as
well as lett to right. Sometimes [ go through each
pose just once for a shorr time and sometimes |
repeat the sequence three or more times holding
cach pose for a minute or more if [ am particularly
tight or twisted in some way. This routine blends
particularly well with foam roller work as well—
4) KNEELING SHOULDER STRETCH: as a prelude or after the roller.
From the kneeling position you just ended up
in, extend the arms out in front, and with hips
over knees and elbows straight, lower the

armpits to the floor, keeping the head in

[ do these stretches every morning before 1 start
work. They can be done right before the workout
as well bur I use this as my ‘getup and go’ rourtine.
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