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Stretching Routine 
Introduction 

Stretching is the important link between the sedentary life and the active life.  It 
keeps the muscles supple, prepares you for movement, and helps you make the 
daily transition from inactivity to vigorous activity without undue strain.  
Exercise should be thought of  as another stress on the body. The more vigorous an 
activity is, the more stress to the tissues we see. If  managed correctly, this is fine 
because the human body has an innate ability to heal and repair itself  – typically 
stronger than it was before. Exercise and activity require joints to move through a 
wide range of  motion. If  we are sedentary, the joints and tissues surrounding the 
joints become stiff  and inflexible. As proof, try stretching as soon as you get out of  
bed in the morning. Notice how stiff  you are because of  the inactivity of  sleeping. 
We tend to loosen up after moving around for 15 to 20 minutes. If  we go directly 
from being sedentary to active we demand rapid stretches and movement out of  
inflexible and stiff  tissue, which often results in tearing and injury of  the tissue (i.e. 
sprains, strains).  Stretching makes the tissues more supple and enhances their 
ability to adapt to the greater motions required during activity. 
It is important to understand that when we ask muscles to work hard, they tend to 
tighten up and become inflexible.  In general, stretching before and after you work 
out will keep you flexible and help prevent common injuries. However, there are 
exceptions to this rule. For example, it is generally not good to do static stretching 
directly after heavy resistance training (weightlifting). In this case, it is better to wait 
a few hours after the weightlifting workout to stretch. Recent sport medicine 
research indicates that stretching too soon after weightlifting can actually create 
more damage to the muscle fibres.  
Remember that stretching will inhibit the muscle so static stretching prior to an 
activity will result in decreased performance. It is generally recommended that you 
perform a dynamic warm up prior to activity, however the details of  this are 
beyond the scope of  this course. 
Stretching feels good when done correctly. You do not have to push limits or 
attempt to go further each day; it should not be a personal contest to see how far 
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you can stretch. Everyone is different in their muscular structure and flexibility so 
we must keep this in mind when individualizing our stretching programs. The most 
important stretching habits are:  

Relax while you do your stretching routine. 

Perform your stretching routine regularly. 
Typically, the reason to stretch is to reduce muscular tension, thereby promoting 
freer movement (regain or re-establish normal ranges of  motion of  joints and 
mobility of  soft tissues that surround a joint).  Do not concentrate on attaining 
extreme flexibility, as this often leads to injury. 
How to Stretch 
General principles of  the stretching routine 
Recall the principle that while you were in pain, you either consciously or 
subconsciously have not used the area of  the body that is or was painful, which 
leads to the deconditioning. This means the body has become stiffer and weaker. 
Reconditioning of  the body begins with restoring normal range of  motion.  
Depending on your specific condition, you may need to perform a stretching 
routine more than once per day. You can gauge how often you need to stretch by 
how you are feeling (i.e. when you feel stiff) or by consulting with a health 
professional for guidance. We often associate stretching with physical activity but 
stretching can be done any time you feel like it. Remember that you should have 
your core body temperature up prior to stretching so if  you are “cold”, make sure 
you get up and begin moving around first to raise your core temperature before 
stretching. For example, do not stretch when you first get out of  bed, but rather 
delay your stretching routine until you have finished your hot shower or have been 
up moving around for 20 to 30 minutes. Keeping this in mind, here are some 
examples of  when to stretch: 

At work to release tension or fatigue 

After sitting or standing for a long time 

When you feel stiff  
Before beginning your stretching program, it is best if  you have previously warmed 
the muscles up by performing about 5 minutes of  light aerobic activities. Warm 
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muscles promote flexibility and improve joint lubrication. Examples of  light aerobic 
activities include: 

Spinning on a stationary bike (with little or no resistance) 

Normal walking pace (i.e. on a treadmill or outside) 

Using a cross-trainer machine (with little or no resistance) 
Perform all stretches slowly and gently. The more rapidly stretches are done the 
more they fight movement, thus increasing the likelihood of  straining tissues. Start 
with a short stretching interval (i.e. 10 – 30 seconds) and gradually increase the 
time the stretch is maintained as your body adjusts to the new activity. Work up to 
holding stretches for 20 – 30 seconds. They should never be too uncomfortable to 
hold for a long period of  time. Your breathing should be slow, rhythmical and 
under control.  If  you are bending forward to do a stretch, exhale as you bend 
forward and then breathe slowly as you hold the stretch.  Do not hold your breath 
while stretching. If  a stretch position inhibits your natural breathing pattern, then 
you are not relaxed. Just ease up on the stretch so you can breathe naturally. 
We believe in a no pain approach. Do each stretch carefully, avoiding the tendency 
to rush or push too far. Your muscles are protected by a mechanism called the 
stretch reflex. Any time you stretch the muscle fibres too far (either by bouncing or 
overstretching), a nerve reflex responds by sending a signal to the muscles telling 
them to contract; this keeps the muscles from being injured. Therefore, when you 
stretch too far, you tighten the very muscles you are trying to stretch!  You get a 
similar response in the muscle if  you bounce when you are stretching. 
Holding a stretch as far as you can go or bouncing up and down strains the muscles 
and activates the stretch reflex. These harmful methods cause pain, as well as 
physical damage due to the microscopic tearing of  muscle fibres.  This tearing leads 
to the formation of  scar tissue in the muscles, with a gradual loss of  elasticity. The 
muscles become tight and sore. Stretching, when done correctly, is not painful. 
Learn to pay attention to your body; pain is an indication that something is wrong. 
Move slowly and only try to increase the range as your flexibility increases.  
This is a good place to remind ourselves of  finding neutral spine and engaging the 
core to maintain that position as you move into the stretch. This is going to be 
somewhat tricky to master at first because you need to figure out the fine tuning of  
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the brace. That means you need to dial in the appropriate amount of  core 
activation that allows you to both maintain neutral spine while at the same time, 
relaxing enough to be able to breath and stretch. When you can grasp this concept, 
it will be time for you to graduate from Spine Boot Camp level one grasshopper 
(for those of  you old enough to remember the TV show Kung Fu)... 
A good way of  judging the amount of  stretch you should be feeling is: 
Go until you feel a gentle stretch in the area and hold there. You should feel the 
resistance begin to ease within 7-10 seconds of  holding this position and you can 
then increase the stretch.  

If  you do not feel the stretch easing within the first 10 seconds, then you are 
likely overstretching and the nervous system is starting to tighten the muscle 
in an effort to protect (stretch reflex). This is the easy stretch.  

After the easy stretch, move slowly into the developmental stretch.  Again, no 
bouncing.  Move a fraction of  an inch further until you again feel a mild 
tension and hold for 10 – 30 seconds. Be in control. Again, the tension should 
diminish; if  not, ease off  slightly. The developmental stretch fine-tunes the 
muscles and increases flexibility. 

Repeat each exercise 2 – 3 times before moving on to the next stretch. In 
addition, remember to perform an equal number of  repetitions on each side, 
this keeps your muscles in balance. 

Do not be discouraged if  you find the exercises somewhat demanding at first 
or that your flexibility is not improving as rapidly as you had hoped. Your 
body will yield gradually and it will become progressively easier to achieve the 
same degree of  stretch. 

When you have restored normal movement and the emphasis is on 
maintaining what you have, the stretches are still performed in the same 
manner; however, they only need to be completed once daily.  

Flexibility versus Mobility 
Do not confuse being flexible with having good mobility. Flexibility refers to the 
elasticity of  the tissues supporting the joint or joints. Mobility also implies proper 
movement control. One may have good flexibility but poor mobility.  
You may have found that you are constantly feeling like a body part is stiff  and 
under tension. You have a recurrent urge to stretch it out. Once you stretch, it feels 
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good for awhile, however within a short period of  time, things stiffen up again and 
you feel like you need to stretch again. This is a sign that you may have poor 
mobility.  
When you stretch, you give your body access to a new range of  motion. If  our 
nervous system is unfamiliar with how to control movement in that new range of  
motion, that body part is vulnerable to injury. Our built-in protection mechanisms 
will see our nervous system sending the signals down to tighten that area back up 
again.  
For measurable progress and success, the key is to ensure that you combine your 
flexibility program (rolling and stretching) with your movement control program 
(Big four).  
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Buttocks And Backs Of  The Legs 
Exercise One 
Hold each stretch position for 20 - 30 seconds. You should feel a gentle stretch but 
not Pain! 
Lie on your back and draw one knee to your chest at a time. Alternate bringing 
your left and right knee to your chest. 

Exercise Two 
Lie on your back with your knees up and feet flat on the floor and then draw both 
knees to your chest. 
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Buttock and Hip external Rotators (Piriformis) 
Lying down 
Exercise One 
Lie on your back and bring your left leg up so that you can grasp your left ankle 
with your right hand as shown in the following diagram. Gently pull on your ankle 
so that the leg moves towards your chest. Repeat on the other leg. 

Exercise Two 
If  exercise one feels too easy, stop and try exercise two. 
Lie on back and cross your legs such that the left ankle is on the right knee as 
shown in the diagram. Reach through and grasp the right thigh and begin drawing 
the right knee towards your chest until you feel a nice stretch in the left buttock. 
Repeat on the other leg. 
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Spinal Twist 
Lying on your back, leave your left leg straight and bring your right knee across 
your your body so that the right knee approaches the floor as shown in the 
diagram. Try to keep your chest pointing towards the ceiling, feeling a gentle 
stretch in your low back and right buttock. Hold for 20-30 seconds and then repeat 
on the opposite side. 

Seated 
In a seated position, cross your left leg over your right so that the left ankle is 
touching the outside of  the right knee as shown in the diagram. Grasp the left knee 
with your right hand and gently pull the knee towards you until you feel a stretch in 
the left buttock. You may also feel the stretch extending up into the small of  the low 
back on the left side. Repeat on the other leg. 
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PAILS and RAILS Piriformis stretch (Keener Alert!) 
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Back Of  Legs (Hamstrings and Calves) 
There are a lot of  different ways and positions you can stretch out the back of  your 
legs. Do not do all of  these in succession. Only choose one method at a time and 
then once you have experimented with the various ways, feel free to stick with the 
method that feels the best and is easiest. If  you are feeling adventurous, feel free to 
mix it up, doing different methods on different days. 
Lying down 
Lie on your back holding a towel or belt that is looped over the ball of  your foot. 
Have the knee bent so you do not feel any tension in the back of  your leg. Slowly 
straighten your knee until you feel a gentle stretch in the back of  your leg. You will 
feel the stretch where you are the tightest (e.g. hamstring, back of  knee, calf). 
Repeat on the other leg. 

Seated 
This seated method has five different positions. Each one adds a progressive 
amount of  stretch.  
Begin by trying Steps one through three. Make sure you hold the stretch position 
for 20-30 seconds before switching legs.  
For a more advanced stretch, incorporate steps four and five. 
Steps four and five also create the stretch to involve the rest of  the back and neck. 
This also requires our nervous system to be flexible and mobile so be mindful as 
you progress into stages four and five, that you aren't experiencing any pain, 
numbness or tingling (pins and needles). 
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Step One 
Sit in a chair with your back supported and a stool or something similar in front of  
you as shown in the picture. 
Step Two 
Extend on leg onto the stool in front of  you with your toes pointed. 
Step Three 
Slowly and gently bend your ankle, bringing your toes towards your shin until you 
feel a nice, gentle stretch in the back of  your leg. Repeat Steps One through Three 
a second time on each leg.  
For you keeners and super-keeners, if  you want an additional stretch, instead of  
just repeating steps One through Three, on your second time through, you can 
begin at step Three and proceed to Step Four. 
Step Four 
For you keeners, after you have held Step Three 
for 20-30 seconds, you can increase the amount of  
stretch you feel in the back of  your leg by flexing 
your neck, bringing your chin towards your chest. 
Again, only go as far as when you feel a nice, 
gentle stretch. Hold this new position for 20-30 
seconds and then switch legs. 

Step Three Step One Step Two 
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Wait, there is more!

For you super-keeners, you can increase the stretch further by going from position 
Four to Position Five, which involves allowing your back to round. 
Once you have switched legs and performed steps Three and Four on the opposite 
leg, return to the original leg. Place that leg back up on the stool in front of  you in 
the position shown in Step Four. 

Step Five 
Hold the seat of  the chair with your hands and 
allow your back to round, slumping into this 
extreme stretch position. 

As an alternative, you can also sit with your back against the wall with your legs 
straight out in front of  you. Hold a belt or towel in your hands looping it around 
the ball of  your foot as shown in the picture. Gently increase the amount of  stretch 
in the back of  your leg by straightening your back and pulling on the belt/towel 
(pull the toes towards your shin). Repeat on the other leg. 
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Standing 
Stand facing a chair and put your straight leg up on the chair as shown in the 
picture. Increase the gentle stretch in the back of  your leg by dorsiflexing your 
ankle (drawing your toes towards your shin) and bending forward at the waist. 
Repeat on the other leg. 

PAILS and RAILS Back Of  The Legs Stretch (Keener Alert!) 
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Quadruceps And Hip Flexors (Front Of  The Thigh) 
Standing 
Exercise One 
Balance yourself with a hand on either a chair or the wall in front of you. Bend your knee to 
draw your heel towards your buttock and grasp your foot with your hand. Ensure to keep a pelvic 
tilt so you do not arch your back and pull the foot back until you feel a gentle stretch in the front 
of your thigh (quadriceps). Repeat on the other side.

Exercise Two 
Stand with your back to a chair and place your foot on the chair as shown. Maintain a pelvic tilt 
and lean forwards, bending the supporting leg until you feel a gentle stretch in the front of your 
thigh and hip. Repeat on the opposite side.
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Lying Down 
Lie on your stomach with a roll or a pillow under your stomach. Draw your ankle towards your 
buttock by pulling on it using a belt or towel as shown. Ensure to keep a pelvic tilt so you do not 
arch your back and pull the foot back until you feel a gentle stretch in the front of your thigh 
(quadriceps). Repeat on the other side.

Kneeling 
Kneel down on one leg maintaining a pelvic tilt as shown. Gently lean forward until you feel a 
stretch in the anterior part of the thigh and hip of the back leg. To get a proper hip flexor stretch, 
do not allow your back to arch. Make sure you maintain a proper posterior pelvic tilt (tuck your 
tail, keep the water in the bowl of your pelvis). Repeat on the opposite side.
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PAILS and RAILS Hip Flexor Stretch (Keener Alert!) 
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Adductors (Inner Thighs) 
Sit with your back straight and put the soles of  your feet together well away from 
your body. Allow the knees to fall out as shown in the picture. Slowly bring your 
feet towards your pelvis until you feel a stretch on your inner thigh (groin). 

PAILS and RAILS Adductor Stretch (Keener Alert!) 
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Sides of  Abdomen and Hips (IT Band) 
Stand with your feet 12 – 18 inches from the wall and then cross the leg that is 
away from the wall behind the other leg as shown in the picture. Reach over your 
head with your arm and bend towards the wall until you feel a gentle stretch on the 
outside of  your trunk and hip. Turn so the other side is towards the wall and 
repeat. 
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