Stretching

Runners are notoriously bad at stretching. Although there is now some doubt as to the benefits of stretching before a session (after a warm-up) there is still plenty of evidence to suggest that post-workout stretching is beneficial. The most common excuse for not stretching is that it takes time and that the benefits are not very visible.

Why stretch?

Flexibility is one of the 5 components of fitness. It can improve performance, helps disperse lactic acid which causes stiffness, becomes increasingly important as you get older and there is some evidence to suggest that stretching can prevent injury.

When should you stretch?

Exercise actually causes muscles to contract and shorten. It is important that muscles are warm and pliable when stretched so immediately after your run is the best time.

Points to remember

Most muscles should be stretched by taking them to the point of tension and holding this position for 10 seconds. 

Some muscles may need to be lengthened gradually as they are held in a contracted state for long periods of time. For someone with a desk-bound job, these would typically be the hamstring muscles at the back of the thigh and the pectoral muscles in the chest. In order to lengthen these muscles, stretches should be held for 30-60 seconds. During this time, if the tension subsides, the stretch should be gently increased and held in the lengthened state.

So here are some stretches

Chest – Clasp your hands behind your back, push your chest out and your shoulders back until the stretch is felt. Your neck and shoulders should be relaxed. Hold for 30 seconds.

Back – Straighten your arms and clasp your fingers together in front of you, keep your elbows soft and push your hands away from you until you feel the stretch across the back. Hold for 10 seconds.

Thighs (front) – Bend one foot up behind you and grasp the leg just above the ankle, pulling the foot in towards your bottom. Push your hips forward, keeping your knees together until you feel the stretch. Hold for 10 seconds and repeat with the other leg.

Back of thighs – Stand with feet together. Take a half step forward with one foot, keeping the knee of the front leg soft bend your back knee. Push your weight back and lean forward from the hips. You should feel a stretch at the back of the thigh of the front leg. Hold for 30 seconds and repeat with the other leg.

Calves – Stand with feet together. Take a step back with one foot, bend the front knee so that the stretch is felt in the calf of the back leg. Keep the back foot flat on the ground and keep both feet pointing forwards. Lean forward slightly and hold for 10 seconds. Repeat with the other leg.

This shouldn’t take more than 5 minutes – surely it is worth that!

