I have decided to concentrate on the warm-up only in this article and cover the cool-down in next months article.

Article 5  - A warm-up, stretching?

As I started researching for the correct warm-up, I was flooded with 100’s of articles, all of which were slightly different and some of which were very dangerous. The most interesting debate I found was, do you use stretches in a warm-up? This article will concentrate on the different components of a warm-up with some reference to research and also what I have been taught as a sport therapist and as a coach.

First I am going to tell you the benefits and purpose of a warm-up. This way you may be able to work out yourself what should be included in a warm-up.

Purpose and benefits of a warm up include

· It should increase speed of contraction and relaxation of warmed muscles.

· It should remove muscle stiffness

· It should cause a greater economy of movement because of lowered viscous resistance within warmed muscles

· It should facilitate oxygen utilization by warmed muscles because hemoglobin releases oxygen more readily at higher muscle temperatures

· It should facilitate nerve transmission and muscle metabolism at higher temperatures, a specific warm-up can facilitate motor unit recruitment required in subsequent all out activity

· It should increase blood flow through active tissues as local vascular vessels dilate, increasing metabolism and muscle temperature

· It should also prepare you mentally for up and coming exercise and

· Decrease the risk of injury

The research

There is plenty of research in this area but there are so many outside factors that can manipulate the results not many can be clinically used.

A recent study by Honolulu looked at 1538 recruits and assigned them randomly to either a control group or a static stretching group. The time period was 11 weeks in which 333 injuries occurred. 175 in the control group and 158 in the stretching group. This was not a significant finding. Stretching had no effect on risk of injury.

However Lally found that 47% of all male runners who stretched regularly got injured within a 1-year period and only 33% of male runners who did not stretch got injured within 1 year. This was a significant finding but could not be repeated in the female groups who had no significant difference between stretching and non-stretching in relation to injury rate. 

It has also been found out that stretching may temporarily weaken muscles; up to a 20% decrease in strength has been observed following passive stretching. The force, which can damage a previously stretched, muscle can be as low as 25-30% of the usual force required to harm the muscles.

As with many sport and exercise performance studies evidence is lacking due to inconsistency among research. Endurance events may not cause a large enough force to selectively snap a pre-stretched muscle but as a performer it is an interesting topic. Athletes who are involved in high power sport may be wise to exclude stretching as part of their warm-up.

My view

Traditionally athletes from most sports are used to raising their body temperature with 15+ minutes of gentle cardiovascular work (jogging) and then stretching. Well from my background and observation of athletic groups stretching was a time for sitting and chatting whilst our body temperatures plummeted and we wondered why we were still cold and stiff. 

Many coaches and athletes have become stuck with this old style warm-up due to it been around forever and the constant reminder that range of motion (ROM) is so important. ROM is important but there is another time for this and it can still be improved within the warm –up by replacing static stretching with dynamic.

Dynamic stretches are specific to the activity ahead. The way I came to choose this up-to date technique is by simple logic. When do we use a muscle in a static way?  In a static stretch a muscle is elongated and held in a stationary position, in a workout a muscle shortens and elongates repeatedly. When do we use a muscle in the position we stretch in? The answer is hardly ever. Why stretch a muscle if we don’t even use it in the task ahead?

Although it is popular to position stretching before the actual beginning of a workout, there’s actually little resemblance between the act of stretching out a muscle statically and the rapid-fire shortenings, which muscles undergo during a workout or competition. 

The theory taught to coaches now is a much more dynamic, focused routine, specifically tailored to our sport/s. The soviet block has been using these for years. 

We have tailored programmes for our events why not have a tailored warm-up to match

Here is a guidance taken from peak performance on a warm-up for runners. As runners you need to be flexible enough to run efficiently in terms of power, relaxation and injury avoidance and to be able to make quick changes in direction and speed.

Specific ROM is needed in the:  -

· Shoulders

· Lower back

· Hips

· Hamstrings

· Quadriceps

· Calves and 

· Achilles tendon

1) Raise your body temperature with 5-10 minutes of cardiovascular work. Slow paced running is ideal as it is specific.

2) Lunge walking – loosens hips, improves and strengthens the buttocks and hamstrings. Keep your chest high, look straight ahead and try to co-ordinate your arms with your legs. Do Not let your knee go further than your foot.

3) High knee lifts – this involves your hip flexors, and strengthens your ankle. Extend up on to your toes and lift each thigh parallel to the ground.

4) Elbow-to-inside-of-ankle lunge – This is for hip flexibility, hamstring strength and stretching of the lower back. It is similar to walking lunges but this time you extend you trunk forwards over your front leg, if your right leg is in front take your right elbow down toward your inside ankle (or as far as you can – do not force your body). Watch your balance.

5) Calf walking – this is for lower limb strength and Achilles flexibility. When walking take the top of your foot towards your shin as far as possible as you step forward and strike your heel on the ground (softly). You should feel you calf stretching.

6) Sideways and backwards skipping/running – this is for lower limb strength, agility and flexibility.

Here are some extras you may want to try

1) Simulated running arm action standing or sitting but if done seated, it also works on your core stability. Perform for 15-60 seconds varying the speed.

2) Leg drives – these are done against a wall. Lean forwards against a wall with your hands put at shoulder level and your feet shoulder width apart and approx. 1 meter away from the wall. Look straight ahead, keep your body straight and lift you right leg bending your knee until your thigh is parallel to the ground. From here drive you leg backwards so your forefoot contacts the ground. Then pull the leg back up to the starting position. Perform 10 reps on each set and on each leg.

3) Leg cycling – assume the same position as for leg drives but this time the leg drive is a sweeping action and the foot does not touch the ground (like riding a bike). Keep your foot stretched towards your shin to stretch your calf.

Each exercise should be done over 15-20 metres with walk back or jogging recovery of 3-4 reps each.

These exercises can be incorporated in you cardiovascular section by interspersing them with jogging. You can also speed your exercises up when you feel more confident. 

Also try doing them barefoot indoors as running shoes prevent the calf and Achilles from optimally stretching.

So why not give it a go, it is a warm that includes, flexibility, strength, agility, and balance and sport specificity. You are not forced to change your warm-up as for many endurance athletes injuries that do occur are overuse and stretching will not change or prevent you from overusing your muscles. But stretching does not represent specific preparation for a real-live training session or competition. 
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Do not forget your stretching. Muscles can be fairly tight and near spasm after a strenuous workout or competition. At this point stretching is a fine way to transform a hyper-contracted muscle into a relaxed state, which can comfortably adapt to the more passive activities, which follow a training session and also prepare you for the next session. Also if you are a beginner do not use stretches unless you know how, seek advice from someone who knows the correct techniques as stretching can cause injury if not done properly. 

Article 6 – cooling down and static stretching - safety!

