Article 6 - Cool down and stretching safety

Physiologically a cool down helps your body make the transition from intense training to normal daily activities.

A post jog or walk can 

1. Decrease blood pooling – running helps to pump blood to the heart rather than it pooling in your legs. If you just stand around after training or competition less blood is able to return to the heart, which can in turn cause dizziness.

2. Remove lactate more quickly, a cool down increases the blood flow therefore increases movement of lactate out of the muscle and the rate at which your muscles utilize lactate.

3. Reduces adrenaline levels

4. Reduces muscles stiffness (although not proven)          Ref 1

Stretching is an important part of a cool down not only physically but mentally, it can prepare you for your next workout. Stretching is important to increase flexibility yet it is often neglected. Many people will go through their training routine and then decide to skip stretching because they are too tired or want to get home. We’ve all done it from time to time. Including stretches as part of your cool down will help you function better throughout the day and make you feel better.

The goal of stretching is to lengthen the muscle and move the corresponding joints through full range of motion (ROM), allowing both contractile (muscle and tendon) and the non- contractile (ligament and joint capsule) structures to lengthen. Stretching exercises can 

· Relieve muscle tension

· Keep muscles flexible, helping posture and balance

· Lengthen muscles and increase ROM, may increase stride length

· Help prevent muscle and joint injuries by elongating and relaxing muscles

Tight muscles can cause chronic pain, sitting all day after exercise can cause tight hip flexors and loose buttock muscles. This muscular imbalance can make the joint weaker as parts of the structures bare more weight than they should. In many cases back pain is caused by tight hamstring muscles, which causes the hips and pelvis to rotate backwards. Ref 2

The research

An article called stretching before and after exercise on muscle soreness and injury risk looks at previous literature in this area. It found 5 relevant articles 3 of which looked at post exercise stretching. 77 subjects were pooled for Meta analysis of muscle soreness outcomes at 24, 48 and 72 hours after exercise. On average a 2% reduction in soreness over the first 72 hours after exercise was found which was not significant enough to be in favour of stretching over non-stretching. For risk of lower limb injury, there was a 5% decrease in injury risk for post stretching but again it was not significant. Ref 3

Another study by van Mechelen et al reported by implementing an intervention (included warm-up, cool-down and stretching) there was no effect in reducing injury compared to the control group but did improve specific knowledge of warm-up, cool-down and stretching techniques. This been a positive in regards to changing behaviour which may eventually lead to a reduction in running injuries. Ref 4

An article by T Amerien 1986 looked at education of warm-up for improvement of flexibility. There were two groups, the 1st completed 15 minutes of stretching before running the 2nd group carried out the same routine after running. After 9 weeks the 2nd group achieved significantly higher flexibility levels in the ankles, lower back and shoulder. Ref 5

Cool down routine

Your cool down routine should start with easy running/walking for 1-3 miles. The optimal clearance of lactate, adrenaline ECT. occurs at the start of your cool down run at 65-75% of your maximum heart rate. Slow down further for the last 5 minutes. Only the marathon is the exception to this but you should still try to keep moving. Ref 1

Stretching

Without consistent stretching your muscles will tend to tighten over time leading to decreased stride length and increased risk of injury. After you cool down can be the best time to increase your flexibility. Stretches should be held for 15-30 seconds, in 15 minutes you can complete 25-30 stretches, which will allow you to stretch each of the major muscle groups in your legs, buttocks and back 2-3 times.

Note

The slow jogging and walking is very important, your body may take a while to adjust to the fact that you’ve just stopped running. To force your muscles into the opposite action like stretching immediately after you stop can cause them to actually constrict more in an effort to save them selves. If you choose to stretch after a run the best time is 30-45 minutes after you stop allowing you time to eat, and shower. Ref 2

Flexibility is an important component of fitness that should not be neglected; including a stretching routine everyday will have great benefit on your performance level. 

Tips

1. Warm up prior to a stretching routine, this can be achieved by marching, arm rotations, knee raises and shoulder shrugs. Can be included after a training session.

2. Do stretches in sequence start at the top and work your way down

3. If you decide to do stretches in your warm-up they should be held for 10-15 seconds. As a compulsory part of you cool-down they should be held for 15-30 seconds

4. Maintain good posture, keep your abdominals contracted, stretch slowly and take deep breaths. It can sometimes help to breathe out as you first initiate the stretch and as you increase your stretch.

5. Do not force the stretch or bounce you should only feel a mild discomfort nothing more if so shorten the stretch or stop

6. Do not stretch an injured muscle unless directed by a qualified sport therapist.

Here are some examples of lower limb stretches for runners.

Column 1


Column 2

Column 3
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First column description of stretches

1) Inner thigh – sit on the floor with the soles of your feet together and as close to your groin as you can. Push your knees down towards the floor. You will feel the stretching on the inside of your thighs.

2) Buttock and back of thigh – bend the leg to be stretched towards your chest and hold onto the knee with both arms. Pull your knee towards your chin keeping your head on the floor. You should feel the stretching on the back of your thighs and buttock. 

3) Front of hip– harden your stomach muscles to keep your back straight. Rotate the heel behind you outwards while pushing your hip forwards.

4) Front of thigh – lying on your side with your knees bent. Take hold of the ankle of your upper leg. Gently draw your foot towards your buttock. Feel the stretch in the front of your thigh.

Second column description of stretches

5) Buttock – lying on your back with your knees bent. Cross the ankle of the leg to be stretched over the other knee. Put your arms around the thigh as shown. Bring your thigh towards your stomach. Feel the stretch in your buttock.

6) Back of thigh – half kneeling. Keep the leg in front of you straight with toes pointing towards the ceiling. (A cushion may be placed under the bent knee). Rotate the hip (on the bent knee side) inwards keeping your back straight. Feel the stretch at the back of the straight leg.

7) Calf – stand with your feet hip width apart. Place your hands shoulder width apart on the floor. Look at the floor between your feet. Shift one leg slightly behind you and push your heel down into the floor. Feel a gentle stretch in your calf. Allow the other leg to bend slightly. To change the stretch slightly perform in same position but push the leg in front, heel down into the floor.

8) Lower back and buttock – lying on your back with one leg bent. Bring your bent knee over the other leg and push your knee against the floor with the opposite hand. Then reach the other arm to the opposite side looking in the same direction. You will feel the stretching in you lower back and buttock.

Column 3 description of exercises

9) Lower back and buttock – lying with knee bent and feet on the floor. Lift your knees towards your chest. Place your hands behind both knees and draw them towards your chest. 

10) Hip stretch – sit on floor with both legs bent at 90 degree angles, slowly lean forward until you feel a gentle stretch in you hip.

Keep stretching a habit, relax throughout the stretch and listen to your body.

Next months article

Basic nutrition for the running population
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