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Improving your flexibility (Importance of Stretching)
Written by Grant Compton, Qualified Biokineticist and Conditioning Coach who has worked for the Sports Science Institute, Pakistan Cricket Academy and most recently the South African Cricket Team. 

What is flexibility?

Flexibility can be described as the range of motion of a joint or a series of joints that are influenced by muscles, tendons, ligaments, and bony structures. Flexibility has been shown by many scientific studies to be improved by regular stretching. 


· Reduced risk of injury 

· Pain relief 

· Increased range of motion and thus improved athletic performance.


TYPES OF STRETCHING: 

Static Stretching 

This technique is widely viewed as the safest technique and is associated with the least injury risk when compared to other stretching techniques. This technique involves putting your muscle into a stretched position and holding this position. Studies have also revealed that this type of stretching improves your flexibility significantly if completed properly and on a regular basis. How long should you hold the stretch for? A study was completed on subjects stretching for 15, 30 and 60 seconds respectively. 

The study found that stretching for 15 seconds was not as effective as stretching for 30 seconds. The study also found that there was no significant difference between stretching for 30 and 60 seconds. The conclusion of the study was that stretching statically for 30 seconds is the most effective duration for improving flexibility. 
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PNF Stretching

‘PNF’ is the abbreviation for proprioceptive neuromuscular facilitation. This type of stretching technique requires one person to stretch another person. PNF stretching by exercise therapists is used to increase strength in the muscle, as well as enhance co ordination and flexibility. In terms of flexibility, 2 methods of PNF stretching will be discussed in this article. 

1. Isometric contraction followed by stretch in the muscle: 
An example of this is a hamstring stretch on your back. Your partner lifts your leg up to a position just before you feel a stretch (your leg should be straight). You then try to pull the leg down while your partner resists. Your partner should not allow you to move your leg up or down – it should remain completely stationary. Hold this contraction for roughly 5 seconds and relax. Your partner then moves your leg to a point where you can feel your hamstring being stretched. Repeat this procedure 3 times for each leg.

2. Contract-relax-stretch.

Contraction of the muscle while moving through a resisted range of motion followed by relaxation in the muscle and then a stretch. Get into the same position as the previous example (1). This time, from a near vertical position, with your leg straight, push your leg down against your partner while he resists your movement down. Then move the leg again up into a position where you can feel a stretch. Repeat this procedure 3 times for each leg.


Eccentric Flexibility Stretching 

This stretching technique to improve hamstring flexibility is almost the same as the PNF technique in that you use the same contract relax stretch technique but without a partner to assist. In place of a partner you can use a 1m rope or towel. Studies have shown this technique to be just as effective as static stretching. 
This stretching technique to improve hamstring flexibility is almost the same as the PNF technique in that you use the same contract relax stretch technique but without a partner to assist. In place of a partner you can use a 1m rope or towel. Studies have shown this technique to be just as effective as static stretching. 


Ballistic Stretching

This type of stretching technique incorporates rhythmical bouncing of the muscle. An example of this would be stretching your groin muscles. This is achieved by placing your feet wider than shoulder width and bouncing to the one side while keeping your feet on the ground. This technique is however termed ‘high risk’ and can lead to increased risk of injury. 
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Some people argue that sport involves a high degree of ballistic, dynamic movements and that to prepare for this type of activity, a degree of ballistic stretching is necessary. Conversely, studies have also been conducted that reveal ballistic stretching causes reflexive muscle contraction in the muscle being stretched. If the ballistic stretching is too fast or too hard, this type of stretch can actually cause a muscle strain or rupture. A good idea would be to complete light ballistic stretching only after static stretching for the same muscle. 

Remember, this is a high risk type of stretch and should not be completed unless you have been stretching on a regular basis
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