Selected stretching exercises for cycling
BY CHARLES HOWE

As with weight training, proof of the benefits of stretching is elusive, with controversy the inevitable result.
Still, stretching may help to lessen the chance of injury and muscle fatigue, especially when a specific need or
condition is present. Leaving aside from any discussion about the validity of such claims, it is important that
certain steps be followed to minimize the chance that stretching itself might cause injury:

1. Warm up first. Contrary to occasional misconception, stretching exercises do not “warm up” the muscles,
rather, they are meant to achieve a basic level of flexibility (range of motion), and in fact, they require a
~5-10 minute warm-up period of light cardiovascular activity (walking, jogging, or cycling) which should
immediately precede any stretching program. Stretches may be performed before (no more than 2 hours
prior) or after working out, and the latter may actually be the most time-efficient.

2. Stretch when stiff, but not when sore. Soreness is an indication of inflammation and injury, and stretching
muscles when they are sore may exacerbate these conditions.

3. Stretching should be done regularly. Daily stretching is ideal, but at least four days a week should be
sufficient for recreational athletes. Progress comes gradually, and may become apparent only after a
period of several weeks.

4. Go slowly and gently. When a muscle is stretched, the body reacts to protect itself against overstretching
by sending a signal to the muscle which initiates a reflex contraction. The intensity of the reflex depends
on the speed and force with which the muscle is stretched, therefore, quick, jerky movements increase the
likelihood of injury. Instead, stretches should be performed slowly and deliberately, which moderates the
reflex response, and “ballistic” (bouncing) motions should be avoided in favor of “static” stretches, where
the muscle is gradually and gently brought up to a point of light tension, which is held constant for at least
15 seconds.

Additionally, when a muscle encounters resistance that allows it to contract but not lengthen, such as an
isometric exercise, the contractile reflex is briefly inhibited, and the muscle can be stretched even farther.

A final way around the reflex contraction is “active stretching,” where one muscle group is contracted,
causing the opposing group to relax, and allowing it to be stretched.

Each of these three methods is utilized in the following stretches:

Upper hamstrings — lying on the floor, flat on your back, draw your knee to your chest, grasp and hold for 15
seconds, keeping the opposite leg straight meanwhile (Fig. 1). Relax for 5 seconds, then repeat twice, holding
the stretch 5 seconds longer each time.

Hamstrings — lying on your back, fully extend the leg to be stretched, without locking the knee, then slowly
raise it just until there is tension in the muscle, while keeping the opposite leg straight. Clasp your hands just
behind and above the knee for support, but do not pull back. Hold for 15 seconds, then immediately push
against your hands, performing an isometric contraction for half as long (Fig. 2). Relax for a few seconds, then
repeat twice, holding the stretch 5 seconds longer each time.

Adductors - sitting on the floor with you back straight against the wall, bring the soles of your feet together and
as close to your groin as possible. Move your knees toward the floor and hold for 15 seconds (Fig. 3a), then
lock your hands, place your elbows inside your knees, and perform an isometric contraction for half as long
(Fig. 3b). Repeat twice, holding the stretch 5 seconds longer each time.

Gastrocnemius — standing with toes ~40 cm from a wall (may be moved back farther, as necessary), with knees
fully extended but not locked, place your hands against the wall and slowly lean closer to the wall, just until
there is tension in both calves (Fig. 4). Hold for 15 seconds, relax for 5 seconds, and repeat twice, holding the
stretch 5 seconds longer each time.
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Quadriceps- lying on your stomach, grasp the ankle of tlgettebe stretched, and try to bring the heel of the
foot to the buttocks. Hold the knees as closethmyeas possible, and do not rotate the pelvisseRhe thigh

off the floor as necessary to achieve tightnesthhénmuscle. Hold for 15 seconds, relax for 5 sdspand
repeat twice, holding the stretch 5 seconds loageh time.

lliopsoas— standing with one foot ~60-80 cm in front of thther, with both knees bent and rear heel off the
ground, move your pelvis forward until the thightbé back leg is behind the hip, and tension isifiethe hip
flexor area (upper front part) of the back leg. IdHtor 15 seconds, relax for 5 seconds, and refveat,
holding the stretch 5 seconds longer each time.
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Fig. 1. Gluteus/upper hamstring stretch.

Fig 2. Hamstring stretch (followed by contraction in saposition.)



