
 To Stretch or Not to Stretch (Part 1) 
 
Everybody knows that you are supposed to stretch before you workout. 
Stretching is thought to reduce the likelihood of injuries and many assume 
that stretching is a necessary component of a workout. People are always 
being told that they mustn't forget to stretch, lest they suffer from muscle 
strain and a great deal of pain, if they do not stretch before engaging in 
physical activity.  The question is, is stretching really helping our bodies or is 
this just a myth that desperately needs revision? 
   
 Many assume that stretching leads to a reduction of injuries, but before we 
can answer this question, we need to discuss what stretching is. A common 
mistake people make is that they assume that stretching is a type of warming-
up or that even, stretching IS warming-up!  Stretching and warming-up are 
two different physical activities, with different purposes, goals and outcomes. 
As mentioned in the previous article on warming-up, the purpose of warming-
up is to increase your body and muscle temperature, by slowing increasing 
your heart rate and breathing rate. This increases the flow of oxygen and 
nutrients to your muscles, preparing them for hard, physical work.  This is 
something that should be done BEFORE stretching.  Warming-up will in fact, 
increase the range of motion possible while stretching.  Stretching is a 
physical activity where a muscle is lengthened in order to increase the 
flexibility of the muscle.  This leads to greater control of one's muscles, which 
allows for a greater range of motion.  Stretching and warming-up are therefore 
two different physical activities, with two different purposes and two different 
goals. 

 
There are several different forms of stretching: 
 
Ballistic stretching - This type of stretch involves repeating certain bouncing 
movements over and over again in order to force the muscle beyond its 
normal range of motion.  An example of this would be bouncing down and 
then trying to touch your toes. 
 
Static stretching – This type of stretch involves stretching the muscle and 
holding it in place for a certain period of time.  An example of this would be 
extending out your arms and holding them in position. 
 
Proprioceptive Neuromuscular Facilitation (PNF) Stretching - This type of 
stretch alternates between muscle contracting and muscle stretching.  An 
example of this would be stretching your leg and then contracting it for a few 
seconds. 
 
As with any other type of exercise, double-check with your doctor, 
physiotherapist, or personal trainer before attempting any of these stretches.  



The examples are given only so that our readers will have some background 
on the issue. There is some research that supports the claim that stretching is 
effective at reducing injuries.  It is maintained that stretching prevents injuries 
because it increases the flexibility of muscles, which makes muscle 
contractions smoother, thereby reducing injuries. Others found that stretching 
was also effective, when it was when it was combined with a warm-up 
(obviously, warming up before stretching and not vice versa).  It was also 
noted that stretching was found to reduce the number of groin or buttock 
problems in women.   One scientist recommended that stretching is most 
effective when done within 15 minutes before engaging in physical activity.   
Another study found that there is some support that stretching helps to lower 
the risk of musculotendinous injuries.  Next week, I will continue with part 2.  
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 To Stretch or Not to Stretch (Part 2) 
 
 
 
There is some research that supports the claim that stretching is effective at 
reducing injuries.  It is maintained that stretching prevents injuries because it 
increases the flexibility of muscles, which makes muscle contractions 
smoother, thereby reducing injuries. Others found that stretching was also 
effective, when it was when it was combined with a warm-up.  It was also 
noted that stretching was found to reduce the number of groin or buttock 
problems in women.   One scientist recommended that stretching is most 
effective when done within 15 minutes before engaging in physical activity.   
Another study found that there is some support that stretching helps to lower 
the risk of musculotendinous injuries. Conversely, there are several studies 
that reported that stretching does not help prevent injuries.  One study found 
that general fitness was more important in injury prevention than stretching.  
When it comes to stretching itself, some studies have found that stretching 
can actually hurt muscle strength and reduce power. Other scientists 
discovered that when stretching was added after warm-up, it did not lower the 
incidence of injuries that resulted from overuse.  The extra flexibility in range 
of motion was reported to not be as beneficial as thought and was found to 
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lead to injury, as well as to impede performance.  Six different investigations 
found that static stretching did not reduce the prevalence of injuries caused by 
exercise and only one found that it helped reduce them.   Another researcher 
testified that when stretching is done either before or after physical activity, it 
did not aid in the prevention of muscle soreness and did not reduce the risk of 
injury. 
 
One study suggested 5 reasons why stretching before exercise would not 
prevent injuries: 
 

(1) In animal studies, it was found that when muscles were heated up 
(for instance, by a hot pack), this resulted in tissues rupturing more 
easily. 

(2) Certain activities (such as jogging) do not require extremely long 
muscles so stretching is unnecessary. 

(3) Most often muscle strain occurs during activities that put pressure on 
the muscles, forcing them to elongate, such as slowly stepping down 
off of a step. 

(4) Stretching has been found to bring about damage at the 
cytoskeleton level. 

(5) Muscle pain has been discovered to conceal muscle pain. 
 
One of the biggest problems with the literature on stretching is that many 
studies contain fatal design flaws.  Many of them did not distinguish between 
the types of physical activity performed when they examined the effect of 
stretching on injury reduction.  This is an important factor that should not be 
overlooked.  One researcher found that when studies differentiated between 
different types of physical activity, the effect of stretching depended on the 
type of activity performed.  For instance, certain activities such as gymnastics 
or dancing require stretching beforehand and therefore, stretching led to an 
increase in performance capabilities.  However, for activities such as jogging 
or cycling, which require less flexibility, there was found to be no positive 
effect of stretching.  It should be noted that there wasn't a negative effect 
found either.  
 
While some studies did not distinguish between the type of physical activity 
performed, others found that several studies did not differentiate between type 
of injury incurred.  This factor is also extremely important.  Many studies did 
not differentiate between sprain, strain, overuse injury.  All of this makes 
information from studies rather confusing and therefore it is problematic to 
draw conclusions from faulty data.   
 
A general conclusion reached by nearly all researchers was that there needs 
to be more research done in this area to clarify as to whether or not stretching 
reduces, increases or is ineffective when it comes to injury reduction.  This is 
one of the most heavily debated issues in sports medicine and while I would 
wish to give a definitive answer, it appears that it would be more realistic to 
conclude that more research really needs to be conducted.  Only once there 
is research that distinguishes between different types of injuries, as well as 
different types of athletic activities, with proper definitions and carefully 



constructed investigations can proper and most importantly, accurate 
conclusions be drawn.  For the time being it appears that there is more 
evidence supporting that stretching is not as effective as it commonly thought.  
Therefore, I presently conclude that there is not enough evidence to continue 
or discontinue stretching. 
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