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how much time we spend 
stretching is largely 
determined by the logistics 
oF our schedule and how 
much oF our body we want 
to stretch. engaging in a 
stretching program that 
stretches the entire body is 
optimal.
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figure 9 demonstrates a stretch for the gluteal region. 
the thigh is drawn up and across the body. Varying the exact 
angle of the thigh can optimally stretch different fibers of the 
gluteal region. 

figure 10 demonstrates a stretch for the hip flexor 
group. note: when performing this stretch, it is important to 
keep the trunk vertical. 

figure 11 demonstrates a stretch for the hamstring 
group. with the knee joint fully extended, rock forward with the 
pelvis (the spine does not need to bend). 

figure 12 demonstrates a stretch for the plantarflexors 
of the posterior leg. a, for the gastrocnemius, the knee joint 
must be extended. b, for the soleus, the knee joint should be 
flexed. For both muscles, the heel must remain flat on the floor. 

A

B
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When stretching a muscle, bring the muscle 
to the point of  tension where it just starts to 
resist the stretch. Then the muscle should be 
slowly stretched, just slightly longer than the 
point where tissue tension was reached.
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a stretch can be enhanced by adding a neural 
inhibition component, whether performed stati-
cally or dynamically. neural inhibition involves 
the nervous system inhibiting; in other words, 
relaxing a muscle so that it can be stretched 
more effectively. two nervous system reflexes 
can be utilized for this: reciprocal inhibition re-
flex and the golgi tendon organ reflex. 

reciprocal inhibition is a reflex that inhib-
its/relaxes the antagonist muscles when an ag-
onist (mover) muscle is contracted. the key to 
using this reflex is to create a scenario in which 
our target muscle (the muscle to be stretched) 
is the antagonist of a joint motion. it’s quite 
simple to do. we contract our musculature 
to actively move our body into the position of 
stretch of the target muscle. For example, if our 
target muscles are the hip flexors, we simply 
move the thigh into extension at the hip joint.
 in effect, any dynamic stretch adds the com-
ponent of reciprocal inhibition if we actively 
move the body part into the position of the 
stretch instead of passively moving it there. For 
example, when stretching the posterior shoul-
der region as seen in Figure 2, instead of using 
the left hand to bring the right upper extremity 
into the position of stretch, we contract the an-
terior shoulder musculature of the right upper 
extremity to actively move it into the position of 
stretch. in addition to the mechanical compo-
nent of stretching the posterior soft tissues, the 
posterior muscles will be reciprocally inhibited 
so they can then be stretched more effectively.
 once the position of stretch is reached, we 
then further stretch the target musculature; 
this is done passively by using the left hand 
to stretch the right upper extremity. stretches 
that utilize reciprocal inhibition are called ag-

onist contract (ac) stretches. aaron mattes’ 
technique, active isolated stretching, is a form 
of ac stretching. ac stretches are usually per-
formed dynamically; therefore the position of 
stretch is only held for a couple of seconds and 
eight to 10 repetitions are performed.

the golgi tendon organ reflex inhibits a 
muscle from contracting if that muscle is first 
contracted with moderate or greater force. to uti-
lize this reflex when stretching, we need to first 
actively contract our target musculature. this is 
usually done isometrically against the resistance 
of our own body. if the right-sided posterior neck 
musculature in Figure 6 are our target muscles, 
instead of simply stretching the neck with the 
left hand, we would contract the right-sided pos-
terior neck muscles against resistance provided 
by our left hand. then we would use our left 
hand to bring the neck into a position of greater 
stretch (flexion and left lateral flexion).
 stretches that utilize the golgi tendon organ 
reflex are called contract relax (cr) stretches. 
they are also known as post-isometric relax-
ation (pir) and proprioceptive neuromuscular 
facilitation (pnF) stretches (note: ac stretching 
is also sometimes known as pnF stretching). 
the isometric contraction of a cr stretch is 
held between five and 10 seconds, and three  
to four repetitions are usually performed.
 any stretch can have a neural inhibition com-
ponent of cr or ac stretching added to it. logis-
tically though, it is sometimes easier to convert 
a stretch into one or the other depending upon 
the mechanics of the situation. because both 
cr and ac stretching require active contraction 
of musculature, they have the added benefit of 
strengthening musculature and improving neu-
ral pathways from the central nervous system.

adding neural inhibition  
to the stretch

               For a 10–15 minute stretching routine,  
look to figures 1–12 on pages 33–34 and 36.
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would you liKe more inFormation about how selF-care can help massage therapists 
preVent injury? looK to the “liVing well” section oF this issue, starting on page 15. 
there you’ll Find a Variety oF ideas to Keep you at your best.
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