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by Joseph E. Muscolino  |  photos by Yanik Chauvin body mechanics

Stretching the Low Back—
THERAPIST ASSISTED AND CLIENT SELF-CARE STRETCHES 
FOR THE LUMBOSACRAL SPINE

BEFORE PRACTICING ANY NEW MODALITIES OR TECHNIQUES, CHECK WITH YOUR STATE’S MASSAGE THERAPY REGULATORY AUTHORITY TO ENSURE THEY 
ARE WITHIN THE STATE’S DEFINED SCOPE OF PRACTICE FOR MASSAGE THERAPY.

CLINICAL ORTHOPEDIC MASSAGE THERAPY
The essence of most manual therapies, and certainly 
clinical orthopedic massage therapy, is to loosen taut soft 
tissues, thereby allowing for greater freedom of motion. 
Soft tissue manipulation is an extremely effective tool 
toward that end. However, its effectiveness is limited 
when it is the only therapy that is employed. Massage 
can help to break up fascial adhesions, and relax and 
loosen muscle tone. However, for these changes to 
be more effective and to last longer, it is important to 
also stretch the client’s tissues. Stretching muscles 
lengthens their spindles, promoting a relaxation in 
spindle tone and therefore a decreased sensitivity of the 
gamma motor system to stretch, thereby allowing for a 

decreased baseline tone of the musculature. Stretching 
and lengthening all soft tissues also helps prevent 
fibrous adhesions from forming/reforming, allowing any 
increased range of motion gained during the treatment 
session to last. 

STRETCH AFTER TISSUES ARE WARMED
Therefore, when working with clients who have a low 
back condition, it is beneficial to know how to stretch 
the client’s lumbosacral spine. Because active self-care 
by the client is such an important part of an effective 
treatment strategy, being able to instruct the client 
on how to perform low back stretches at home is also 
extremely important.

THE ESSENCE OF 
MOST MANUAL 
THERAPIES, and 
certainly clinical 
orthopedic massage 
therapy, is to loosen 
taut soft tissues, 
thereby allowing for 
greater freedom of 
motion.
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 Although stretching is always theoretically beneficial, 
it is safest and most effective after the tissues have 
first been warmed up. Therefore, it is best to stretch 
the client after performing soft tissue manipulation. It 
is even more effective if moist heat is applied and soft 
tissue manipulation is done before stretching the client’s 
tissues. When giving self-care stretches to the client, it 
is best to recommend that they perform these stretches 
after they have first warmed up their tissues, either by 
physical activity or by applying moist heat (e.g., hot 
shower or bath, Jacuzzi, moist heating pad). 

CAUTION
When stretching is done, it must be within the tolerance 
of the client’s tissues to prevent them from being torn, 
and to prevent a muscle spindle (stretch) reflex from 
being engaged. Whether stretching is therapist-assisted 
or done by the client at home, first bring the tissues 
to tension, and then add a gentle increased range of 
motion stretching force. Stretching can be assertive, but 
it should never be forced. 

LUMBOSACRAL SPINE STRETCHES
Because stretching is such an integral part of clinical 
orthopedic manual therapy, knowing assisted and self-
care stretches for the lumbosacral spine is essential 
for your clients with low back conditions. Following 
are a number of therapist-assisted and client self-care 
lumbosacral spine stretches that you may consider 
adding into the treatment strategy for your clients. 

THERAPIST-ASSISTED STRETCHES:
1. Single Knee to Chest 
Single knee to chest is an excellent way to begin 
stretching the client’s lumbosacral region (Figure 1). Its 
purpose is to stretch the posterior gluteal musculature 
as well as the sacroiliac joint on that side. When bringing 
the client’s knee to their chest, the direction that you 
press is important. If you press too horizontally (parallel 
with the table), the client’s pelvis will tend to lift off the 
table, causing the stretch to leave the gluteal region and 
move up into the lumbar spine. However, if you press 
too downward into the client’s abdomen, it might be 
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