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Introduction 

Stretching is the most obvious tool at your disposal when you’re trying to increase your flexibility. 
There are many ways to stretch – static, dynamic, ballistic and PNF, and these can be broken down 
still further into a range of different categories and techniques. 

What is active flexibility/stretching?  

Static stretching, when a stretch is held in one place for a length of time, can most simply be sub-
divided into two types: 

1) Passive stretching 
2) Active stretching 

Passive stretching involves holding a stretch in place using assistance 
of some kind; this could be holding onto a wall to get a good chest 
stretch, resting your heel on a chair to stretch the hamstrings, or 
wrapping a towel around your foot to pull your leg towards you. In fact, 
passive stretching can be done using any number of objects, including 
of course, a pole, hoop, or silks, or even another person to hold a 
stretch in place.  

It is known as a passive stretch because you do not need to actively 
work to maintain the position. This is what most people think of when 
they are told to stretch and is probably still the most commonly 
performed type of flexibility training amongst the general public. 
Because passive stretches do not require much effort, they can 
generally be held for quite a long period of time; often up to 30-60 
seconds and sometimes even longer (assuming that the person only 
takes them to the recommended point of mild discomfort). 

 

Active stretching on the other hand, involves actively contracting one muscle group in order to bring 
about a stretch in another. This is possible because all muscle groups work in pairs, so for example if 
you contract your biceps, it always creates a stretch in your triceps. Similarly, if you contract your 
quadriceps muscles, then your hamstrings will always lengthen. The fancy name for this process is 
reciprocal inhibition (sometimes known as reciprocal innervation). 

Because active stretching involves the contraction of one muscle group in order to stretch its opposing 
partner, it can be quite tiring and therefore is generally only held for 10-15 seconds. It may not be the 
best choice for less fit or untrained individuals.  
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The term active stretching refers to the exercises being 
performed, whilst active flexibility relates to the outcome, 
namely the ability to take the joint through a range of 
motion in an active way. You will see both terms used 
frequently in various articles. 

To be able to carry out an active stretch, you must know 
your muscle pairs, referred to in the science as agonist-
antagonist pairs. You simply contract the opposing 
muscle in order to stretch the one you’re targeting i.e., if 
you want to stretch your chest, you need to contract your 
trapezius muscles. 

 

 

Muscle pairings 
Calf muscles (gastrocnemius and soleus) Shin muscles (tibialis anterior) 

 
Front of the thighs (quadriceps) 
 

Back of the thighs (hamstrings) 

Inner thighs (adductors) 
 

Outer thighs (abductors) 

Front of the hip (hip flexors) 
 

Bum (gluteus maximus) 

Stomach (abdominals) Lower back (erector spinae) 
 

Sides (obliques) 
 

Obliques on the opposing side 

Chest (pectoral muscles) Upper back (trapezius and rhomboids) 
 

Large back muscles (latissimus dorsi) Shoulders (deltoids) 
 

Front of the arms (biceps) 
 

Back of the arms (triceps) 

 
We’ll look at example stretches for many of these shortly. 

The benefits, drawbacks, and risks of active stretching 

As with all forms of training, it’s important to weigh up the pros and cons before deciding if it’s right 
for you. Let’s take a look at them now, starting with the main benefits: 
 

1) Strength: Active stretching is a great way of getting two for one; you’re strengthening one 
muscle whilst making its partner more supple 

2) Muscle balance: It’s thought that by using the contraction of the opposing muscle to achieve 
the stretch, you help to ensure that you achieve the correct strength ratio for that muscle pair 
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(for example, the strength in your quadriceps compared to your hamstrings). Get this right 
and there is less risk of postural issues and injuries 

3) Specificity: Activities like pole, hoop, aerial, gymnastics, and dance often require positions of 
flexibility to be held actively, so it makes sense to train this. 

 
There are some potential risks and drawbacks though: 
 

1) It’s tiring: It is hard work to hold the position and therefore many find it tiring and not at all 
relaxing. If done, use shorter hold times as mentioned earlier, around 10-15 seconds per 
stretch 

2) It’s easier to overdo this type of stretch: Tense the opposing muscle too much and you can 
get cramps or injure muscles or connective tissues, especially if you’re new to this type of 
stretching 

3) It may not be helpful before exercise: Whilst active, it’s still a static stretch and some research 
suggests this might be detrimental to strength and power levels if done before a workout. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The guidelines 
 
Based on everything we’ve discussed, here are some suggested guidelines for 
including active stretching in your training routine: 
 

• Warm up thoroughly beforehand for at least ten minutes. Increased muscle 
temperature will make them more elastic and improve the safety and 
effectiveness of the stretch 
 

• Hold stretches for 10-15 seconds or less to begin with if tiring 
 

• As with all stretches, only take it to the point of mild discomfort 
 

• Make sure you are well hydrated to decrease the risk of cramp in the 
working muscles 

 
• If doing them as part of a warm-up routine, perform some dynamic 

stretches afterwards to limit the effect on muscle strength and power 
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Active stretches to try 

Try these active stretches for different muscle groups: 
 

Toe lifts – calves 
 
Pull your foot up towards your shin by actively contracting the muscles in front of your shin bone. 
Keep your heel on the floor throughout, bum tucked in and abs engaged 
 

 
 

Toe points – heels 
 
Tense your calf muscle and actively point your foot down as far you can. Attempt to keep your toes 
relaxed throughout 

 

 
 

Lying straight leg lifts – hamstrings 
 
Lie on your back with both legs straight but maintaining the natural curve in your spine. Tense your 
quadriceps and hip flexors and pull one leg up, only as far as you can whilst keeping the leg straight 
and maintaining the curve in your spine. 
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Standing straight leg lifts – hamstrings 
 
As above except in a standing position. You can use a wall to ensure your body stays upright 
throughout. Be sure to maintain the natural curve in your spine. 

 

 
 

Leg side lifts – adductors 
 
Stand tall by a wall and use one arm to ensure you stay completely upright if necessary. Tense the 
hip abductor muscles (gluteus medius and minimus) and pull your outer leg outwards and upwards, 
maintaining posture throughout 

 

 
 

Lying heel to bum – quadriceps 
 

Lie face down, arms by your side with your palms pressing into the floor to aid stability. Tense 
your hamstrings and pull your heel towards your bum - be careful on this one as it can be a 
trigger for cramp! 
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Front lying donkey kick – hip flexors 
 
Use the same set-up position as the previous stretch, but this time tense your bum muscles and lift 
the front of your leg up away from the floor with your knee bent at 90 degrees. You can combine 
this with the quadriceps stretch for extra challenge. 
 

 
 

Shoulder blade squeezes – chest 
 
Stand upright and engage your core muscles. Take your arms out to your side and squeeze your 
shoulder blades together to pull them backwards as far as possible. Keep your shoulders relaxed 
away from your ears throughout. 

 

 
 

Side bends – obliques and lats 
 
Stand upright, feet about shoulder width apart. Take one arm straight up in air as far as you can. 
Tense the oblique muscles on the opposite side and pull the lower hand down towards the floor as 
your pull the higher arm over the body. 
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Upper back hugs - trapezius 
 
Stand upright and lift your arms out in front of you to chest height. Tensing your chest muscles, pull 
your arms into a big hug position to stretch your shoulder blades apart. Do so without linking your 
hands together to keep the stretch an active one. 
 

 
 

Torso twists – obliques 
 
Take your arms out in front of you at chest height. Contracting your oblique muscles on one side to 
twist your body as far around as it will go without your hips or feet moving. 
 

 
 

Back extensions – abdominals 
 
Lie face down and place your hands either by your sides, behind your back or by your head, 
whichever feels right for you. Tense your lower back muscles and lift your torso away from the floor 
Keep your feet on the ground and head facing down throughout. 
 

 
 

 
 


