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There are various different sub-
classifications of static stretching. These are explained on the next page.                                                            
 

What is it? How is it done? 
 
Static stretching is perhaps the most well-known form. It involves moving slowly to a point 
of mild discomfort and then holding the stretch for a period of time at that point. You may 
ease further into the stretch if you feel the muscle relax after holding it for a while. 

When and why would you do it? 
 
The science is fairly clear on this these days. Static stretching before a workout will 
essentially switch the muscle off, decreasing strength and power output. In sporting 
activities like pole and aerial, this could decrease the ability to perform challenging moves. 
In some instances however, a static stretch before exercise may be helpful if the muscle is 
short and it is affecting movement. The posture advice in section 7 will explain when you 
might do this. 
 
Static stretching is best used after exercise to maintain and develop the flexibility of 
muscles. It is traditionally done as part of the cool-down element of a session and this is a 
good time to work on flexibility, as the muscles are warm and pliable. 

Benefits 
 

• Can help to maintain or develop 
the flexibility of muscles 

• It is a good way of relaxing 
mentally and is often used in 
classes like yoga 

• It is arguably easier to perform 
safely than some of the other 
stretching methods 

• It can be done with little space and 
needs little or no equipment. 

Risks 
 

• Done before a workout it can 
decrease the strength and power 
of muscles for a short period of 
time, limiting performance 

• If done too forcefully there is a risk 
of injury to the muscles, 
connective tissues and joints 



 

DYNAMIC STRETCHING 

PASSIVE AND ACTIVE STRETCHING 
 
Passive stretching – this is a static stretch where the individual uses something to assist 
them with the stretch. For example: 

• Wrapping a towel around the foot to stretch the hamstrings 
• Holding the wall to stretch the chest muscles 
• Having a partner help push you into the stretch position 

 
Active stretching – a static stretch where the person contracts one muscle to stretch the 
opposite muscle. This type of stretch uses the theory of ‘reciprocal inhibition’ where if a 
muscle contracts (the agonist), the other muscle (the antagonist) must lengthen to allow it 
to move.  For example: 

• Contracting the muscles of the upper back to pull the arms backwards stretches the 
chest muscles 

• Tensing the quadriceps muscles in the leg to lift it straight in front of you and as a 
result stretching the hamstrings in the back of the leg 

 
Active stretching has been suggested to be good for creating the correct muscle balance 
between agonists and antagonists, strengthening the agonist as the antagonist stretches. It 
is however hard work to hold the position and therefore many find it tiring and not relaxing. 
It may be best to use active stretches to maintain flexibility, holding for about 10-15 
seconds.  
 
Passive stretches on the other hand require less effort and so can be held for longer, making 
them a good choice for developmental stretches of 30-60 seconds. Just be careful when 
using a partner to assist the stretch as the person being stretched is not fully in control and 
the risk of injury increases as a result. If working in pairs the person being stretched MUST 
always dictate how far to take the stretch. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

MAINTENANCE AND DEVELOPMENTAL STRETCHING 
 
The distinction between these static stretches is shown in the table below. The main 
difference is obviously the aim, both are held at the point of mild discomfort but by staying 
in the stretch a little longer, it gives the muscles time to lengthen further and if repeated 
frequently over time, to stay that way. You’ll notice that developing muscle flexibility may 
also require more work, with up to 3 sets of each stretch required to have an effect. 
 

 Maintenance Developmental 
Aim To keep muscles at the same 

length 
 

To increase the length of the 
muscles 

Time 10-15 seconds per stretch 30-60 seconds per stretch, 1-3 
x for each stretch 
 

Intensity Held at the point of mild 
discomfort 

Held at the point of mild 
discomfort 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What is it? How is it done? 
 
This is a moving stretch, done at a steady, controlled pace when the muscle is not 
under tension. It differs from both ballistic stretching and mobility exercises as you 
will see.  

When and why would you do it? 
 
Dynamic stretches should be used as part of a warm-up. They are designed to 
effectively ‘wake up’ a muscle before it is used for an exercise. As such they can be 
done in the warm-up at the start of an exercise session or as part of a mini-warm-
up before each exercise done in the workout. 

Benefits 
 
• As moving stretches, they can be 

used to mimic any movements to 
be performed in the session that 
follows, effectively rehearsing the 
routine. 

• This rehearsal switches on the 
nerves responsible for the muscle 
contractions, meaning when you do 
the actual exercise your body 
performs it quickly and efficiently 

• A dynamic movement as part of a 
warm-up helps to keep muscle 
temperature higher and a warmer 
muscle is more supple 

• As dynamic stretching activates 
nerve signals, there is no decrease 
in strength or power as is seen with 
the static alternative 

• Dynamic stretches can be fun and 
progress from fairly basic 
movements to complex multi-joint 
exercises challenging balance and 
coordination and switching on the 
mind as much as the body, perfect 
for those in a sports setting. 

Risks 
 
• The performer could carry out the 

dynamic stretch too quickly 
increasing the risk of injuring 
muscles and connective tissues.  

• Stretches performed too quickly 
can activate the stretch reflex 
where the muscle lengthens quickly 
and then contracts as a safety 
mechanism to prevent it being 
injured. See the bit on ballistic 
stretching for more information on 
this. Ultimately the muscle ends up 
shorter rather than longer. 

• Dynamic stretches require balance 
and coordination and some may be 
too complex for new performers. 
People at risk of falls due to age or 
illness may be better to perform 
simple moves or even static 
alternatives. Whilst this would 
decrease strength and power 
slightly for them, it is unlikely they 
are fit enough to perform complex 
or difficult moves that need these 
anyway. 



BALLISTIC STRETCHING 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

What is it? How is it done? 
 
A ballistic stretch is a moving one performed at high speed. 

When and why would you do it? 
 
Most people shouldn’t do ballistic stretching as the high speed increases the risk of injury 
to the muscles, connective tissues and joints. Some sports however require muscles to be 
stretched at rapid speed. An example is gymnastics where an athlete may jump and land 
in the splits. Pole and hoop may involve a mix of slower, more controlled transitions 
between moves coupled with quicker, more explosive ones at times. 
 
Whether ballistic stretches are chosen then depends on: 

• The level of the performer. Only experienced, well-trained individuals should use 
this type of stretching 

• The need of the performer. The stretches should only be chosen if fast transitions 
are required 

• Injury history – if a performer has recently injured themselves or is prone to injury 
ballistic stretches are probably best avoided 

• Practice. Ballistic stretches should be added slowly over time. Start with slow, 
dynamic options and gradually increase the speed over time only up to the speed 
required in performance. 
 

Benefits 
 
• Can help performers needing to stretch 

muscles rapidly during certain moves 
or routines 

Risks 
 
• There is an increased risk of injury to 

muscles, tendons and joints 
• A significantly longer and more intense 

warm-up is required to help manage 
the risk of injury slightly 

• The fast speeds mean that it is far 
easier for poor posture and technique 
to occur 

• In most individuals not trained for this 
type of flexibility work, the stretch 
reflex is likely to be activated, resulting 
in shorter not longer muscles during 
the session that follows. 



PNF STRETCHING 
 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

What is it? How is it done? 
 

PNF, or Proprioceptive Neuromuscular Facilitation to give its full name, may sound like a 
bit of a mouthful but it’s a fairly simple stretching technique that can be used to good 
effect. There are a few variations but all involve contracting muscles to provoke a special 
response from the body known as the inverse stretch reflex, which then results in the 
muscle relaxing and lengthening further.  

When and why would you do it? 
 

PNF is a tool used when you want to increase the flexibility of a muscle. It is fairly 
advanced but can be used for most people if performed safely. The changes in muscle 
length from one bout of PNF stretching can be quite staggering and will often impress 
those who attempt it. The flexibility gained only lasts for 1-3 hours but done often enough 
permanent changes can be made. 

Benefits 
 

• An excellent tool for increasing muscle 
flexibility 

• The big changes seen from one PNF 
session can motivate people to 
continue with their flexibility routine 

• Working with a partner can make the 
stretching more enjoyable 

• The ability to perform PNF without 
partners, using towels, bands, walls, or 
even poles and hoops, means it can be 
done almost anywhere. 

Risks 
 

• The technique involves an isometric 
contraction of a muscle to increase the 
stretch. People with high blood 
pressure are advised not to do this as it 
can further increase pressure and 
increase the risk of cardiovascular 
events 

• Tensing muscles too much during the 
stretch can increase the risk of soft 
tissue injury. PNF should not be used 
on those who have had muscle or 
tendon injuries and not fully recovered 

• PNF often involves the use of a partner 
and if the communication is not 
effective there is a risk that they may 
push too far causing injury to the 
person being stretched. Only those 
who know what they are doing should 
assist in PNF stretching. 



ACTIVE ISOLATED STRETCHING 
 

 What is it? How is it done? 
 
Also known as the Mattes Method after its creator, Active Isolated Stretching or AIS, uses 
reciprocal inhibition but is very different to PNF. Stretches for a muscle are held for just 2 
seconds then released. This is repeated 8-10 times attempting to increase the range of 
movement slightly each time. 
 
When and why would you do it? 
 
The theory behind it is that by performing short stretches the nervous system does not 
have time to switch on the safety mechanism performed by the muscles spindles known 
as the stretch reflex. Science however seems to suggest that this isn’t the case, with 
nerves firing in fractions of a second. As such, whilst it probably will increase flexibility if it 
is done sensibly, basic developmental stretching and PNF techniques are likely to be more 
effective. 

Benefits 
 
• AIS probably will increase range of 

movement, after all something is 
better than nothing in most cases. 

Risks 
 
• The scientific rationale behind this 

stretching type appears to be poorly 
supported. It is not necessarily unsafe, 
just at present it does not appear to be 
the best choice of stretch method to 
increase muscle flexibility. 


