Core Stability work

Many strength training programmes ignore the postural, stabilising muscles within the abdominal, hip and back regions. Many people view many repetitions of the sit-up exercise being wholly appropriate for working this area. However, such exercises place an over-emphasis on the trunk flexing muscles of the upper Rectus Abdominuus (the 6 pack), and effectively detrain, or at best under-work, other important muscles in the core region. Strength in this area is essential to allow you to have a strong or stable base from which the skeletal lever system i.e. your limbs can operate. Such a stable base will allow a more effective transfer of strength and power to your limbs from the large and strong muscles in your back and pelvis during power activities, such as running. In addition, a strong core will protect your back from injury in contact situations, as external forces are not absorbed by the muscles but transferred from your back during forceful activity. 

The emphasis during the following exercises is on quality and control. The back should be braced pelvis kept straight and aligned throughout. Throughout the following exercises, the neck flexors should be used appropriately. One way of ensuring this is to put the tongue in the correct position (roof of the mouth) throughout the movements. If you notice where the position of the tongue against the top of the mouth when you swallow, this is where it should be positioned during the following exercises. 

Practice a back brace by tightening your abdominals with the following cues: Lie flat on your back, with the knees bent to 90o, feet flat on the floor. 

1. Place your hands under the small of your back. Without flattening the back, pull your belly button inward, and tighten the pelvic floor muscles (imagine that you are trying to stop yourself urinating). You should be able to feel the tightness in your lower back, as your hands should feel like they are really being squeezed. 

2. Repeat the above in a standing position. 

3. Lie flat on your back, with the knees bent to 90o, feet flat on the floor. Raise the legs so that there is a 90o bend at the hip and knee joints. Brace the back (as in 1), and, keeping the joint angles the same, lower the legs to the floor without the back leaving the floor. Lower until the sacrum (bone at the very base of the spine) touches the floor, and then return. Ensure that the lower back brace is maintained throughout. You should really feel this exercise in the region of the lower Rectus Abdominuus (front abdominal muscle). 

4. Balance on one leg and slowly swing the other leg backwards and forwards in a full running action without the pelvis rotating, twisting or dipping (i.e. maintain a full emphasis on the abdominal brace). Progress to doing the exercise with the eyes shut. 

5. Stand on one leg on a wobble board (or rolled up towel) and do single knee bends. You should emphasise keeping your balance, pelvis straight (lower back braced) and hip/knee/big toe in alignment as you glance down.

	



Swiss ball work: 
A Swiss ball is a large inflatable ball designed specifically to work core stability. Most reputable gyms should have access to one. If you are not able to access this equipment, then a substitute can be a hot water bottle, inflated to between 50-100% of capacity. 

The following are basic exercises (hold each for 5 seconds, repeat x 5-10) which can be undertaken: 

Sit on the Swiss ball in the gym, place 1 foot on the floor (knee bend should be 90o), and hold the other leg straight out. You should balance and maintain the brace position, thus keeping the trunk and pelvis stable. Repeat, and switch the leg position. 

Lie on your back on the ball, so that it rests just above the level of the shoulder-blade) and balance (keeping the pelvis level and maintaining the braced position) with one foot flat on the floor (knee bent to 90o) and the other leg out straight. Hold 5 seconds, repeat x 10. 

