
Athletic Trainers: How to Use the Latest Data to Support Flexibility and 

Stretching 
 

The past few decades have seen incredible shifts in recommendations regarding the benefits, and 

potential risks, of different stretching protocols for athletes. Unfortunately, individual studies can 

have highly variable protocols that may lead to conflicting results and confusion for practitioners 

and their athletes.  

 

Several recent systematic reviews can help sort out some of these discrepancies, but 

determinations of “best practice” regarding stretching are certainly subject to some controversy 

and future change, and it can be incredibly difficult to figure out the best advice to give a young 

athlete. Here, Dr. Michele LaBotz, TrueSport Expert and sports medicine physician, shares what 

we know now about stretching.  

 

Static stretching—where you stay in one position and hold a stretch for a specified amount of 

time—was the original standard for stretches done by athletes. The original static stretching logic 

back then was simple: if you did a lot of static stretching, you would prevent injury and perform 

better.  

 

However, over the years, that concept was ‘debunked,’ and some research came out showing that 

static stretching could decrease performance and increase injury risk. “After that, static 

stretching, whether before working out or as part of a warm-up routine, fell out of favor,” says 

LaBotz. “That’s when dynamic stretching became more popular.” As the name suggests, 

dynamic stretching is more movement-based, with athletes actively moving through the range of 

motion. For instance, bending over to touch your toes and holding that position for 30 seconds 

would be a static stretch, while leg swings would be a dynamic stretch.  

 

But then, a recent meta-analysis looking at a series of studies done on stretching found that the 

uproar against static stretching was a “little overblown,” according to LaBotz. As with many 

things in the health and fitness world, the studies that initially scared people away from doing 

static stretching were more nuanced than headlines made them seem. However, there are still 

important caveats for athletic trainers to be aware of.  

 

“It turns out that, in some cases, static stretches may actually help prevent injury,” says LaBotz. 

“It may also help to increase range of motion, which can potentially help with performance in a 

lot of different sports. But it doesn’t mean every athlete should be doing static stretches every 

day.”  

 

So, what does this mean for you as an athletic trainer? 

 

Variable effects for endurance vs. non-endurance athletes 

"For high-performance athletes in non-endurance sports, avoiding static stretches as part of the 

warm-up may still the best protocol,” LaBotz says. “There are some studies that show small 

decreases in speed and power immediately following a static stretch warm up. However, other 

studies in endurance athletes show some improvements in running economy and decreased 

perceived effort after a warm-up that included either static or dynamic stretches.”  
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Understand your athlete’s growth phase 

“Flexibility is particularly important for athletes who are in a rapid phase of growth,” says 

LaBotz. “As a young person grows, their bones grow first, and then the muscles and the tendons 

all stretch out to accommodate them before catching up. While they're doing so, the athlete's 

flexibility goes down, since there’s naturally more tension on the muscles and tendons." So, if an 

athlete suddenly seems less flexible and has recently grown an inch or two, that’s not a cause for 

alarm. LaBotz explains, “Sometimes just maintaining flexibility requires dedicated effort during 

these growth phases.”  

 

Understand what a ‘good stretch’ feels like 

Stretching should never be painful, says LaBotz. Part of the reason stretching got a bad name 

was because athletes would sometimes be forced into stretches that were too intense. (You may 

be able to recall a physical education teacher pressing down on your upper back to ‘help you’ go 

further in a seated forward fold, taking the stretch from pleasant to painful.) “A good stretch feels 

like a bit of a pull, maybe a small amount of discomfort, but there should never be pain,” says 

LaBotz. Always err on the side of caution! 

 

Find modalities that work for your athlete 

LaBotz is a fan of combining different modes of stretching and improving flexibility and 

mobility, including static stretches, dynamic movements, equipment like foam rollers, and 

assisted methods like dynamic nerve glides, where the athletic trainer helps the athlete move 

through a range of motion that helps open up tight spots.  

 

Incorporate static stretches at the right time 

“Stretching is always best when the body is warm,” says LaBotz. “It's great to do stretching as a 

cool down after practice—or if you want to do a stretch session before practice, still start with a 

warm up to get the blood flowing." And when it comes to adding static stretches, especially 

around practice, aim for two holds of around 20 seconds each. “You don't want to overdo it,” 

says LaBotz. “Too much of a good thing is not a good thing.” For rapidly growing kids, having 

some kind of stretching protocol most days of the week is ideal.  

 

Skip stretching for more flexible athletes 

The caveat to stretching for young athletes is that for naturally flexible kids, stretching isn’t the 

best use of their time. If an athlete is extremely flexible or even struggles with hypermobility, 

LaBotz notes that they need to spend that time working on stability and strength.  

 

Check posture and mobility 

“There are a couple of patterns that I’m noticing in young athletes now,” says LaBotz. “Many 

now have the 'head forward’ position, often from being on phones or computers for most of the 

day. It sets these kids up for increased risk of back pain, as well as shoulder injury because it 

puts the shoulder in a bad position. Make sure that they're doing some stretches across the front 

of their chests to open up that area.”  

 

 

https://www.nfpt.com/blog/nerve-glides
https://truesport.org/preparation-recovery/why-recovery-routines-are-just-as-important-as-pre-game-ones/
https://truesport.org/preparation-recovery/why-recovery-routines-are-just-as-important-as-pre-game-ones/


Individualize recommendations to your athlete’s specific sport 

After assessing general posture, mobility, and flexibility concerns for an athlete, consider the 

sport-specific stretches that would be performance-enhancing. LaBotz reports, “A thrower, for 

instance, should focus on stretching out the posterior capsule in their shoulder, but for a 

swimmer, you would do the opposite and stretch out the anterior.”  

 

She also encourages athletic trainers to think beyond the basics and consider less-common 

stretches, such as hip stretches for a thrower since lower body rotation is important. “Pay 

attention to the whole kinetic chain,” she says. “Every athlete is going to come in with a different 

set of strengths and limitations, meaning they need to build up certain aspects to improve 

performance in their specific sport."  

 

Takeaway 

Based on the latest research, athletic trainers can feel comfortable recommending both static and 

dynamic stretching after analyzing what will best serve an athlete based on their sport, body 

type, existing flexibility, and injury history. 
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