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Hip Mobility: Athletic Performance & Injury Prevention
By Dr. Kris Sheppard

Chiropractor, Strength and Conditioning Specialist
The human body consists of joints and muscles that allow us to move freely and resist forces that are trying to bring us down (ie gravity).  The joints of the body need a balance of stability and mobility, too much mobility and the joints are like a wet noodle and we will flop over on to the ground, too much stability and the joints become stiff as a board and it makes moving painfully difficult.  There are certain joints that require more stability or mobility.  The ankle needs mobility, the knee stability, the hip requires mobility, lower spine stability, upper spine mobility, shoulder stability.- essentially the joints in our body alternate between mobility and stability.  Of these joints the hips are of particular importance for athletic performance.  This brings me to the main focus of the article, hip mobility.  

As a Triathlete or runner the hip muscles are integral for performance, they drive the pedals on the bike, the kick in swimming and the leg turn over in the run.  You need your muscles to contract and relax quickly.  Most of us participating in sport don’t have the liberty of training full time and relaxing in between, we work.  For many of us our jobs involve sitting at a desk or in a car, this is a slow death sentence for the hips.  Why is sitting bad for the hips?  Sitting for prolonged periods leaves the hip flexors (muscles that pull the knee to the chest) in a shortened or contracted state.  At the same time, the opposing muscle group the hip extenders/gluts are stretched.  Remember when you mom said “if you make that face long enough it will stay like that” well she was kind of right.  The body is great at adapting, if you spend 8 hours a day sitting, the body will adapt that pattern of a chronic shortened hip flexor and stretched hip extender.  Now try to take the hips through a dynamic pattern like running, where joints need to go through a full range of motion and the muscles need to contract and relax at a high rate, it going to take a lot more effort.  Running velocity is stride-length x stride rate.  The lack of hip mobility is inhibiting stride frequency and stride length in a big way.  Running is the simplest example of how lack of hip mobility can impair performance but the same applies to the swim, bike and other sports.  Generally, People with hip mobility issues are the ones who come to me and say, “I have a hard time getting going but then after 30 minutes I start to feel better”.   Also, at the end of the race they are the ones that can’t turn the legs over fast enough to pick it up for the finish.  

Lack of hip mobility is linked to many common running injuries.  As I mentioned before, the joints in our body alternate between mobility and stability as a priority.  If you lose stability or mobility in one area you will compensate in another.  A lack of hip mobility will result in increased mobility in the lower back.  The joints in the lower back need to remain stable, thus all the core stability training you do.- don’t you?  So how will this pattern result in injury?  Two words: Repetitive strain.  Like long car rides with your sibling poking you, you can ignore it for a little while but ultimately it results in trauma.  Similarly in the low back if you are constantly getting flexion through the spine with hip flexion from running or cycling it is only a matter of time before something gives way.  A similar pattern can be seen in the knee as a result of tight hips, IT Band syndrome a common running injury, which presents as pain in the knee, results from tight, weak hips.  

How do you know you have a mobility issue in the hips (aside from pain and the feeling of stiffness) and what is proper mobility?  A simple test you can try is a deep squat.  Place your hands behind your head, feet a little wider than shoulder width, now try to sit back with hips and squat down as low as you can go without bending through the lower back.  Ideally you should be able to squat past 90 degrees at the knee with out bending through the low back.  Another test is standing hip flexion.  Place both hands against a wall, stay tall shoulders back, bring the knee up to the chest just past 90 degrees at the again don’t allow the lower back to bend.  Proper mobility in the hips is not being able to do the splits or pull your leg behind your head.  However, you should be able to move the hips freely past 90 degrees without compensating in the lower spine.

There are many ways to improve hip mobility and thus, help performance and reduce injury risk, aside from quitting your job, your sport or both.  Of course, if you are in pain or performing the above tests causes pain you should seek the advice of a health professional.  As Chiropractor, I may be biased in my opinion that Active Release Therapy and mobilizations with movement are one of the best & fastest ways at seeing improvement in this area.  However, before I became a Chiropractor I worked as a Strength & Conditioning Specialist.  I found that hip immobility can be addressed by consistently performing foam rolling and a dynamic warm-up before training and training proper movement patterns (squat & deadlift) as part of your strength training routine.  What is a dynamic warm-up?  A dynamic warm up consists of a series of controlled movements or quick stretches designed to activate the muscles in and get the joints moving.  Examples for the hip include: Hip circles, leg swings, lunges and deep squats.

In summary, the hips are an important area to focus time in the training routine.  Often endurance athletes forget about strength and mobility exercises as part of their routine.  Also, regular soft tissue therapy such as ART, Massage or self foam rolling can go a long way in maintaining hip mobility for athletic performance and injury prevention.

