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Don’t let 
your hamstrings 
drag you down

 By Tanya Bell-Jenje (MSc Physio)

Often, the cause of poor 
posture in cyclists is 
tight hamstrings and 
the sustained position 
on a bike. With the right 
biomechanical knowledge, 
we can ensure that all 
the time spent slogging 
up those hills is  
well utilised

Regular stretching of the hamstrings (shown above) 
can prevent shortening.
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Pain and posture
Tight, shortened hamstrings are one of 
the biggest culprits in postural dysfunction, 
recurrent back pain and reduced speed 
and agility on the sports field. For cycling 
in particular, hamstring range needs to be 
maintained so you can sit comfortably on 
the bike and avoid falling too far into a 
posterior tilt. 

The connection between tight 
hamstrings and lower back pain is 
well-known and confirmed by multiple 
studies. Your hamstrings originate from 
the ischial tuberosity (the sit bone) and 
insert below the knee. Their function is to 
extend the hip and flex the knee. They are 
powerful and explosive. On the bike, they 
assist us in powering into a hip extension 
during the downstroke and then pulling 
up on the cleat during the upstroke phase 
of the pedal cycle. What few know is that 
the hamstrings attach, via fascial fibres and 
the robust sacrotberous ligament, to the 

sacrum, which is part of the pelvis. Thanks 
to this massive attachment, shortened 
hamstrings can pull the trunk into a flexed 
position, overloading the discs and other 
spinal elements.  

Always remember the equation: power 
= strength x range of motion. Optimal 
explosive movement requires power. If you 
strengthen your hamstrings by, for example, 
a weight-training or hill-climbing regime, 

Always remember the equation: 
Power = strength x range of motion
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but don’t stretch them, they will shorten 
and you will rather start to lose power. 
This shortening also increases the risk of 
hamstring tears as well as injuries to the 
lumbar spine and intervening discs. 

How to tell if you have short hamstrings 
Optimal hamstring length allows you to 
sit comfortably on the floor with your 
legs straight in front of you with a natural 
lordotic or C-curve. You experience no 
discomfort and do not need to support 
yourself by placing your hands behind you, 
or pulling forwards from your knees.

Tight hamstrings from regular cycling or 
minimal stretching force the lumbar spine 
(lower back) into a kyphosis or D-shape. 
From a postural perspective, this causes the 
pelvis to tilt down posteriorly. If that does 
not frighten you, consider the aesthetic 
implications as the gluteus muscles atrophy 
(waste) and the buttocks become flabby. 
In addition, the stomach bulges and the 
thoracic spine (mid-back) becomes more 
rounded, while the scapulae (shoulder 
blades) wing out or protrude from the 
chest wall. 

With the hip flexed to 90 degrees, 
optimal hamstring length dictates that the 
knee should extend (straighten) fully. The 
sportsman in the photo below has extremely 
shortened hamstrings. One hamstring is 
often tighter than the other. This can create 
torsion (curving) at the pelvis, causing lower 
back and sacroiliac (a joint in the pelvis) 
pain. It may present because of a difference 
in leg length. 

How to correct tight hamstrings 
Now that we know how to identify the 
problem, we can start rectifying it. With the 
correct stretching techniques, performed 
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correctly, at the right frequency and intensity, 
we can all achieve flexibility within a normal 
range.  For optimal hamstring length, you 
need to perform this trifecta as a routine: 
- Stretch the hamstrings.
- Stretch the adductors (groin) muscles.
- Stretch the piriformis muscles (the 
muscles in the buttocks that help the leg 
rotate outwards).

Correct hamstring stretching
Ensure that your foot points to the ceiling and 
that you have an anterior pelvic tilt position 
to stretch the hip away from the knee. This 
position prevents a compensatory hyperflexion 
of the mid back, which overloads the spine and, 
of course, results in an ineffective hamstring 
stretch. Placing your leg on a fence or a high 
chair is acceptable if you are really flexible, but 
it’s not necessary.

Use the Groovi-Grippa to improve 
hamstring and calf flexibility (www.groovi-
movements.co.za). 

Stretch the groin (adductor) muscles
Point your toes to the ceiling and tilt 
forwards while keeping your eyes and chin 
up to target the adductors and prevent the 
trunk from flexing.

Stretch the piriformis muscle
The 90/90 bend achieves this. As the sciatic 
nerve runs through the piriformis before 
entering the hamstrings, stretching the 
piriformis improves sciatic nerve mobility, 
and thus hamstring flexibility.

Keep the knee in line with the centre of 
the chest and, with your back straight, bend 
forwards at the waist, to avoid bending of 
the trunk.

Hold each stretch for 30 to 40 seconds. 
Repeat three times and try to repeat that 
four times per day. Stretch six days a week to 
improve flexibility, three to four times a week 
to maintain. Stretch into discomfort, not pain. 
Tease out the tightness by avoiding jerkiness 
or bouncing into the stretch as this can cause 
a reflex tightening of the muscle. 
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