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Preface 

What made you decide to write a book about Pilates? 

When I first decided to start a business and in particular a Pilates studio someone gave me the 

advice of writing a regular newsletter to send to clients and post online for people to read.  It 

would also showcase me as an “expert” in this area, so I started writing a monthly newsletter 

with on average 4 articles a month. 

As the issues of the newsletter started accumulating, someone suggested I put them all together 

into a book and sell it online as an e-book.  That was quite a while ago.  I never got around to it 

then but now, after leaving the Pilates work, I have a little spare time and find it an interesting 

idea not only to put everything I wrote about Pilates into one document but to revisit an 

interesting chapter of life. 

What was your motivation? 

The motivation of another book on Pilates is because I have never seen a book about Pilates that 

talks about why do Pilates?  What is it good for?  Who can benefit from it?  The majority of 

Pilates books are just about the exercises, how to do them, fitness and anatomy.  I’m not an 

expert on any of that; I haven’t created a new style of Pilates, or some fitness guru or an anatomy 

expert.  There are experts out there who can write about that and they have.  What I have 

experience with is working with clients, real people, and helping meet their physical and 

indirectly their personal goals through Pilates. 

What is the purpose of this book? 

The purpose of this book is give the reader a feel for why Pilates is beneficial and why it’s good 

for them. 

What can the reader hope to learn from the book? 

I hope the reader learns a bit more about Pilates besides what they see and hear in the media.  I 

hope by the end of the book the reader is a bit more knowledgeable about Pilates and if they 

want to learn more about it or even try it, they have a better idea where to start or where to look. 

What is the source for your book and what makes it unique? 

The sources for this book are from personal experience, speaking and working with hundreds of 

clients of thousands of hours.  Each client and each of their experiences were unique and all full 

of great value and insight.  Through helping these clients with Pilates, I learn more about how 

useful and powerful and form of movement and fitness Pilates really is. 

Are there any people you would like to acknowledge for this book? 

As much as I’d love to acknowledge every client and person who dropped by, called or even just 

emailed the studio inquiring about Pilates, but that would next to impossible.  But all these 

people are to be acknowledged. 

How would you suggest someone read this book? 

I tried to make this book as novel as possible in that rather be encyclopedic, I wanted it to be 

interesting and not dependent on any other part of the book.  I’ve tried to make the book like a 

conversation between someone inquiring about Pilates and an instructor or studio manager 
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answering the phone and answering this potential client’s questions.  Each question is usually 

based on a different topic and the response to the question is one of the newsletter articles I wrote 

at some point.  You can pretty much open the book to any page and start reading.  It’s that easy.   

There are a few appendices with information that I never really wrote an article about but that I 

felt were necessary for the sake of completeness.  Much of the information in the appendix was 

on the studio website. 
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Introduction 
 

There are lots of Pilates books out there, why write another one? 

Too many Pilates books are about the exercises Pilates has to offer.  There is more to say about 

Pilates than what the exercises are, who’s doing it and what people look like who do it.  When I 

had my studio someone suggested I write a newsletter, so I did, reluctantly, but I did.   I decided 

to write about the benefits of Pilates.  I tried to write articles about how Pilates compliments 

activities such as running, rowing, skiing and more.  I tried to touch upon injuries that would 

come into the studio and speak to how Pilates was beneficial to the rehabilitation process.  With 

many “injuries” it was due poor posture.  Pilates is great for addressing postural issues and 

muscle imbalances.  Everything in here has been inspired from the clients, inquiries, questions 

and comments from people during the years I had a Pilates studio.  

This book doesn’t have to be read in any kind of order.  Choose a section or topic and start there.  

I will try and offer a general over view of what Pilates is but there is already so much literature 

and media out there in terms of books, DVDs, YouTube videos, magazines that taking up your 

and my time talking again about the exercises and equipment used for Pilates, is a waste of our 

time.  So, instead, I’ll try and provide some references and a brief synopsis of what Pilates is but 

it is by no means exhaustive.   

Since having left the world of fitness and Pilates I meet so many people who have no clue what 

Pilates is or have a general idea of what Pilates is or at least think they do but, they really don’t 

know what Pilates is.   

 

What is Pilates?  Is it like yoga? 

No.  I’m no yogi so I don’t want to claim yoga is this or that. The little I do understand about 

yoga is that it is an old form of exercise both physically, mentally and spiritually that has many 

styles and deserving of its own book, which there are many. The most notable difference 

between yoga and Pilates from my understanding is that Pilates has an entire set of equipment 

that allows for resistance training in addition to the more familiar mat exercises.  Pilates also has 

no spiritual component to it.  It can become very meditative and relaxing for many due to its 

repetitive nature and the “mind body” aspect of Pilates.   

 

IS PILATES LIKE YOGA 

Pilates is not like Yoga, except that they are both forms of movement.  While Joseph Pilates did 

study Pilates and many other forms of fitness and mind-body disciplines, Pilates is a form of 

fitness and movement in its own right.  Pilates and yoga are complimentary exercises yet very 

different.  Yoga traditionally includes meditation while Pilates does not.  The breathing 

techniques of both practices are also quite different.  The breathing technique used in Pilates is 

more athletic or three dimensional in nature in that you inhale through your nose expanding the 

ribcage not only anteriorly but also posteriorly and laterally while maintaining engagement of the 

abdominals and core muscles minimizing the expansion of the abdomen while inhaling and then 
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exhaling through pursed lips.  The breathing in yoga is to inhale and exhale through the nose.  

Pilates is not just exercises on a mat.  There is equipment also available on which there is an 

entire repertoire of Pilates exercises.  These pieces of equipment provide resistance.  Pilates 

provides resistance training as well.   

 

Why do Pilates at all? 

WHY PILATES? 

Pilates is more than a fitness or exercise class. Pilates is a great way to add to your existing 

exercise regime, start exercising or getting back into exercising after a long hiatus. The basic 

principles of Pilates apply to all movements of everyday life: control, breath, flowing movement, 

precision, centering, stability, range of motion and opposition. For people who are already active 

working more on these principles will only help improve performance.  

Pilates offers a lot of variety with exercises on the mat using just your body weight and gravity 

and using various pieces of equipment offering resistance. There are many “toys” or “props” to 

add variety and challenge to exercises. i.e. foam roller, stability ball, toning balls, flex bands, 

fitness circle and more. Pilates is low impact and will help strengthen muscles around joints, help 

improve stability of joints, in particular the shoulder girdle and pelvic girdle, help with posture, 

improve “core” strength and more.  

In many cases the benefits are so subtle that it takes being away from Pilates to realize the 

benefits. There are benefits that are not as obvious. The increased energy achieved from Pilates 

can help motivate better habits in other areas, such as eating, exercise, sleep, leading to an 

increase in overall health and wellness. For some there is weight loss, steady and gradual but 

easy to maintain as the habit of going to Pilates classes is now part of their lifestyle. For others 

there is increased tone which results in clothes fitting better and overall increased confidence and 

desire to continue with Pilates. Another common benefit of regular Pilates classes is increased 

consciousness of how one carries themselves throughout the day.  

The benefits of Pilates are as individual as the bodies that benefit. 

 

Are there any misconceptions or myths about Pilates? 

MYTHS ABOUT PILATES – PILATES IS FOR WIMPS 

The notion that Pilates is easy may be due to a few factors.  

Pilates is very adaptable to a person’s ability. There are many exercises, many variations and 

many little props and toys to make an exercise either more doable or more challenging for a 

particular body. Depending on the intensity of the work out, a Pilates class can be very easy or 

very demanding. As a result, when in a large group setting, not everyone will be getting the 

workout that suits their needs, abilities and fitness level.  

The increasing interest and curiosity about Pilates is bringing out more people to try Pilates 

resulting in many more introductory and beginner classes being offered. While it is wonderful 

that Pilates is increasing in popularity, exposure to more intermediate and advanced exercises 

and variations may be limited leaving some newcomers to Pilates with the impression that Pilates 

is easy. Most of the exercises in Pilates focus on form and quality of the repetitions rather than 
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the quantity. As a result, many exercises are performed slower than exercises in more common 

fitness settings again leaving some passersby with the idea that Pilates is easy.  

If you’ve tried Pilates and have found some benefit from it but are no longer being challenged, 

ask your instructor if there are modifications to the exercises that can be done to challenge you 

again and/or consider looking into trying a class or two at other facilities offering Pilates. One or 

two private sessions with a Pilates instructor at this point may also be beneficial at finding out 

other areas to focus on and reigniting the challenge with Pilates again. Usually a Pilates studio 

specializing in Pilates will be able to suggest ways to add more challenge to the exercises and 

classes again. 

 

What exactly is “mind body” exercises? 

Good question.  I like to think all exercise involves the mind and body.  In Pilates there is a 

conscious effort to think or involve the mind while performing each movement.  i.e. thinking 

about the muscles the exercises is engaging; the sequence of firing of the muscles to perform the 

given movement; involving the mind when applying the basic principles of Pilates. 

 

What are the basic principles of Pilates? 

EIGHT BASIC PRINCIPLES 

 

As with any activity there are rules or techniques or in the case of Pilates, principles, that, if 

followed give maximum benefit. These eight principles are those outlined by Joseph Pilates 

himself.  Understanding and striving to incorporate these principles into your Pilates workout is 

the difference between doing a series of exercises and getting the most out of your Pilates 

workout.    

These eight principles are: control, breath, flowing movement, precision, centering, stability, 

range of motion and opposition. 

 

Control:  Before Pilates was called “Pilates”, Joseph Pilates called it ‘contrology’. This is the 

first basic principle of his method of movement, control.    The idea is to control the body’s 

movements.  This applies to all the exercises, transitions between them and the attention to detail 

during the workout.  Ending each exercise in a controlled manner allows the muscles to be held 

in a lengthened position so that over time they grow “longer” as well as stronger.  By controlling 

movements, the body is forced to use other stabilizing muscles.  When stabilizing muscles work 

together to form one movement, the entire body develops greater coordination and balance.  The 

muscles also don’t get big and bulky.  You never want to let gravity or the springs, when using 

equipment, to pull you into a position.  You want to always be in control of the movements that 

you are performing.  This is also when the eccentric contractions of muscles come into play. 

 

Flowing movements: In Pilates positions are rarely held. There is always a flow and continuity 

of movement throughout exercises.  Keeping the body flowing is essential along with ending 
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movements with control and precision.  This way of movement brings flexibility to the joints and 

muscles and trains the body to move more evenly.  Throughout your daily life, you flow from 

one movement to another.  Learning to flow from one movement or exercise to another in a 

controlled and precise manner while exercises will train muscles to work more fluidly and 

hopefully help muscles better cope with the flow of movements in your daily life, reducing the 

possibility of unexpected injury. 

 

Precision incorporates spatial awareness.   Knowing where a movement begins and ends.  While 

performing a movement posture is always in the back of a Pilates clients mind.   While the 

performance of the movement and engagement of the muscles performing the movement, the 

agonist, is important, precision of form and posture is just as important.  This is where the 

antagonists or synergist muscles come in.  As for precision, each movement in Pilates has a 

definite beginning and end.  There are also definite points where the body needs to be while 

performing these movements.  Keeping these particular points fixed and in place will enhance 

the value of the exercise being performed.   Precision may also be thought of as “form”.  

Precision is maintaining correct form while performing an exercise. 

Stability:  As we started to discuss above, while performing any movement, the major muscles 

performing the movement aren’t the only muscles of importance.  The smaller and opposing 

muscles also play a key role.  They help keep the body stable while other parts are moving.  This 

is one of things that makes Pilates so good for those recovering from injuries.  A few examples 

of this are refraining from arching the back while moving the arms, whether up over head, or in 

front of behind you.  This is where the abdominal muscles come into the play, engaging them, 

preventing the rib cage from rising.  Another example would be performing leg circles or any 

kind of movements at the hip joint.  The pelvis needs to be kept as still as possible.  This requires 

engagement of the abdominal and pelvic floor muscles 

Centering:  The majority of Pilates exercises concentrate on abdominal strength which involves 

flattening and stretching the abdominals giving the sensation that the navel has been pressed or 

pulled down towards the spine.  It is the contraction of the deepest layer of the abdominals, the 

transverse abdominus that results in this stretching and flattening sensation.  Engaging the pelvic 

floor region helps to activate the transverse abdominus.  Even when working other areas of the 

body, such as the arms and legs it is important to use that core strength to stabilize that pelvic 

region to avoid injury. 

Opposition:   Think of this as moving the body in two different directions.  For example, during 

the roll up, the deep abdominal muscles are used however working in opposition will be the 

hamstrings and inner thighs.   

 

Breathing is probably the most important principle because we do it every day, all the time so 

there is no excuse not to be able to work on better breathing habits. 

 

BREATHING 

The eight principles of Pilates were outlined in the last issue. These eight principles are, control, 

breath, flowing movement, precision, centering, stability, range of motion and opposition. We 
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will look at breathing in this issue.  

The general rule with breathing in Pilates is to breathe out on the effort. When you don’t breathe, 

muscles become tense. Proper breathing helps the body stretch and release tension. This will help 

promote optimal body control. Breathing supports the following ideas in Pilates. Oxygenation 

releases tense muscles: When we breathe effectively, oxygen flowed into our blood which flows 

through our muscles. More oxygen in the muscles means more relaxed muscles. The more 

effective our breathing in Pilates the more we can release tense muscles that are being recruited 

to help with a particular exercise.  

Heightens concentration:  For each exercise in Pilates there is a breath pattern. A major benefit 

of this is the concentration gained performing the specific breath pattern for each exercise.  

Activation of stability muscles: Exhaling deeply encourages the activation of the deep abdominal 

muscles, transverse abdominus. These muscles are essential in Pilates. Proper breath and 

muscular stabilization should occur before movement is performed. This will allow for a more 

safe and efficient movement. 

What NOT to do when breathing in Pilates:  

1. Breathing in just the upper part of the rib cage tends to overwork the superficial breathing 

muscles and we end up getting tense.  

2. Breathing low, deep in to the abdominals, diaphragmatic breathing, relaxes the abdominal 

wall leaving the back unsupported and vulnerable for injury.  

Three dimensional breathing of Pilates: think of expanding the ribcage in all three directions, 

up, out to the sides and towards the back. In our everyday life when we breathe our ribcage 

expands towards the front and up. However, our ribcage wraps around to the back of our body 

and encases our lungs. So, it is possible for our lungs to fill up with air and expand our ribcage 

out to the back and sides, areas of ribcage that aren’t used as often. Breathing in this manner 

involves breathing in to the lower lobs of the lungs. This may be difficult at first but the patience 

and practice required to achieve this type of three dimensional breathing is worth is as the result 

is more efficient gas exchange.  

Anatomical breathing pattern in Pilates: On the inhale, the spine slightly extends and the ribs 

open up a little. On the exhale, the spine flexes a little and the ribs close in and downwards.  

So, the “rules” for breathing when performing Pilates exercises is, in any exercise when there is a 

spinal flexion (a crunch like action) in Pilates, we exhale. In any exercise where there is an 

extension of the spine, we inhale. Once you are comfortable with this, you can challenge yourself 

by reversing the “rules”. 

 

 

There are different styles of Pilates and as a result the basic principles may differ slightly 

depending on the style.  Some of the eight basic principles above may be combined or enhanced 

to suit modern day.  For example, the Stott Pilates method has 5 basic principles but they are 

rooted in these above 8 basic principles.   The 5 principles Stott Pilates has developed are 

breathing, neutral vs imprint position for the pelvis, ribcage placement, head and cervical 

placement and scapular stabilization. 
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BREATHING 

There are so many things to remember when you start Pilates. I still cannot remember it all. I try 

to remind myself of one thing only: the more I can implement the techniques of Pilates, the better 

and quicker the results. This I have seen from experience. We will just focus on the breathing in 

this issue.  

How hard can it be to breath, you’re wondering. Depending on how you want to breathe and how 

do breath it can be difficult. There are different types of breathing, Costal or Chest breathing, 

Abdominal or Diaphragmatic breathing, Clavicular breathing and 3-dimensional breathing used 

in Pilates.  

Costal or Chest breathing is characterized by and upward and outward movement of the ribcage 

during inhalation. This type of breathing is only beneficial during vigorous activity. During 

periods of rest it takes more energy to breathe this way as it requires energy to life the ribcage up 

and out. With chest breathing the breath is likely to be shallow, jerky and unsteady, resulting in 

unsteadiness of the mind and emotions. All efforts to relax the body, nerves and mind will be 

ineffective.  

Diaphragmatic breathing is characterized by the diaphragm contracting and pushing 

downwards, causing the abdominal muscles to relax and rise. This allows the lungs to expand, 

creating a partial vacuum, allowing air to be drawn in. When we breathe out the diaphragm 

relaxes, the abdominal muscle contracts and expels air containing carbon dioxide. It promotes a 

natural, even movement of breath which both strengthens the nervous system and relaxes the 

body. It is the most efficient method of breathing, using minimum effort for maximum oxygen.  

Clavicular breathing is only significant when maximum air is needed. The two clavicles or 

collar bones rise up at the end of a maximum inhalation. This type of breathing can be commonly 

seen in people with asthma or chronic bronchitis.  

Diaphragmatic breathing while the best of the three mentioned is not always the best when 

exercises. As the abdominal muscles relax during diaphragmatic breathing the back muscles no 

longer remain engaged resulting in no lower back support when exercising. To overcome this we 

use what is called 3-dimensional breathing or the breathing method used in Pilates. With this 

method of breathing the ribcage expands not only up and out but also out to the sides, laterally, 

and posteriorly. The abdominals remain engaged throughout thus helping keep the back muscles 

engaged and the spine in neutral and supported. Since the ribcage is now expanding laterally and 

posteriorly the lungs’ capacity is being maximized. As a result the benefits of diaphragmatic 

breathing are present as well as a supported spine allowing for pain free exercise.  

 

NEUTRAL VS IMPRINT 

In this issue we will look at the second technique emphasized in Pilates. We’re going to look at 

the pelvis and its placement. Sometimes when you’re lying there trying to “engage” all the right 

muscles, breath, get your arms and legs coordinated your instructor will start going on about 

“neutral position” or “imprint position”. What is this Lululemon clad person getting so excited 

about? Your pelvis and its placement.  
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Neutral position in the pelvis occurs as a result of a natural lordodic curve in the lumbar spine, 

i.e. Slight anterior tilt of the pelvis. How do you know if your pelvis is in neutral position? Lie on 

the floor, face up, knees bent, feet flat on the floor about hip bones apart. Now place the Balls of 

your hands on the hip bones (the bony bits on your hip bones facing forward). Next place your 

fore fingers on your pubic bone and join them. Finally, join your thumbs together. You’ve 

created a triangle with your fingers. We’ll call this the reference triangle. When the reference 

triangle is parallel to the floor, your pelvis is in neutral position. When the reference triangle is 

tilted upwards, fore fingers pointing slightly upwards, your pelvis is in imprint position. When 

your pelvis is in imprint position it is slightly posteriorly tilted and the lumbar spine is slighted 

flexed. What is all the fuss about the position of your pelvis? Ideally we want our posture to be 

as natural as possible which includes the natural position of our bones including our pelvis. 

Unfortunately, our lives, jobs and activities we do or don’t do play a factor in what our posture is 

like, which in many cases isn’t ideal or natural.  

Neutral position is the ideal placement for our pelvis. It is the best shock absorbing position for 

your pelvis in the case of any bumps or pushes, falls etc. It also promotes the most efficient 

movement in the body.  Both, desirable qualities for your body. Unfortunately, some exercises in 

Pilates and some activities out there involve more back strength than some of us have. This is 

where the imprinted position for the pelvis comes in. With your pelvis in neutral, in order to tilt 

the reference triangle upwards a shortening or contraction of the oblique abdominal muscles is 

required. Contracting these muscles helps engage the lower back muscles and as a result helps 

provide support for your lower back. This helps protect your back while doing exercises that put 

additional stress on your back. In the process of supporting your back while in imprint position 

you will be strengthening your abdominal muscles and your back muscles. In time you will be 

able to do more exercises in neutral position. Now when you hear commands to move into your 

imprint position or neutral position you can think about how doing this is actually strengthening 

your abs, back and helping improve your posture. 

 

YOUR RIBCAGE 

So far we have considered the techniques breathing and pelvic position for Pilates. This month 

we are going to have a look at our ribs. “My ribs looks fine!”, you’re thinking. “They are 

attached to my vertebrae and encase my lungs.” What else do they do? Well, your ribcage 

placement gives a good indication of the engagement of your abdominals. The abdominal wall is 

attached to the bottom ribs. Keeping the abdominal muscles engaged helps prevent the ribs from 

“popping up”. What is “popping up”? Well, your back arches, or extends, more than normal and 

as a result your ribs “pop up” or “out” more than normal, depending on whether you are seated 

or lying supine, that is face up.  

Engaging the abdominal muscles not only keeps the ribs stabilized and in neutral position, but 

also the spine because the ribs are attached to the vertebral column. As a result during arm 

movements engaging the abdominal muscles helps keep the ribs and spine in a neutral and stable 

position.  

Let’s try the following.  

1. Lie face up, knees bent, feet sit bones apart, flat on the floor and pelvis in neutral position. 

Reach your arms up towards the ceiling.  
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2. Take a deep breath in and on the exhale drop your arms up over head and onto the floor above 

your head.  

3. Consider your spine and ribs. Does your spine feel more extended than when your arms were 

pointing straight up to the ceiling? Do your ribs feel like they are “popping up” or “out” more 

than when your arms were pointing straight up to the ceiling? Do your abdominals feel fully 

engaged?  

4. Let’s try steps 1. and 2. again but this time as you reach your arms up over head think about 

your engage your abdominals as much as you can and think about your spine and ribs as you 

slowly reach your arms up over your head towards the floor. When you feel your spine starting 

to over extend and your ribs starting to “pop up” or “out” stop reaching your arms up over head. 

This is as far back as you can reach your arms over head while maintaining abdominal 

engagement.  

This is the point at which you can reach your arms up overhead when performing arm 

movements and maintain abdominal engagement maintaining stability in your ribcage and thus 

spine. As your abdominals increase in strength you will be able to reach your arms further above 

your head. 

 

SCAPULAR STABILIZATION 

We know how to effectively breathe while doing Pilates. We know how to place our pelvis while 

exercising and we are now aware of the placement of our ribcage while doing Pilates. Now let’s 

consider the back of our ribcage and our scapula or shoulder blades which lie on top of our 

ribcage on our back. Our shoulder blades are flat bones that lie on the back of our ribcage and are 

very mobile. Why are they so mobile? The shoulder blades are not attached to the vertebrae in 

any way. The only bony attachment shoulder blades have to our skeleton is to our clavicle (collar 

bone) by means of our acromium process (the bony bits on top of each of your shoulders.) As a 

result our shoulder blades are very mobile. To counterbalance all this mobility, stability of the 

shoulder blades (scapula) is required. This involves strengthening of the muscles in the scapular 

region. Ideally shoulder blades should lie nice and flat on the back of the ribcage but this isn’t 

always the case. Again, strengthening of the muscles in the area will help achieve this. Since the 

shoulder blades are very mobile many movements can be performed by the scapula, six 

movements in particular: pro traction, retraction, elevation, depression, upward rotation and 

downward rotation. For those that carry tension in the neck and shoulder region a side benefit of 

working on stabilization of the scapular region is relief from any unnecessary tension in the neck 

and shoulder region. This is also why stabilization of the scapular region is encouraged at the 

beginning of every movement: to minimize neck and shoulder tension.  

Let’s consider the six movements of the scapula. First, sit on the floor or on a mat, spine in 

neutral position, knees bent and feet about hip distance apart. Hold your arms up, elbows 

extended, shoulder height.  

Inhale and reach fingers towards the wall in front of you feeling your shoulder blades separating 

and rotating around your ribcage.  

Exhale and slide your should blades together feeling your shoulder blades rotating around your 

ribcage and coming together. Repeat 1. And 2. Six more times  
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Sit with arms by your side. Inhale and raise your shoulders up towards your ears feeling your 

shoulder blades sliding upwards on the back of you ribcage.  

Exhale and lower your shoulders down and away from your ears feeling your shoulder blades 

sliding down the back of your ribcage. Repeat 3 and 4 6 times.  

Sitting with arms by your side, Circle your arms around in one direction using two breathes to 

complete one full rotation, inhale and exhale. Repeat 6 times. Repeat in the other direction. You 

will feel your shoulder blades upwards and downwards on the back of your ribcage as you 

perform the arm circles.  

Stabilizing your shoulder blades: How I stabilize shoulder blades—  

First sit up right, spine in neutral position. What I suggest is to think necklace or chain that 

you’re wearing and that is lying on your chest. You want to show that chain or necklace off to 

everyone by lifting your chest (sternum) up, opening up your ribcage and looking upwards. 

Next, roll your shoulders up, back and down and leave them there! Your shoulder blades are 

hopefully flat on the back of your ribcage, your shoulders neither are back but not too far back 

nor are they rose up to high. 

 

HEAD AND CERVICAL PLACEMENT 

Most of us have done crunches or sit ups or at least attempted to at some point in our lives. Many 

of us out there have experienced tension and strain in our neck and shoulders while doing 

crunches or sit ups. This pain in the neck is usually due to using the muscles in the neck and 

shoulders to pull the head and shoulders up rather than using the abdominal muscles to flex the 

spine. The natural curve of the cervical spine is said to be anterior convex. If you run your hand 

on the back of someone’s neck, from the base of their neck to the base of their skull, there should 

be a nice curve inwards then back out to the base of the skull. The various movements that can 

be performed by the cervical spine are, flexion (nodding your chin forward), extension (lifting 

your chin upwards), lateral flexion (tilting your ear towards your shoulder) rotation (rotating 

your head in one direction or the other). The movement we are particularly interested in is 

flexion of the cervical spine and in particular of the first two cervical vertebrae. I like to think of 

this small movement, slight flexion of the cervical spine, as a preparatory movement or position 

for the neck before actually flexing the spine which in turn raises the head and shoulders up off 

the mat. This preparatory movement is called craniovertebral flexion but is also more commonly 

known as a head nod. How is the head nod performed?  

Step 1: Lying down, face up on a mat. Knees bent and feet sit bones apart, arms by your sides on 

the mat. Looking straight up at the ceiling, pretend you are looking at the red light on a traffic 

light.  

Step 2: Inhale and nod your head looking down at the green light, feeling a slight lengthening of 

your neck or cervical spine.  

Step 3: Exhale and look back up at the red light. Repeat Step 2.  

The head nod is performed in step 2. Why is the head nod performed? The head nod is 

performed to position your cervical spine in a flexed position so that when you perform a 

movement or exercise where your head and shoulders are raised off the mat, the focus is on your 
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abdominals contracting and flexing your spine which in turn will raise your head and shoulders 

off the mat rather than using your neck and shoulders to pull your head and shoulders off the 

mat. Let’s try this.  

Step 1: Lying down, face up on a mat. Knees bent and feet sit bones apart, arms by your sides on 

the mat. Looking straight up at the ceiling, pretend you are looking at the red light on a traffic 

light.  

Step 2: Inhale and nod your head looking down at the green light, feeling a slight lengthening of 

your neck or cervical spine.  

Step 3: Exhale, contract your abdominals until your feel your spine flex, raising your head and 

shoulders off the mat, bringing your arms to hover off the mat as well.  

Step 4: Inhale, holding this flexed spinal position and head, shoulders and arms off the mat.  

Step 5: Exhale, lengthening your abdominals and slowly bring your spine back to a neutral 

position, lowering your arms, shoulders, neck and head onto the mat.  

Repeat steps 2-5 until you feel very little tension in your neck and shoulders and until you feel 

your abdominals working to flex your spine.  
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History 
Where did Pilates come from? 

Great question and perfect set up to start with the history of Pilates and Joseph Pilates. 

"In 10 sessions, you will feel the difference. In 20, you will see the difference. 

And in 30, you'll be on your way to having a whole new body."   

  ~ Joseph Pilates 

THE BEGINNING 

Throughout our newsletters we will be learning a bit about the history of Pilates, both the creator 

and the exercise, in each issue.    In this issue we will start at the beginning with Joseph Pilates.   

Joseph Pilates was born in Germany in 1880.  His father was a gymnast of Greek origin and his 

mother German and a naturopath.  Naturopaths believe in stimulating the body to heal itself.   

His mother’s healing philosophy probably influenced his view on and approach to exercise as we 

will see.   In time Joseph came to believe that modern day life-style, poor posture and inefficient 

breathing were the root causes of poor health.  He decided to answer these problems with a series 

of physical exercises to enhance and help correct muscular imbalances thus improving posture, 

coordination, balance, strength, flexibility and increase breathing capacity and organ function.  In 

essence, restore the body to its original, healthy state. 

Joseph, unlike his parents, was a sickly child.  He suffered from asthma, rickets and rheumatic 

fever.  Older boys would taunt and tease him calling him names.  Because he was so skinny, 

sickly and weak he couldn’t fight back. All these factors combined motivated him to start, what 

would be his life’s journey, in fitness and health.  

Joseph Pilates’ journey towards fitness and health started with a discarded anatomy book.  He 

learnt every page; moving each part of the body as he memorized it from the book.  His 

education of health and teaching continued involving lying in the woods for hours watching 

animals move and how the mother taught her young.  He studied all forms of exercise, yoga, Zen 

and ancient Greek and Roman exercise regimens.  By the time he was 14, he was modelling for 

anatomy charts.   

In Germany he had success as a boxer and gymnast as well as being a skilled skier and diver.  He 

furthered his training as a boxer in England.   He became a circus performer and by 1914 he was 

a star performer touring England with his troupe.   In 1914 after the war broke out him and other 

German nationalists were interned in a “camp” for enemy aliens in Lancaster.  It was during this 

time he developed a system of exercises that became known as “Contrology”.  It was later 

renamed and modified over the years by others into the varying styles all known as Pilates. 

In the next issue we will have a look at the motivation behind the creation of the exercises and 

equipment used in Pilates. 

" You must always do it slowly and smoothly. Then your whole body is in it.”      

  ~ Joseph Pilates 
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 WAR YEARS 

In the last issue Joseph Pilates and other German nationalists were interned in a “camp” for 

enemy aliens in Lancaster, England.  During this time, he taught wrestling and self-defence and 

boasted that his students would leave the camp stronger than they were before they were 

interned.  Here is where he started devising his system of original exercises that later became 

known as Contrology.   

He was transferred to another camp on The Isle of Man where he worked with internees 

suffering from disease and incarceration.  This is where he began devising equipment to help 

rehabilitate them.  He did this by taking springs from beds and rigging exercise apparatus for the 

bedridden.   In 1918 an epidemic of influenza attacked the world killing millions and tens of 

thousands in England.  Even though the camps were the hardest hit, none of Joseph Pilates’ 

followers succumbed.    From what Joseph Pilates did with his form of exercise up to this point it 

can be said that Joseph Pilates became a nurse / physiotherapist of sorts with a powerful, life 

enhancing, and therapeutic exercise.   The book Return to Contrology by Joseph Pilates explains 

his approach in greater detail. 

After the war Joseph Pilates returned to Germany and began training the Hamburg military 

police in self-defence.  He also started taking on personal clients.  He said, "I invented all these 

machines. Began back in Germany, was there until 1925 I used to exercise rheumatic patients. I 

thought, why use my strength?   So I made a machine to do it for me. Look, you see it resists 

your movements in just the right way so those inner muscles really have to work against it. That 

way you can concentrate on movement. You must always do it slowly and smoothly. Then your 

whole body is in it."  In 1925 he was invited to train the New German Army but due to the 

political direction of Germany he decided to leave and spent the last half of his life in America.   

It was on his way to the United States that he met his second wife, Clara. Clara was a 

kindergarten teacher who suffered from arthritic pain.  Joseph Pilates worked with on the boat 

trip to the United States.  He helped heal her giving her new start to life.  

Once Joseph and Clara arrived in New York City they opened a gym on 939 Eighth Ave.  This 

gym was in the same building as many dance studios and rehearsal spaces.  It was the close 

proximity of Joseph’s gym that made Contrology an important part of life, rehabilitation and 

training of many dancers.  Dancers were sent to Joe to be “fixed”.   

Joseph Pilates on the reformer 
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THE GOLDEN YEARS 

  

Joseph Pilates and his second wife Clara opened up a gym at 939 Eighth Ave. in New York in a 

building that housed a number of dance studios and rehearsal places.  Dancers were sent to 

Joseph Pilates’ gym to be “fixed”.    From 1939-1951 Joe and Clara when to Jacob’s Pillow a 

dance camp in Berkshire Mountains.  Joseph Pilates knew and taught many dancers and 

choreographers as well many dance teachers required their students to go to Joseph.  Joseph’s 

clients also included socialites, plumbers, doctors among many others.  While Pilates is good for 

keeping in shape and healthy, Joseph Pilates himself was renowned for liking cigars, whiskey 

and women.  He was the life of many parties and was known to run along the streets of 

Manhattan in winter in his “bikini bottom” training attire.  He believed in fitness supporting 

life’s richest goals.  

Did Joseph Pilates die in a fire?  According to Mary Bowen, one of Joseph Pilates’ disciples, no 

he did not die in a fire.  There was a fire in the storage room at the back of the floor they, Joe and 

Clara and the studio were on.  Neither the studio nor their apartment was damaged.  This was in 

1965.   

Two years in 1967 later he did die but of advanced emphysema from smoking cigars for too 

long, something he took up out of disappointment that he wasn’t taken more seriously by peers, 

especially physicians, during his lifetime.  Joe Pilates continued to develop and teach his method 

at his studio well into his 80’s.   He enjoyed great vitality and vigor provided by his method right 

up until the end and was proud that he had never taken aspirin nor had a sick day in his life.   

His wife Clara continued to teach and run the studio for another ten years after his death until the 

end of her life in 1977.   By many she was regarded as the more superb teacher.   

Many people and dancers went through Pilates’ studio.  Many of his clients became his students 

and went on to become Pilates instructors and studios owners of their own bringing their own 

flavor and interpretation to Joseph’s method.  These first generation instructors are referred to as 

the elders Ron Fletcher being one of the elders.  It is said that initially Hollywood celebrities 

discovered Pilates through Ron Fletcher’s studio in Beverly Hills.  And from here the Pilates 

craze blossomed.  Joseph called his method of exercise Contrology but the public called it 

Pilates.  It wasn’t until the late 1980’s when the Pilates fitness boom really started.  It was no 

longer exercise for the elite.  It had entered the mainstream of fitness and even established itself 

as a physiotherapeutic modality in its own right.  “I’m fifty years ahead of my time.” Joe claimed 

– and he was right. 
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“...white-maned lion with steel blue eyes, mahogany skin and as limber in his 

80’s as a teenager.” 

THE WHITE-MANED LION 

 The variety and versatility of Pilates is quite remarkable.  How many exercise machines in 

today’s gyms can accommodation hundreds of exercises on a single piece of equipment the size 

of a twin bed?  With just a mat and a few simple props, over a hundred exercises including 

modifications can be done.  The Wunda Chair can double as a small side chair and when flipped 

on its back becomes a gymnasium with two bedsprings.   Joseph Pilates’ method was a well-kept 

secret until discovered by Marth Graham (mother of modern dance), George Balanchine (artistic 

director of the New York City Ballet) and Rudolf von Laban (founder of Labanotation – system 

of analyzing and recording human movement).   

Many dancers, prize fighters, actors, actresses and travelling circus performers embraced his 

methods.  Both for the total body conditioning needed for their careers and for the rehabilitative 

nature of his methods for injuries incurred from their careers.   

Joseph Pilates published the book Return to Life through Contrology in 1945 which describes his 

philosophical approach to exercise.   In time some of Joseph Pilates’ students opened up studios 

of their own, some adding their own style or interpretation to Joseph’s methods.  The five that 

made up the first generation of teachers were Romana Kryzanowska, Kathy Grant, Carola Trier, 

Eve Gentry and Ron Fletcher.  They are referred to as the ‘elders’ of Pilates.   Each of these 

Pilates elders was dancers who came to Joseph Pilates to be rehabilitated from an injury that 

would have otherwise ended their careers.  Since each studied under Joseph Pilates at a different 

time during his career, each has a different perspective on the Pilates method and brings a 

different school and thought behind the Pilates method to the public. Slowly the word and work 

of Joseph Pilates spread. 

 It wasn’t until the 1990’s that Pilates really hit the big time.  As baby boomers started 

seeing gentler means to health and wellness, the mind body fitness movement took off. As a 

result, more ancient techniques of fitness such as yoga and tai chi re-emerged.  Pilates soon 

followed suit. 

 While Joseph Pilates was the outspoken force behind Pilates his wife Clara Pilates was a 

silent but strong force for his method.  As a trained nurse Clara quietly incorporated his concepts 
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and exercises in ways that benefited more seriously ill or injured clients.  She had an 

approachable style and special techniques that gave birth to a line of teachers spreading the word 

of Pilates. It is perhaps due to Clara Pilates that Pilates is recognized as a positive form of 

exercise that can be tailored to any level of fitness and health.  Clara was a gifted teacher who 

was said to have the ability to “look right through you” and worked at the studio until 1971.  At 

which time she passed the running of the studio on to student, teacher and friend Romana 

Kryzanowska.  Clara Pilates passed away in 1977.   

 In 1967, in the New York Times, Joseph Pilates’ obituary read like an advertisement for 

his methods.  Joseph Pilates was described as a white-maned lion with steel blue eyes (one was 

glass from a boxing mishap), mahogany skin, and as limber in his 80's as a teenager. 

 

 

Besides Joseph Pilates, has anyone else been influential in the Pilates world? 

PILATES ELDERS 

Joseph Pilates and his wife Clara saw many clients and students go through their gym in New 

York. Among these clients and students there were some that went on to train under Pilates in his 

method of fitness and training. These became disciples of Joseph and Clara, carrying on the 

tradition of the Pilates method. Many of these disciples went on to start their own studios/gyms 

teaching the Pilates method to others. Some went on to develop their own interpretation of the 

Pilates method creating their own style which they then went on to teach to their own clients and 

students. These original students or disciples later became known as ‘the elders’ of Pilates.  

Romana Kryzanowska is one of these elders. Romana Kryzanowsk was a ballet dancer who 

came to Joseph Pilates for rehabilitation of an ankle injury in the early 1940s. Within 3 sessions 

she felt improvement in her ankle. She continued with the Pilates until a move took her away 

from New York. Fifteen years later she came back to New York City and again went back to 

Joseph Pilates to help her rehabilitate a knee injury due to falling into a manhole. She went onto 

study the Pilates method and then started teaching at the Pilates’ studio. She later became the 

studio director when Clara Pilates retired. She remained the studio director until the studio closed 

in 1989 at which time she opened her own Pilates studio in Drago’s gym. She continues to teach 

there as well as offering workshops and seminars around the world. Romana is credited with 

keeping the classical legacy of the Pilates method alive.  

To learn more about Romana Kryzanowska check: 
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 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/ Romana_Kryzanowska  

http:// www.romanaspilates.com/ aboutus.html 

 

ROMANA KRYZANOWSKA 

Romana Kryzanowska was a ballet dancer who came to Joseph Pilates’ studio in New York to 

rehabilitate and ankle injury in the early 1940s. Within 3 sessions she started to feel 

improvement in her ankle and continued to studio with Joseph and Clara Pilates until she left the 

country for Peru. Fifteen years later she moved back to New York City and this time Joseph 

Pilates helped her rehabilitate a knee injury she suffered falling into an open manhole with her 

baby. In time Romana began to teach the Pilates method at Joseph and Clara’s studio in New 

York. She later became the studio’s director after Clara retired. After Joseph and Clara’s deaths 

Romana went onto inherit the studio in New York City. Romana remained on as director until 

the studio eventually closed in 1989. At this time she opened her own studio in a local gym. 

Romana’s Pilates studio is now located in Florida and training is offered throughout the world.  

Romana preserved the Pilates’ legacy by travelling around the world for up to six decades to 

educate the next generation of Pilates instructors. Romana’s daughter, Santo, also had the 

opportunity to train directly with Joseph and Clara Pilates and taught along with her mother for 

almost three decades. Santo’s daughter Daria Pace has joined both her mother and grandmother 

teaching the Pilates Method and is now the owner of Romana’s Pilates studio.  

You can find out more about Roman’s Pilates studio and method at the link below: 

http://www.romanaspilates.com/aboutus.html 

 

RON FLETCHER 

Ron Fletcher, May 29, 1921 - December 6, 2011, was a Martha Graham dancer in New York 

City in 1946 when a chronic knee injury brought him to Joseph and Clara Pilates. His dancing 

career was long and illustrious but not without its pressures. After battling alcoholism through 

Alcoholics Anonymous meetings and daily Pilates sessions with Clara, Ron Fletcher was 

inspired to teach Pilates. Ron was asked to teach at Joseph Pilates’ studio in New York but 

wanted to be in LA. Ron Fletcher opened his own Pilates studio in Beverly Hills, Studio for 

Body Contrology, including clientele such as Barbara Steisand and Candance Bergen.  

Using the methods he learned from Joe and Clara Pilates along with the work he did with Martha 

Graham and Yeichi Nimura, Japanese choreographer, Fletcher developed new innovations such 

as The Standing Towel Work and Percussive Breathing. He lived the rest of his life in Texas 

running two teacher training schools in Arizona and Colorado.  

 

  

http://www.romanaspilates.com/aboutus.html
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Benefits 
What are the benefits of Pilates, if any, over other forms of exercise? 

The benefits of Pilates are vast.  Depending on your situation, Pilates can be valuable and can 

enhance your life, physically and mentally.  The basic principles of Pilates help with the 

alignment of the spine and posture.  It is a mind body form of exercise and so can be very 

meditative for some and a form of stress relief.  It is commonly used or suggested by other 

practitioners such as physiotherapists and chiropractors as a compliment to or a form of 

rehabilitation. In general, it is great as a form of fitness training for those starting out as well as 

those experienced athletes as a form of cross training.  Some of the more immediate benefits 

are…. 

“Take care of your body.  It's the only place you have to live.” ~Jim Rohn  

BENEFITS OF PILATES 

If you have heard anything about Pilates, core is something you may associate with 

Pilates.  What is your core?  In Pilates it refers to your abdominals, pelvis, ribcage, back, mid 

and lower thoracic vertebrae.   Many of our vital organs are enclosed in this region thus making 

it the core of life.  Protecting these organs is to our benefit.  We can’t walk around in a suit of 

armor but we can work on strengthening the muscles in this region.  Hence, we strengthen our 

core.   In addition to strengthening the abdominal muscles the back muscles, the erector spinae 

group, and the pelvic floor must also be engaged to fully strengthen the core.  There are many 

fringe benefits to working our core muscles.  Stronger back muscles mean reduced back pain, 

which affects 80% of adults at some point in their life.  With increased abdominal and back 

strength you will be able to hold your body up more easily and as a result, experience improved 

posture.  Some of the other benefits of Pilates are stress relief, relaxation, rejuvenation, a new 

challenge both mentally and physically, greater awareness of your body and how it moves and 

works, physical benefits include: increased coordination, flexibility, balance, muscle tone and 

muscle endurance.  Here we focus on rejuvenation, reviving and relaxing the body.  Once the 

body feels rejuvenated, revived and relaxed it will be in a position to improve physically and the 

desired results will appear.    

Some of the many benefits of Pilates: 

 Stress relief from emotional, professional, social and physical strains. 

 Relax, Rejuvenate, Revive. 

 Improved posture through exercises that target smaller muscles, stabilization of areas specific 

areas of the body, i.e. scapula, pelvis. 

 Increased awareness of body and how it moves and performs. 

 Physical benefits such as strength, power, balance, flexibility, local muscle endurance, 

strength endurance and coordination. 
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I have heard that Pilates is good for the abs.  Is this true?  

Benefits of Strong Abs 

Mention Pilates to most people and core strength, strong abs and improved posture are some of 

the comments people give.  These are some of the benefits of Pilates.  So what are the benefits of 

having strong abdominal muscles aside from the aesthetic reasons? 

Improved posture.  Stronger and tighter abdominal muscles will help pull the stomach in 

making standing straight and upright easier.  As a result, your spine will be in a better position 

improving your posture.  This will give the appearance of being taller and more confident. 

Less risk of lower back injury.   Many people walk around with back pain.  Most of it in the 

lower and mid back region.  While many reasons for back pain exist, most of it is due to weak 

abdominal muscles and extra weight around the stomach.  The body will naturally be in a better 

position taking pressure off of the back when fat is lost around the midsection and abdominal 

muscles are tightened.  As a result, less risk of injury and less back pain. 

Less pressure on joints.  Strong abdominal muscles can help stabilize your body.  Increased 

stability means less pressure on the joints.  This means less problems with injuries due to joint 

problems and less pain in the joints. 

Improved endurance and power.   Stronger abdominals will help increase endurance and 

power for all sports and daily activities. 

Less risk of hernias.  A weak abdominal wall is one of the largest reasons for hernias.  

Strengthening the abdominal muscles will reduce the risk of developing a hernia. 

Decreased risk of developing heart disease, high blood pressure, high cholesterol, and 

diabetes. By working the abdominal muscles body fat is being burnt.  The less body fat you have 

the lower your risk of developing these diseases. 
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What about other types of physical activity?  What do you think about people doing other forms 

of physical activity or do you just advocate Pilates? 

EXERCISE COMMITMENT 

 Staying motivated to exercise isn’t easy.  Even for veteran exercisers some days it’s easy, some 

days it’s not.  For a beginner, someone trying to lose weight, someone trying to get back into an 

exercise routine and people who exercise regularly, there isn’t much difference when it comes to 

exercising.  Trying to maintain discipline and motivation is just as challenging for all.  After 

about 6 to 12 weeks’ doldrums set in and many quit.  After that initial excitement of starting an 

exercise program, something happens. The enthusiasm fades.  Many haven’t experienced 

significant results leading to discouragement.  The combination can be very discouraging which 

leads to giving up.  Most people quit just when they’re on the verge of success in terms of 

making exercising a habit and seeing fat loss.  Some of the mistakes are: 

Focusing on the scale: Choose an item of clothing that used to fit comfortably that you want to 

wear again but doesn’t fit as well anymore.  Use that as your “scale” and measure of 

accomplishment rather than numbers on a scale. 

Working too hard: Everyone “knows” exercising 3 times a week is good for you.  It may be 

good for you, but it takes time to build up to that.  After all, you may not have been exercising at 

all.  Once a week is good start. 

Not working hard enough: Then there are others who know they are newbies and are over 

cautious to the point they aren’t working hard enough to feel anything working.  Challenging 

yourself safely is important. 

Comparing yourself to others: If others can do a particular exercise, or are loosing more weight 

than you, who cares.  You will eventually reach your goals.  Exercise is something that you have 

to enjoy and get something out of. 

Giving up too soon: It took a long time for you to become completely inactive or removed from 

physical activity. Don’t expect to be able to embrace it within a few weeks or even a few months.  

Seeing results isn’t the only measure of benefiting from exercising.  Consider better sleep, more 

energy, better quality of life etc. 

  

 

WHY MANY PEOPLE QUIT EXERCISING? 

The non-physical issues with being successful in making exercise habitual are usually not 

understood.  There are three main areas to consider when deciding on starting an exercise 

program: physical, psychological and logistical.  

Physical:  Most have an idea of how they want to exercise and know their general health and 

fitness level.  However, knowing that exercise is needed and suddenly starting to exercise 

without planning for the below areas usually results in disappointment. 

 Psychological:  Issues such as figuring out your real motivation for exercising, the willpower 

and discipline to exercise and goal setting.  A common reason many start exercising is to lose 

weight.  That itself is not motivation enough.  Why you want to lose weight is what needs to be 

addressed.  Depending on why, different approaches to an exercise program will be needed and 
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the more efficient your exercise.  The amount of willpower, discipline and how good you are at 

following through with set goals is usually easier to determine about oneself.  Figuring out 

weaknesses in these areas and then taking the steps to overcome them is the next challenge.  

Support from family, friends, individual coaching can all help. 

Logistical: Where are you going to exercise, what equipment do you need but most of all when 

are you going to exercise.  Sometimes the fitness goals require more exercise time than 

scheduled or perhaps your fitness goal will be reached but it takes ten times longer than 

anticipated.  Time must be made to exercise just as time is made for everything else...work, kids, 

meals, sleep, chores, vacations, etc.  Don’t spend until your goals, type of exercise and workout 

program/schedule is determined.   

  

Is Pilates just for women? 

No.  It is for everyone. 

 “It is not the strongest of the species that survive, nor the most intelligent, but 

the ones most responsive to change.”   

IS PILATES FOR MEN? 

Pilates is becoming increasingly popular and mainstream.  And as with everything that becomes 

more popular, misconceptions result.  Among the misconceptions that are percolating throughout 

about Pilates here are a few. 

 Pilates is for women. 

 Pilates is not for men. 

 Pilates is a derivative of Yoga. 

 Pilates is just a quick fix for flabby abs. 

 Pilates is easy; it’s for wimps. 

 Pilates is not challenging enough. 

 Pilates is too hard. 

 Pilates is too expensive 

While we can’t tackle all the above misconceptions in this issue let’s start with the first two.  

Pilates is for women. Pilates is not for men.  Pilates is for both women AND MEN.  As we’ve 

seen in our History of Pilates Joseph Pilates was a man and originally designed the exercise and 

methodology for men.  Joseph Pilates himself developed the exercise during his career that 

included stints as boxing coach, martial artist, circus performer, athletic trainer and 

physiotherapist.   

Despite the history behind the creation of Pilates, Pilates has and is off to a slow start with men.  

Pilates will greatly enhance athletic performance by improving strength, flexibility, agility, 

balance and coordination.  Golfers will hit the ball farther.  Runners will run longer and pain 

free.  Many professional sports teams include Pilates in their conditioning.   Fortunately, Pilates 

is becoming more accepted in fitness organization that more men are showing up to classes to 

sample the benefits.    
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BENEFITS OF PILATES FOR MEN 

For many men, the ageing process can be full of surprises both pleasant and unpleasant.  Often, 

the advent of a man's 40's and onwards comes with marked changes in the way their bodies 

function, and the impact it has on their daily activities.  Athletic pursuits like running, hiking or 

exercise regimens become more challenging or require specific conditioning and preparation, 

body mass is redistributed in unfamiliar ways, and if greater care is not taken with ones health 

the consequences can be serious and long term - although a man may still have the mindset that 

his body will shrug off injuries and afflictions the way it did in his 20's. 

For decades the positive benefits of focusing on core strength has been known to women and 

their health care providers.  A strong core means a stronger back, so better posture; a strong 

abdomen means easier, more efficient breathing and a slimmer figure; pelvic floor strength 

contributes to overall strength, health and condition.  Think of Kegel exercises.  What is not 

often stressed is the benefit of this same focus for men.  

Doctors stress the importance of a strong core in men’s health and functionality issues for many 

reasons for men in their mid-forties and better.  The reach of the benefits cannot easily be 

overstated.  According to recent health statistics 40% of men over 40 have issues relatable to the 

condition of their body core, such as some degree of erectile dysfunction.  This used to be 

viewed as normal, but is seen increasingly less so.  According to a University of Bristol study 

undertaken in 2004 that strengthening the pelvic floor, which is exactly what Pilates does - 

although not all it does, is as effective as Viagra.  Good news for many men.  One would hope 

that the Pfizer’s of the world are taking notice. 

For many men, the less invasive remedies, like drugs, that are required the better.  For many 

men, their Pilates instructor can help improve their outlook on many important areas of their life 

and health. [1] 

   

PILATES FOR THE OLDER ADULT 

Keeping fit and active is essential at all ages. For the older population it is just as essential if not 

more.  But not all forms of exercise suits everyone as we age.  For older bodies, exercise needs to 

be modified to suit changing bodies and abilities.   

Pilates is a wonderful form of exercise for the older population as its risk of injury is minimal 

unlike many other weight-bearing exercises.  Pilates focuses on controlled breathing and quality 

of movement rather than quantity.  Pilates is low impact and not nearly as severe on joints as 

many other forms of exercise.  The equipment used in Pilates provides resistance training but 

again in a low impact manner.  As a result strengthening of the muscles around joints is possible 

without putting unnecessary pressure on the joints.  The reformer is great because while it is 

resistance based the resistance can be quite light and manageable while in some gyms the lightest 

weight is too much. 

All the principles of Pilates revolve around stability and efficiency of movement.  This is done 

through strengthening the deeper smaller muscles and the ‘core’ muscles – abdominal muscles, 

pelvic floor muscles and the muscles along the spine.  Many of the exercises in Pilates are done 

lying prone, supine, or sitting.   This emphasis on stability helps improve balance, an area that 

becomes weaker as we get older. 
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Increased control and stability is important for older adults as it can help improve functional 

movement including building balance and posture.  Balance and coordination slowly decreases 

as people get older. The increase in strength and flexibility in the ‘core’ and legs positively 

affects balance.  Pilates is also a great form of rehabilitation from surgical procedures such as hip 

replacements and knee surgeries.  Reformer work can be very helpful in working the muscles in 

the legs strengthening the knees.  Work with feet in the straps on the reformer can help work on 

stability in the pelvic region. 

Age related ailments Pilates can help with 

ARTHRITIS sufferers: benefits from Pilates because the gentle mid-range movements decrease 

the chance of joints compressing while maintaining the range of motion around them. 

OSTEOPOROSIS sufferers: simple standing Pilates leg exercises may increase bone density in 

both the spine and hip. (Flexion exercises are not recommended for osteoporosis sufferers.) 

LUMBAR STENOSIS: exercises that can stretch out the back muscles and strengthen the 

extensor muscles of the spine to counteract the forces of gravity that can pull people into that 

hunched position. (Extensions may cause injury in some with stenosis. 

PARKINSON’S and MULTIPLE SCLEROSIS: Pilates has been documented to slow or reverse  

the effects of these diseases.  It can even help with brain traumas like a stroke.  The sooner 

people with brain damage or stroke can start balance exercises with Pilates and get their bodies 

moving symmetrically the better their recovery overall. [2] 

  

PILATES FOR CHILDREN 

Control, breathing, flowing movement and stability are among the principles of Pilates.  These 

are areas we can all benefit from improving on including our children.  Awareness of movement, 

concentration, coordination, healthy breathing all result from practicing Pilates and its principles.  

These lessons can be applied to other aspects of life.  Teaching habits that result in greater body 

awareness, healthy breathing, efficient movement and overall respect for an individual’s body’s 

health results in less wear and tear on the body over the years.  Starting Pilates at a young age 

instills the habit of regular exercise that does not have to be physically taxing or have to require 

much, if any, equipment.  Pilates is something that can be done anywhere and even the practice 

of doing just 20 minutes a day of mat exercises can increase energy levels and overall wellbeing.  

Creating good physical movement habits at a young age will mean less physical corrections as 

they age.  There is so much variety to Pilates that as children’s bodies grow the exercises can be 

modified and added.  For example, younger children, when their bones are still growing, can do a 

lot of the matwork exercises, focusing on body awareness, coordination of the mind and body.  

As they are growing learning to stabilize around the pelvic and scapular region and gentle toning 

can be added.  Again, all achieved through matwork and small props.  As they get older, early to 

late teens, more toning through equipment work may be added. 

For anyone, but especially children, increased self-esteem and confidence can go a long way.  

The resulting effects of Pilates, increased posture, toned muscles and healthy breathing can help 

increase self-esteem and confidence. [3] 
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PILATES FOR YOUNG PEOPLE 

More and more young people are spending time in front of computers, on cell phones and texting 

messages all activities moving them closer to increased back pain, neck tension and poor posture.   

Pilates is a wonderful activity to help with these conditions and is recommended by 

physiotherapists, massage therapists and chiropractors to adults with these conditions and more.  

Taking preventative measures early on in a person’s life by introducing Pilates to young people 

can only delay the eventual need for corrective measures. 

Pilates can also help with self-esteem and body image.  With so much emphasis on appearances, 

looking a certain way and being a certain size, Pilates can help young people by giving them a 

better sense of body awareness.  Toning and strengthening muscles can help clothes fit better.  

Improvements in posture can also help one’s physical appearance giving the appearance of being 

leaner and slimmer without solely focusing on losing weight.  When young people learn to carry 

themselves properly, self-esteem will improve and confidence in other areas will increase.  The 

increasing trend of Pilates and more and more celebrities opting for Pilates as a form of exercise 

may also resonate with young people.   

Everybody is different and since the progress one makes in Pilates is independent of athletic 

aptitude and initial physical fitness, young people who may not normally engage in physical 

activity can do so with Pilates and benefit.  Everyone progresses at their own pace.  Strengths 

and weaknesses are different in each body.  Different exercises will pose different challenges for 

different people.  As a result, competition doesn’t, and should not, come into play when doing 

Pilates. 

Increased energy is also a likely side effect to Pilates.  Increased energy means a greater ability 

to do things one enjoys as well as getting more enjoyment out of the tasks required to be done 

such as school work and chores around the home.  Increased energy can also lead to trying new 

things.   

Pilates is an activity that can be done throughout a person’s life. Whether at home or in a group 

fitness class or in a studio, it can always be a positive contributing factor to any lifestyle.  Pilates 

is definitely something worth incorporating early on in a person’s life.   Because young bodies 

are still developing, there is a need to prevent sports injuries caused by working incorrectly or 

lifting a weight they aren’t ready for yet. 

Pilates can increase strength and flexibility, and perhaps more importantly, body awareness. The 

sooner a young person learns about how their body works and feels, the sooner they will start to 

live in their body instead of just inhabiting it. 

  

Anxiety and Rehabilitation 
 

Yeah, I think I recall my physio mentioning something about taking up Pilates to help my back.  

Tell me how Pilates helps with rehabilitation and then how it can help my back? 

REHABILITATION 

We have all had an injury that we have had to rehabilitate.  And we have all rehabilitated that 
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injury in our own way.   

But what exactly does rehabilitation mean?   

Rehabilitation is the restoration of function, the return to normal daily activities and previous 

level of function of that particular joint, muscle, limb or body part that has been injured.    

When do you start rehabilitation?    

Rehabilitation is one of the steps in managing an injury. 

General outline of how to manage injury: 

1. Minimize the extent of the initial damage. 

2. Reduce associated pain and inflammation. 

3. Promote healing. 

4. Maintain or restore flexibility, strength, muscle balance, proprioception and overall fitness 

during healing. 

5. Rehabilitate to functionality of daily activities and normal sports activities. 

6. Assess and correct any predisposing factors to reduce the likelihood of reoccurrence. 

All easier said than done.  How exactly is this process implemented and more importantly, 

where does Pilate fit in?  If you have sustained an injury, a visit to your health professional is 

first and foremost.  Steps 1-3 is where your health care professional comes in.  Steps 4-6 is 

where exercise and your fitness training, personal training and Pilates instructor come in.  A 

physiotherapist is a good place to get started to start the process of restoring flexibility, 

strength, muscle balance and proprioception.  It’s through regular practice and increased 

challenge of what was given to you by your physiotherapist or health professional that will 

help with overall fitness and return to daily functionality in life and sport.  This is where Pilates 

exercises and your Pilates instructor play a large role.  

 

PILATES FOR REHABILITATION 

Joseph Pilates suffered from many illnesses as a child which resulted in muscular weaknesses.  It 

was these weaknesses and illnesses that motivated Joseph Pilates to study movement and 

exercise which led to the development of what is now known as Pilates. 

Pilates continues to be a form of exercise and movement that is used in the restorative process 

and is gaining popularity in rehabilitation setting.  Many physiotherapists, chiropractors and 

doctors will either use or recommend Pilates in the recovery/rehabilitation process. 

What makes Pilates good for restorative work? 

 Low impact 

 Many modifications of the exercises.  This allows for almost everyone and injuries to do 

some exercise for the injured area. 

 Principles behind Pilates work with restorative work. i.e. eight principles are: control, 

breath, flowing movement, precision, centering, stability, range of motion and opposition. 

 Stability, range of motion, control 
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 Pilates works muscles both eccentrically and concentrically so strength and tone is muscles 

is hopefully more uniform and balances. 

 Pilates can be done as gently or as intensely as possible. 

What injured areas can Pilates help restore? 

Pretty much every area of the body Pilates can help rehabilitate and restore.  Some of the 

common areas or injured areas that we see in the studio are: 

 Back (e.g. upper, lower) 

 Knees 

 Feet (e.g. plantar fasciitis) 

 Shoulders (e.g. frozen shoulder) 

 Ankles 

 Hips 

Before starting Pilates or any other form of exercise after an injury, consult your doctor.  Usually 

visits to a physical therapist, physiotherapist, chiropractor and/or other health practitioners are 

usually accompanied during the rehabilitation process. 

How can Pilates help? 

Pilates is known for working on ‘core’ strength.  This is includes working the lower back and 

abdominal muscles and pelvic floor to help stabilize the lumbar spine and pelvis.  Stability is a 

big part of Pilates so any exercise done in Pilates first involves stabilizing the body which 

includes the pelvic region.  As a result, these muscles get stronger over time resulting in a 

stronger lower back.  

There are many exercises both on the mat and equipment and in particular on the reformer that 

help strengthen the lower, upper and mid back.  Just maintaining neutral posture helps strengthen 

many muscles in the back. 

The reformer is a great way to help strengthen muscles around the knees.  Because there are so 

many exercises that can be done in a lying down position, there is much less stress and impact on 

the joints and in particular the knees.  There are exercises with your feet in the straps and with 

your feet on the footbar all done in a lying down position getting all the muscles around your 

knees, quadriceps, hamstrings, and muscles on the lateral and medial sides of the knee.  All of 

this allows you to strengthen the muscles all around the knee gradually without any strain.  So 

many modifications are available to the exercises in Pilates that there is some exercise that 

everyone can do for any muscle group. 

The exercises in Pilates are done in stocking or bare feet.  This gives the muscles in the feet a 

chance to work.  There is a series of exercises called footwork that positions the feet differently 

for each exercises working muscles in the feet while working muscles in the quadriceps and 

hamstring group.  A series of exercises on the reformer for the calf muscles also help strengthen 

the ankles. 

Many exercises for the upper body may be performed using the reformer.  There is a series of 

exercises strengthening the rotator cuff as well as exercises that strengthen the shoulders 

(deltoids) while getting the latissimus dorsi, rhomboids, trapezius, pectoralis major and other 

muscles in the mid back and chest. 
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There are various exercises targeting the hips, whether it’s strengthening the hip flexors, 

stretching out the hip flexors, working on stability in the pelvic region, rotation in the hip joint 

etc., there are many exercises on the reformer and in particular with the feet in the straps that 

allow for strengthening and stretching out the hips. 

 

There are many other areas that Pilates can help with the restorative process with.  

 

PILATES MATWORK FOR YOUR BACK 

Many of the Pilates matwork exercises may be used to help strengthen the back.  Keeping the 8 

principles of Pilates in mind while performing the exercises will help to get more out of the 

actual exercise.  Scapula isolation, arm circles, elevation and depression of scapulae while all 

exercises to warm up the scapular region all provide a good way of gently exercising the muscles 

in the back in and around the scapular region. 

Some of the more common exercises that you’ll find that target the muscles in the back and spine 

are the:  

breast stroke preps (transversus abdominis, pelvic floor, mid and upper back erector spinae, 

obliques, hip extensors, scapular stabilizers) 

breast stroke (transversus abdominis, pelvic floor, mid and upper back erector spinae, obliques, 

hip extensors, posterior deltoid, deltoids, latissimus dorsi, teres major),  

swan dive (transversus abdominis, pelvic floor, erector spinae, hip extensors, obliques, scapular 

stabilizers) 

swimming (transversus abdominis, pelvic floor, obliques, mutifidus, erector spinae, obliques, 

gluteus maximus, hamstrings, scapular stabilizers, deltoids) 

 

Some stretches for the back: shell stretch (transversus abdominis, pelvic floor, spinal extensors), 

cat stretch, spine stretch forward (transversus abdominis, pelvic floor, rectus abdominis, 

obliques, erector spinae, scapular stabilizers)  

Props may be added to these exercises to add to the challenge, for example using the foam roller 

or ball during the breast stroke preps and swam dive adds to the stability challenge.  

Many of these exercises are compound exercises working more than one muscle group. For 

example, when doing swimming prep, the muscles in the back and along the spine are working to 

extend the spine as well as the glutes and hip extensors to extend at the hip.   

Note:  Names of exercises may vary from style to style of Pilates but the essence of the exercises 

remains the same. 

  

You also mentioned that Pilates can reduce stress.  How? 

As mentioned before, Pilates is a mind body form of exercise and so can become very meditative 

for many.  This itself can help reduce anxiety. 

PILATES AS STRESS RELIEF 
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Stress.  Everyone has it.  But your stress is most important.  Yoga, meditation, exercise, running, 

massage, holidays, shopping, a pint, there are so many suggestions out there as to how to relieve 

stress.  It’s stressful just trying to keep track of all the stress-free activities.  For some the act of 

relaxing is itself a challenge because, we rarely get a chance to do it let alone learn how to do it. 

The benefits of Pilates are plentiful but the stress relief benefits are not always highlighted. The 

purposeful breathing in through your nose and out through pursed lips helps oxygenate the 

blood, filling the lungs with oxygen when inhaling and upon exhaling all the “bad” air and waste 

is expelled.  This in itself will help calm and relax the body.  

So many of us want to fit into our clothes better or look better in our clothes.  This constant 

desire to want to “fit” and “look” better is a low form of stress.  Many of the benefits of Pilates 

will help you “fit” and “look” better.  For example, Pilates will help tone and lengthen muscles. 

This will help give a tighter and lean appearance over time.    Pilates can target smaller muscles 

and many of the exercises involve multiple muscle groups working both isotonicly and 

isometricly resulting in improved stability of the joints.  In the hands of a competent Pilates 

instructor you can slowly improve your posture and in time how you carry yourself.  All these 

things will slowly help you “fit” and “look” better thus helping you relieve whatever stress you 

have due to this.   

Sometime a change of scenery helps relieve stress.  Pilates is a great way to change your scenery. 

Lying on a reformer, rolling back and forth on the rails, listening to the sound of the rollers in the 

track can have a calming effect on many.  Even lying on a mat breathing deeply and purposefully 

while doing something as simple as arm circles can be calming.   

Sitting back, relaxing and shooting the breeze, sharing one another’s trials and tribulations of the 

day on a patio is a great stress relief.   

There are tons of exercises out there including many Pilates exercises that can help with stress 

relief.  Having a clear idea what is causing your stress, will help more than all the yoga and Reiki 

sessions out there. 

I will leave you with a simple exercise to help calm things down.  It’s as simple as breathing.   

Breath in through your nose, maximizing your lung capacity by expanding your ribcage out to 

the back and sides of your body; on the exhale, exhale through pursed lips, purposefully, 

expelling all the air in your lungs and tightening up your abdominals as if you were stretching 

saran wrap over a bowl.  Repeat this throughout.   When you’re comfortable with this technique 

of breathing, add large arm circles.  Inhale for half the circle; exhale for the latter half.  Do 5 or 7 

circles in one direction then change directions.   Make every breath and movement purposeful 

and relax! 

  

 

Would you say any form of exercise would help reduce anxiety? 

 Yes. 

“HEALTHY BODY, HEALTHY MIND” 

When it comes to anxiety, this statement has never been truer.   

Who benefits from exercise? Everyone can benefit psychological benefits from exercise but 
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people who seem to see the biggest positive improvements in anxiety symptoms are:  

 Those who exercise consistently for at least several weeks  

 Are not already physically active 

 Have severe anxiety 

 Do aerobic exercise i.e. jog, swimming, dancing   

How does exercise reduce anxiety?  

While it’s not exactly certain how exercise helps to reduce anxiety but there are a number of 

possible reasons:  

 Distraction: focusing thoughts on kicking the ball, hitting the hockey puck, the next dance 

step etc. prevents you from dwelling over your latest “problem” in life.   

 Anxiety is driven by negative thinking. Giving your brain something else to think about in a 

constructive way can be a break for your emotions.  

 Biological: exercise safely releases stored up adrenaline which is what causes that sick or 

sweaty feeling when anxious.  Usually you will feel more relaxed after a run or spinning 

class.  

 Strengthens your heart: When you experience stress and anxiety your heart rate goes up.  

Being able to control that, having a stronger heart, can help.  During exercise your heart rate 

increases. But over time as your cardiovascular strength increases you resting heart rate will 

decrease.  That is the heart is stronger.  Improved heart and lung function are usually 

associated with a greater sense overall well-being which can help with feelings of anxiety.  

With a stronger heart the likelihood of it racing during a stressful situation will be reduced.  

 Improves your mood: Increased blood flow to your brain causes mood enhancing 

“endorphins” (feel good hormones) to be released.  When released that can brighten your 

mood. Self-esteem boost: Knowing you’re doing something constructive to help relieve 

anxiety can make you feel better about yourself.  Regular exercise will make you feel fitter, 

stronger, better and a self-esteem boost that may be longer overdue.   

 Exercise for anxiety: Aerobic exercise that gets your heart rate up is usually the most 

beneficial.  For example: Swimming, Biking, Running / brisk walking, Dancing, 

Fitness/aerobics classes, Skating   

While weight training and other strengthening exercise are important for overall health they 

don’t seem to offer as much anxiety relief as activities that get the heart rate going, however if 

strengthening exercises do get your heart rate up they may be good for you.  Pilates, while not 

traditionally aerobic activity, can get the heart rate up.  Work on the reformer is very fluid and 

there is a continuity to the movement which of course is produced by you.  Exercises flow nicely 

from one to the other just as they would in a fitness or aerobics class without the impact.  Work 

on the jumpboard does get the heart rate up and when done for a 20-25 minutes can produce the 

desired affect needed to help reduce anxiety.   

Exercise can be helpfully in preventing anxiety disorders from starting.  Exercise has also been 

noted to help with mental clarity and concentration both of which can be affected negatively by 

anxiety.  Even short bursts of exercises 10-15 minutes in length can be beneficial.  Higher 
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intensity exercise seems to be better at reducing stress and anxiety that may lead to heart disease.  

In the end though, exercise needs to be fun and enjoyable for you.  Choose something you 

enjoying doing or have always want to do or used to do and had fun doing.  Forcing yourself to 

do what everyone else tells you to do or what you should do, isn’t going to help with your 

anxiety levels.  Shop around for an activity that works for you.  Try different things without 

committing long term, initially.  Sometimes having a goal or someone(s) to exercise with you 

can be motivating. [4] 
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Posture 
My posture looks horrible. I sit at a desk all day, my shoulders are always slumped over, my 

neck hurts and back aches.  How can Pilates help posture? 

Pilates can help Posture in many ways but how Pilates can help your posture specifically 

depends on what kind of posture you have.  Let’s first talk a bit about posture. 

“I want to get old gracefully. I want to have good posture, I want to be healthy 

and be an example to my children.” ~ Sting 

 YOUR POSTURE, YOUR HOME 

What is your posture type or do you know?  Did your teacher or mother constantly tell you to sit 

up straight?   Were you ever called lazy bones?  Do you see people out there who look like 

they’re in the military?  Maybe you know people who look a little like a bass drum but are too 

polite to say anything.  There are as many posture types as there are people.  Our life and 

lifestyle have a big influence on our posture.  If we sit at a desk all day, it will affect our posture.  

New parents holding a baby on one hip all day will take a toile on the body’s posture altering it 

over time.  The kind of work or activities we engage in regularly will affect how we carry 

ourselves.  How we look and feel about what we see in the mirror has a lot to do with our 

posture.  Posture can be altered by strengthening and/or lengthening muscles.  Regardless of 

what city we’re in, what job we’re doing or where we’re coming from or going to, we live in the 

same place 24/7.  We live in our bodies.  When your house has a leak in the roof, you fix it.  If 

the window is broken, you fix it.  If your body doesn’t feel as comfortable to live in, fix it!  Start 

with something as simple as looking in the mirror and deciding if you’re happy with your 

posture.  Once you’ve decided what you do and don’t like about your posture, figure out how to 

fix it.  That’s the hard part.  It’s not as clear what you’re looking for to help with fixing your 

posture.  When your house’s roof is leaking, you look for a roofer. What do you do or who do 

you go to when you look like “the sower”?  A knowledgeable Pilates instructor will be able to 

not only help you but also give you some tools so that you can help yourself when you start 

falling back into “the sower” posture.  What roofer is going to give you tools to so that you can 

do patch up jobs on your own roof when it starts leaking again?   With a Pilates instructor you 

can have a postural analysis done which will help both you and the instructor identify areas to 

work on. While you may have some idea of areas you want to focus on your Pilates instructor 

can see you from all angles and be able to suggest other areas that you may not be aware of.  For 

examples shoulder and the scapular area.  A lot of improvements can be made by working the 

upper and lower back region resulting in a more upright, erect posture thus giving the illusion of 

more height.   Perhaps you have a bit more of a “lazy bones” posture.  You may be very hard 

working, sitting at your desk and in front of the computer all day, slaving away.  And what do 

you have to show for all your hard work?  “Lazy bones.”  You along with your Pilates instructor 

can identify what areas need strengthening and stretching to help eliminate that “lazy bones” 

look.  Perhaps all that’s needed is some strengthening of your hamstrings and 

stretching/lengthening of your hip flexors.  As with any part of your house upkeep needs to be 

done continually.  With your body, it’s no different.  To maintain a particular posture, continuous 

care of your frame and upkeep of muscles tone, strength and flexibility are required to live 

comfortably in your body. 
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GOOD VS BAD POSTURE 

Your skeleton is to your body, as a foundation is to a house.  Exercising for appearance alone 

without considering posture is like decorating a house that has fundamental foundation flows.  

Your house may be decorated with all the latest fabrics and designs but eventually the house is 

going to fall down.  Correcting the various muscular imbalances in a body to help correct posture 

is of greater value than just toning muscles for the sake of appearance alone.  To correct faulty 

posture shortened muscles but be stretched and long and weak muscles must be shortened and 

strengthened. 

Poor posture can have surprisingly adverse effects on our lives.  Everyone can benefit from 

better posture.  The average office worker who spends the majority of their day in front of a 

computer may develop upper cross syndrome, (head and neck protrude forwards), they may also 

experience pain in the low back, hip, shoulders, knee and ankle as well as many other 

discomforts including breathing and low energy. 

For those that do display upper cross syndrome, their head and neck seem to be ahead of their 

body, shoulders are rounded and the shoulder blades are “winging”.  Clients with upper cross 

syndrome may complain of headaches, neck pain, rotator cuff problems and pain in the mid back 

region. 

 People with poor posture: 
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 1. Experience greater stress on their joints and muscles surrounding their joints 

2. Are more susceptible to injury. 

3. May suffer ailments such as low back pain, chronic neck tension/pain, headaches, rotator cuff 

problems, pain in the mid to upper spine, knee or hamstring strain. 

4. More often than not poor posture is the reason why, regardless how of many visits to the 

chiropractor or osteopath you make a joint seems to keep coming out of alignment causing 

pain. 

 People with good posture: 

1. Have better alignment which translates into less injury 

2. Better balance, agility and overall physical performance 

3. Quicker recovery from exercise or physical exertion 

4. Feel more energetic. 

 It sounds like there are different kinds of posture.  So tell me, what kinds of posture are there? 

Good question.  Posture is as varied as people but there are four main posture types, aside from 

Upper Cross 

Syndrome 
Normal Alignment 
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“good posture”.  Most people are some combination of these four types and “good” posture. 

      “He who trims himself to suit everyone will soon whittle himself away.” 

  ~  Raymond Hill 

AM I KYPHOTIC? 

Perhaps you have noticed some who have a rounded, stooped like posture.  Maybe you see them 

at a desk huddled over their work or computer.  Or perhaps it’s someone leaning over a walker, 

cart or cane.  Perhaps it’s just someone walking down the street.  This person may have a slightly 

kyphotic posture.  What kyphotic means is that the mid and upper thoracic part of the vertebrae 

(upper and mid spinal region) are flexed more than what is normal.  This gives the stooped look. 

The scapula (shoulder blades) are protracted (separated) giving a rounded shoulder look.   

Kyphosis may also be coupled with lordosis.  What is lordosis?  Lordosis occurs when there is 

increased extension in the lumbar vertebrae (lower spine). 

Scheuermann's disease is a developmental disorder that causes those with the disease to have this 

stopped bent-over posture as a result of excessive kyphosis.   It affects 0.5%-8% of the general 

population and is more common in boys than girls.   

How can you tell the difference between postural kyphosis and Scheuermann’s disease?  When 

you look at the side view of a person who is kyphotic, when they bend over the person with 

postural kypohsis, their spine will form a smooth curve.  A person with Scheuermann’s kyphosis, 

when they bend over the angular gibbus can be seen.  In other words, there is a distinct angular 

bend in the spine creating what appears to be two segments.  Postural kypohsis can generally be 

corrected when a conscience effort is made.  We’re going to only focus on postural kypohsis.  

Causes:  Causes can be numerous.  Sitting at a computer all day, or at a desk or any type of 

career or activity that causes the spine to flex forward more often than not.   

Muscles that are, 

Elongated and weak: Neck flexors, upper back, erector spinae, external obliques, hamstrings are 

elongated but may or may not be weak, rectus abdominis is weak is not necessarily long. 

Shortened and strong: Hip flexors, neck extensors, low back is strong but may not be short. 

Areas to emphasize: Thoracic (upper and mid spinal region) extension.  Lumbar (lower spinal 

region) flexion.  Scapular (shoulder blades) stabilization. 

Areas to strengthen:  Hamstrings, glutes, abdominals, obliques. 

Areas to stretch:  Hip flexors, low back, rectus femoris (quadriceps), pectorals (chest). 

Pilates can help strengthen and lengthen the above mentioned areas in time reducing muscular 

imbalances, improving posture. 

Figure 1 Person with Scheuermann's kyphosis 
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 IS YOUR BACK FLAT? 

Isn’t everyone’s back is flat?  Actually no, not everyone has a flat back.  So let’s actually 

consider what a flat back posture is.  When you look at a person with ideal or normal posture 

from a side view you will see that their spine creates an elongated “S” shape.  This is “S” shape 

provides a shock-absorbing or spring like function with reduces stress on the vertebral column 

when weight loaded.  Remove, decrease or increase any of the curves in the “S” shape and the 

ideal posture is no longer there compromising the shock-absorbing, spring like function of the 

spine.  In a flat back posture, the lower curve is decreased or flattened out.  In other words, the 

lumbar spine is more flexed than normal.   The pelvis is tilted posteriorly, so it looks like there is 

a tucking under of the gluteal.  The hip joints are more extended or open as are the knee joints.  

Sometimes the knee joints will be flexed to try and bring the body more forward to compensate 

for the increased flexion in the lumbar spine.  The thoracic or upper part of the spine is more 

curved or the flexion is increased so it appears the person is leaning forward.  In some cases, the 

treatment requires surgery but starting with a non-operative treatment like physical therapy or 

Pilates is usually preferable.  What corrections are required muscularly to help a flat back 

posture? 

In a flat back posture, muscles that are short and strong are the hamstrings and abdominals.  

Muscles that are elongated and weaker are the hip flexors, the iliopsoas muscle.  The lower back 

muscles while elongated may not necessarily be weak.  What we want to do is strengthen the hip 

flexor muscles to help tilt the pelvis anteriorly or forward.  We want to try and lengthen the 

abdominal muscles. The upper thoracic spine is increased in flexion. So we want to try and 

strengthen the upper back muscles. 

Since our flat back posture has increased flexion in the lumbar spine and a posteriorly tilted 

pelvis it’s as though our flat back person is always in imprint position.  To counteract this, we’ll 

try and work in neutral pelvic position as much as possible.  To lengthen the abdominals, we can 

try some exercises on the mat or reformer that will work on extending the spine and as a result 

provide a stretch for the abdominals.  i.e. Swan dive on the mat would such an exercise.  Many 

exercises on the mat or reformer that will help with flexion the hips, whether modified or not, 

can be done to help strengthen the hip flexors.  Some upper body exercises on the reformer can 

be used to help strengthen the upper thoracic region.  Again Pilates can help strengthen and 

lengthen the necessary muscles to help you stand taller.    

Figure 2 Flat back 
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WHAT IS A SWAY BACK? 

Sway back. What does that mean?  When I first heard this term I couldn’t quite visualize what a 

“swayed back” posture could look like.  I thought of a back that was swayed in some manner but 

how exactly I couldn’t quite visualize until I saw the picture to the right.  Let’s a have a look at 

this person standing here to our right.   If we use the vertical line as a reference line or plumb 

line, our person’s head seems slightly forward.  Their neck is slightly extended.  There upper 

back is slightly curved of flexed, the lower part of the mid back region is flatter.   In general, the 

upper part of the torso seems to be further back of our reference line or posteriorly displaced 

from the plumb line.   If we look at the lower back, we can see that the spine is quite flat.  The 

pelvis seems tucked under or posteriorly tilted and slightly forward of our reference line.  The 

hips are quite open or extended and the knees are also extended.    In a way the upper body is 

sort of swayed back and resting on the hips. 

 Causes for a swayed back posture are numerous. People standing holding something, 

resting it on their hips, such as a baby.  If we consider the muscles areas that are weaker and 

stronger with a swayed back posture that will also help determine possible causes or reasons for 

this particular type of posture.   

 Muscles that are weaker and elongated with a sway back posture are the hip flexors 

(muscles that allow you to bend forward at the hips or raise your knee up), external obliques, 

upper back (muscles that help you extend your back) and neck flexors (muscles in your neck that 

help you nod your head).  Muscles that are stronger with a sway back posture are the hamstrings, 

internal obliques and low back muscles. 

 How can Pilates help?  There are many exercises that can help strengthen and lengthen 

the appropriate muscles.  To target the hip flexors exercises that involve movement at the hip 

joint will help.    The obliques can be targeted by exercises that involve rotation about the spine.  

Making a conscience effort to perform the head nod, not just when flexing the spine but also 

when the spine is in neutral and extended may help prevent over extension of the neck and in 

time help strengthen the neck flexors.  There many exercises to help strengthen the upper back 

muscles that can be performed on the reformer.  Many exercises that require stabilization of the 

scapular region, refer to this issue’s Technical Inspiration, involve engaging some of the muscles 

in the mid back and as a result will help strengthen this area.  To help lengthen the hamstrings, 

exercises that involve keeping the knees extended, legs straight, will help stretch out the backs of 

the thighs.  The shell stretch will help stretch out the back and lower back. 

Shell Stretch:  Kneeling, sitting on your heels, with upper body flexed or curved over the knees, 

hands on the floor in front of you, arms outstretched.  Inhale; exhale increasing the flexion in the 

spine.  Repeat feeling the stretch in your back. 
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A slightly modified version of this would be: lie on your back, hugging your knees into your 

chest.  Inhale and on the exhale hug your knees a little closer to your chest. 

 

WERE YOU IN THE MILITARY? 

Do you see some people and think, “They must be in the military?”  They are standing a little 

prouder and tall than the average person?  These people might have what is called a military type 

posture.  If we take a look at the posture of these proud and tall standing 

people, we’ll notice that their skeleton looks fairly ‘normal’ or ‘neutral’ 

in many parts. But if we take a closer look, we’ll see that is not the 

case.   

The head doesn’t seem to far forward or back.  The neck seems have a 

nice curve not overly flexed or extended, slightly extended at the most.  

(Notice how it seems as though the head is tilted upwards slightly 

indicating a slight extension in the cervical spine on the picture to the 

left.)  The vertebrae of the upper back is just slightly back of the ideal 

line or plumb line.  It’s not until we move towards the bottom of the 

skeleton that we notice that the lumbar spine is hyperextended and the 

pelvis anteriorly tilted.  The knees also hyperextended all of which 

gives a more forward and upright appearance. 

If we consider the muscles, the abdominals and hamstrings will be 

slightly elongated and possibly weak so areas to focus on strengthening.  

The lower back muscles and hip flexors are areas that will be shorter 

but stronger so will require some lengthening and stretching.  Many 

Pilates exercises both on the mat and reformer can help strengthen and lengthen the necessary 

areas.  Many exercises on the reformer will help strengthen the hamstrings and lengthen the hip 

flexors.   Many mat exercises will provide a means of strengthening the abdominals.  Any 

exercises involving imprint will not only help strengthen the abdominals but also help lengthen 

the lower back muscles.  

Figure 3  Sway back 

Military posture 
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And then there is the more recent development of the “cell phone” posture, as I like to call it. 

 

CELL PHONE POSTURE! 

There are over 5 billion cell phone subscriptions on the planet.  Attached to each cell phone is a 

human body and in many cases a body with poor posture.  In particular, a head that is forward 

reaching for the phone.  Forward Head Posture is very common in our society.   

What exactly is forward head posture?  In its simplest terms it’s the act of carrying the head 

forward of the body.  As your head moves forward, your center of gravity shifts.    

 How can you identify if you have forward head posture? 

 1. Stand normally. 

2. In bare feet. 

3. Arms by your sides. 

4. Looking straight ahead and have someone, friend, family member, co-worker, look at you 

from the side.   

 If you see your head is forward of your body, then you most likely have forward head posture. 

 To compensate for this shift in centre of gravity, your body moves backwards and the hips tilt 

forwards.  As your head moves forward of your neck, it gets ‘heavier’.  Now the upper back and 

neck muscles have to work harder to keep the head/chin from dropping forwards onto your chest.  

The muscles that keep the chin raised have to remain constantly contracted leading to headaches.  

Think about it, would you be surprised that your neck and shoulders hurt if you had a 20lbs 

watermelon hanging around your neck?  That’s exactly what forward head posture is doing, 

making your head heavier.  Over time your body bends out of shape and you now have poor 

posture!   

Forward Head Posture can cause head, neck, TMJ problems and mid and lower back problems. 

Do any of the following feel familiar? 

1. Tension type headaches 

2. TMJ dysfunction (tempero mandibular joint) 

3. “knots” in the back of the neck 

4. “rocks” in the shoulders 

5. “sore” chest muscles 

6. General irritability 

7. Poor sleep 

8. Chronic “achy” feeling all over 

9. Numbness or tingling in the arms and/or hands 

10. Facial pain (trigeminal neuralgia) 
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All these pains can be caused by forward head posture. 

Aside from using a cell phone, other causes of forward head posture are: 

1. Looking down while typing or reading 

2. Looking into a microscope 

3. Sitting improperly with shoulders rounded and back hunched 

4. Driving with your head more than 2 to 3 inches away from the headrest. 

5. Carry a backpack or heavy purse over one shoulder  

Some things that you can do to help correct and manage the results of forward head posture: 

Back extensions (breast stroke prep): 

Lie face down (prone); arms by your sides.   

Extend up raising your forehead and chest up off the floor while squeezing your shoulder blades 

together. Reaching your fingers towards your toes and reaching the top of your head away from 

your body.   

Hold for 15-45 seconds, while breathing. 

Repeat 3-6 times.  Repeat 3 times a day. 

(other hand positions: 1. Palms on floor by shoulders, chest relaxed on floor.  2. Forehead on the 

back of your hands) 

Chin tuck (head nod): Holding shoulders straight, stick chin out forward, hold for a few seconds 

(3).  Pull chin in towards you as far back as possible and hold for 3 seconds.  Repeat 6 times. 

Repeat 3 times a day. 

 Stretches for side and back of neck:  

Sit, holding shoulders straight and level.    

Drop left ear to left shoulder pressing right palm down towards floor.  Hold for 15-45 seconds. 

Drop chin forward stretching out back of neck. Hold for 15-45 seconds. 

Drop right ear to right shoulder pressing left palm down towards floor. Hold for 15-45 seconds. 

Repeat 3 times.  Repeat 3 times a day. 

 Chest stretch:   

Clasp hands together behind back. 

Open up across collar bone; reaching clasped hands down towards floor.   

Hold for 15-45 seconds.   

Repeat 3 times.  Repeat 3 times a day. 

How can Pilates help?  
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Alignment and posture are first and foremost in Pilates.  As a result, all exercises first require 

your body to placed in correct alignment before performing the exercise.  Spending an entire 

session focusing on posture and alignment before each repetition of a particular exercise, will 

eventually result in a habit of aligning your body before moving.   Stability of the shoulder girdle 

area and pelvic region will also help with posture and alignment.   Many back, upper, mid and 

lower, exercises are available to strengthen muscles.  Lying face up (supine) on the foam roller 

can help open up across the chest, stretching pectoral muscles out.   

  

  

I can definitely relate to cell phone posture!  So, is there a way to detect posture problems and 

then prevent them from worsening, or even correct them?  Until you pointed out the different 

types of poor posture, I would not have known what kind or poor posture I had, if any! 

 

PREVENTION AND DETECTION OF POSTURE PROBLEMS 

The most important step of preventing postural problems is detection.  For some it is obvious 

that they have pronounced posture problems.  For others it is not as obvious.  An appropriate 

practitioner or specialist can help determine postural problems such as your Pilates instructor, 

personal trainer, chiropractor or physiotherapist.  It is not just static posture that is important it is 

also your posture while you’re moving, your dynamic posture.  Through functional movements 

you or someone observing you, such your Pilates instructor, can help you determine which 

muscles need to be strengthened or loosened up to help improve your posture. 
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The muscles closest to your body’s center of gravity and spine need to be in good condition, as a 

start, to maintain good posture.  In most cases this means strengthening the core muscles, 

abdominals, back muscles, muscles that run along the spine and muscles that maintain stability in 

the lumbo-pelvic-hip complex.   Performing core exercises properly will teach your body to 

maintain proper dynamic postural alignment throughout any exercise you do.  This will in turn 

improve your static posture. 

The lumbo-pelvic hip complex is is composed of the hip, lower back and the pelvis.  The hips 

and glutes are central to the lumbo-pelvic hip complex.  These muscles need to be in the proper 

length-tension relationship between one another. This refers to the relationship between the 

length of the muscle and the contractile tension that it can exert.  Usually hip flexors are tight 

and glutes are weak.  Strengthening the glutes and stretching out the hip flexors can help.  A 

good way of doing this is through multi-joint leg exercises.  For example, the Pilates mat 

exercise single leg stretch or the bend and stretch series of exercises on the reformer with feet in 

the loops are good exercises for both hips and glutes.  You just have to be mindful of which 

muscles are being contracted during which movement. 

  

PREVENTION AND DETECTION OF POSTURE PROBLEMS - II 

The most important step of prevention is detection.  It’s usually obvious to ourselves that we 

have a posture problem.  A specialist like a chiropractor, exercise physiologist, physiotherapist 

will also be able to tell you about your posture.   Most posture problems are due to muscle 

imbalances.  Once you know which muscles need to be strengthened or lengthened the you can 

most on to the next step and start working on improving your posture.   

Your “core” muscles, back and abdominals, help you maintain your posture.  Strengthening these 

muscles will help.  However, sitting at a desk all day won’t strengthen your ‘core’.  Performing 

core exercises that target not just the superficial muscles but also the deepest layer of your core 

muscles will help you maintain proper dynamic posture throughout your workouts but also help 

improve your static posture.  All Pilates exercises will help target deep core muscles. 

The hip flexors and glutes are at the core of the lumbo-pelvic hip complex.  As a result, they 

should have a proper length-tension relationship between them.  That is no one of the hip flexors 

Lumbo-pelvic-hip complex 
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or glutes should be stronger or weaker than the other.  Usually hip flexors are tight and glutes 

weak, so focus on strengthening the glutes and lengthening the hip flexors usually helps. 

Multi joint leg exercises, exercises that use more than one joint, e.g. knee and hip, are great ways 

to strengthen the glutes.  However, you have mindful of contracting the correct muscle.  There 

are many exercises in Pilates both on the mat and reformer than involve more than one joint and 

will help target the glutes. 

  

What are some of the most common posture problems? 

POSTURE PROBLEMS 

There are two types of posture: static posture and dynamic posture.   

Static posture is the alignment of your body while you are still.  Static posture refers to the 

length-tension relationship of your muscles and the corresponding alignment of your joints.  The 

length of your muscle and how much tension or force it can exert.   When everything is in correct 

alignment and when the muscle is at its maximum length then it can exert the most tension or 

force. Most people first notice posture problems when someone or themselves is in static posture. 

Dynamic posture is the alignment of your body during movement.  Poor dynamic posture can 

influence static posture and vice versa.  Many exercises are repetitive movements; it is important 

to keep your dynamic posture or form in mind.  With poor dynamic posture, especially while 

exercising, the wrong or additional muscles will be recruited building your body 

disproportionately. 

Static posture is what most of us probably think of when someone mentions posture.   

Any imbalanced length-tension relationships or improper dynamic posture during movement can 

result in a tug of war between muscles.  This can result in premature aging of the joints and 

possible muscle, joint, tendon and ligament injuries.  These muscles imbalances are called 

postural distortion patterns. 

Causes of common postural problems: 

Muscle imbalances due to a sedentary lifestyle are a primary cause. 
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The Cumulative Injury Cycle illustrates how muscle imbalances start.  There is some sort of 

tissue (muscle) trauma.  This can result from repetitive motions with poor dynamic form or poor 

static posture.  The trauma then causes inflammation, which causes the muscle to spasm and 

develop knots or adhesions. (Knots are sections within the muscles of the body that are 

constricted and create consistent pain. ) These knots in the muscles decrease the functionality of 

the muscles which your brain cannot control properly.  The inability of the nervous system to 

maintain proper postural alignment causes muscle imbalances.   If the muscle imbalances are not 

corrected, the cycle will repeat over and over again getting progressively worse. 

Professionals from different areas will give different reasons as to why your posture is poor.  A 

chiropractor may say that your spine is out of alignment and that causes posture problems.  A 

podiatrist may tell you your whole body is out of alignment because of poorly fitting shoes or 

flat feet.  A psychologist may tell you that your poor posture is due to depression. 

The bones in your skeleton are held together by ligaments and tendons attach muscles to bones.  

Depending on how long or short a muscle is, the bones in your skeleton and as a result your 

posture will be effected.  You don’t have to be a professional to see that muscle imbalances are 

the most likely cause of posture problems. 

In the issues to come we’ll have a look at common muscle imbalances, muscle imbalances and 

the sexes and how to detect and prevent posture problems due to muscle imbalances. 

 

So far Pilates seems to be quite good at helping posture stress and general rehabilitation.  Are 

there specific conditions for which it is beneficial to do Pilates?  

Yes, you name it, Pilates can help it.  Pilates will certainly not make it worse unless you’re not 

doing it correctly but that’s usually due to the instructor. That’s another topic. 

 

Ok, then, I have a lot of neck pain probably due to staring at a computer screen all day.  Can 

Pilates help and how? 

NECK PAIN AND INJURIES 

So many of us experience some kind of minor neck problems, pain at some point.  Whether from 

everyday wear and tear, overuse, or injury, sleeping funny, sitting at a desk looking a computer, 

being on the phone too long, sports, recreational activities, or other work related activities neck 

pain is common. 

The pain may feel like “kink”, stiffness or pain the latter of which can spread to the shoulders, 

upper back, arms and may even cause a headache.  Movement may be limited. 

Any pain from the base of the skull and into the shoulders is referred to as neck pain. 

Neck includes: 

 Bones and joints of the cervical spine (neck) 

 Discs separating the cervical vertebrae and absorb the shock from movements 

 Muscles and ligaments in the neck holding the cervical spine together. 

 Activities that may cause neck pain: 

 Holding head in a forward posture or odd position while working, watching tv, reading, at the 
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computer, using your cell phone, studying etc. 

 Sleeping on a pillow that is too high, too flat, doesn’t support your head; sleeping prone with 

your head twisted or bent. 

 Resting your forehead on your first or arm upright (thinker’s pose) for long periods of time. 

 Stress. Tensions can make the muscles that run from the back of the head across the back of 

the shoulders (trapezius) feel tight and painful. 

Sudden acute injuries: 

Tripping, falling a short distance, excessive twisting of the spine, whiplash, falls from higher 

distances, direct blows to the back of top of head, sports related injuries etc. 

Injuries to the ligaments or muscles, i.e. sprains or strains (what’s the difference?) Muscle strain 

will result in aches and stiffness that spread to the upper arm, shoulder or upper back. 

Pinched nerve symptoms will include a shooting pain that spreads down the arm into the hand 

and fingers.  More serious being if it’s in both arms. 

Torn or ruptured disc: when tear is large enough the material inside the disc may leak out 

(herniated) and press against a nerve or spinal cord.  Symptoms include headache, dizziness, sick 

to your stomach feeling, pain in shoulders or down your arm. 

There are many other causes for neck pain and injury. 

Not all neck problems are related to injury.  Neck pain and problems can be related to arthritis, 

meningitis, the flu, heart attacks, torticollis (severe muscle contraction on one side of the neck 

causing head to tilt to one side, chin usually rotated towards opposite side of neck.  May be 

congenital or caused by injury or disease.) 

Treatment depends on location, type and severity of the injury; age, health condition and 

activities (work, sports, hobbies).  A doctor will be best to determine what type of treatment will 

best suit your condition.  Some possible treatments are, first aid, physical therapy, chiropractic 

therapy, medicine, surgery. 

Some of the areas where physical therapy, exercise and in particular Pilates, can help are in 

strengthening and stretching, stabilizing the shoulder girdle resulting in less tension in the neck 

and in particular improvements in postures will usually positively affect neck pain. 

  

TYPES OF NECK PAIN 
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Non-specific neck pain: when a “stiff” and painful neck develop for no apparent reason.  

Perhaps due to sitting in a draft or twisting in a funny position e.g. while gardening.  The cause 

of this type of pain isn’t known.  This is the most common type of neck pain and usually 

disappears within a few days. 

Whiplash: Usually follows a rear-end collision in a car (the body is carried forward, the head 

flips back.  As the body stops the head is thrown forward.)  The pain and stiffness is usually 

delayed after whiplash. Most people who suffer whiplash do not have any major damage and 

usually feel better within a few weeks or months. 

Tension: Most muscles relax completely when they are not being used.  Some muscles, 

however, have to work all the time to keep your body upright.  These are known as “anti-gravity 

muscles”.  The muscles at the back of your neck are such muscles.  They have to be always 

tensed in order to keep your head from falling forwards. When these muscles work too hard, 

neck pain and tension headaches can result.  People who are worried or under stress will often 

tighten their muscles more than necessary to hold their head up.  Tension headaches are common 

and more often than not mistaken for migraines. 

Cervical spondylosis:  Over time, through everyday use, the discs and facet joints of the  spine 

become worn.  The discs become thinner causing spaces between the vertebrae to become 

narrower.  “Spurs” of bone (osteophytes) may also form at the edges of the vertebrae and facet 

joints.   This is a form of osteoarthritis but is also known as “cervical spondylosis”.  These 

changes may cause pain.  Either from the linings of worn joints from stretched ligaments.  

Bulging discs or osteophytes may pinch nerve roots causing pain or numbness that travels into 

the arm.  When the vertebral artery is pinched, the blood supply to the area of the brain 

controlling balance is reduced which may lead to dizziness.  It is rare, but in severe spondylosis 

the spinal cord can be squeezed causing weakness and numbness in the arms and legs. 

 

NECK PAIN 

There are so many pains out there.  Some of the more common ones are back pain, knee pain and 

neck pain.  What exactly is neck pain?  What causes neck pain? What can be done about it?  

Most experience neck pain at some point in their life. 

What can cause neck pain? 
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 poor posture e.g. sitting at a desk or computer for prolonged hours, poor standing 

posture, sitting at a too low desk, anything that will encourage a forward head posture, 

stretching neck muscles 

 injury, trauma, mechanical or muscular problem 

 trapped nerve caused by a bulge in one of the discs between the vertebrae 

 arthritis of the neck 

 worry or stress 

 falling asleep in an awkward position or sleeping on a too soft or on the wrong 

thickness of pillow 

 What does neck pain feel like? 

 pain in the neck area 

 pain may radiate down to the shoulder, between shoulder blades, out into the arm, hand 

or up into head causing headaches 

 sore, tense muscles in the neck that feel hard to the touch 

What to do about neck pain? 

 Bed rest isn’t necessary.  Stay as active as possible, try to keep up with a regular routine 

and normal everyday activities. 

 If a neck collar has been prescribed, try not to use it for more than a day or two. 

 Neck pain lasting for a longer period of time should be brought to the attention of a 

doctor or physical therapist. 

Additional symptoms to neck pain such as, a co-existing illness, tenderness or pain in the neck 

bones (cervical vertebrae), pain gets worse despite treatment, one or both arms become affected 

e.g. persistent numbness, weakness or clumsiness, may mean a more serious underlying problem 

than just neck pain. 

Acute pain at the base of the skull may disappear without treatment. This is probably the best 

kind of neck pain.  Otherwise,  

Possible treatments for, or means of alleviating neck pain: 

 Chiropractic treatment or physiotherapy and pain-relieving medication may be sufficient for 

short-term problems. 

 For longer-term pain (3 months or greater) some options are, chiropractic treatment, 

exercise, physiotherapy, postural advice, acupuncture 

 Exercise can help restore range of movement, promote strength and ease localized stiffness. 

 Learning to relax neck muscles can also help.   

  

 You mentioned how Pilates can help with stress and anxiety, what about conditions like 

depression.  What can Pilates offer people suffering from depression? 

DEPRESSION AND EXERCISE 

The following holds for anyone: “Any type of exercise is useful as long as it suits you and you 

do enough of it,” “exercise should be something you enjoy. Otherwise it will be hard to find the 

motivation to do it regularly.”, Dr. Cohen.  For those that experience depression it can be 
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particularly beneficial in helping with their depression.  Everyone feels sad from time to time but 

depression is characterized by prolonged feelings of sadness, dejection and hopelessness.  1 in 5 

women and 1 in 8 men experience depression at some point in their lives.  Depression is 

complicated and can’t be fully explained here, but what can be said about it here is that 

depression can involve a number of contributing factors such as genes, environment, lifestyle, 

brain activity, psychology and personality.  Regular activity can help depression as physical 

activity causes brain pleasure centers to be stimulated and lead to feelings of wellbeing.   

Some ways that exercise helps in prevention and treatment of depression are: 

1. it releases endorphins (the body’s mood elevating, pain relieving compounds) while 

2. reducing the levels of cortisol – the stress depression hormone in the bloodstream 

3. boosts self-esteem by yielding positive feeling of accomplishment and autonomy 

Preliminary results from a study on depression at Duke University show that acute doses of 

physical activity rather than sustained regular exercise may be more effective in reducing 

feelings of depression, anger and fatigue. 

The most common physiological explanation for exercise helping with the treatment of 

depression involve the action of endorphins within the central nervous system, the elevation of 

the body and brain temperature, the distraction hypothesis (a “time out” from worry can trigger 

relief from depression) and the mastery hypothesis (the completion of an important task brings a 

sense of well-being). 

Over a hundred studies examining the relationship between exercise and depression have been 

made since the 1900’s.  Findings suggest that exercise produces the best results when training 

lasts longer than 9 weeks and involves more frequent session undertaken at a greater degree of 

intensity and duration.  The research also shows that exercise decreases depression more than 

relaxation training or casual recreation.  Exercise also provides other health benefits. [5] 

 

Posture seems to be very important and poor posture can be the cause of many chronic and 

debilitating physical conditions.  We sit at our desks at the office all day.  It seems impossible to 

get in any movement or exercises. Do you have any suggestions? 

 

PILATES FOR THE OFFICE 

So many of us have jobs that keep us at desk or behind a computer. This encourages rounded 

shoulders, rounded back, flexed hips for extended periods, elongated lower back muscles, 

contracted and shortened abdominal muscles, forwarded head position and so many other 

unnatural postural positions for our body. Keeping our bodies in these unnatural, far from ideal 

positions for our frame for long periods of time, pain eventually results when we try to bring our 

body back to a more ideal postural position. To help minimize the amount of pain, discomfort or 

stiffness we may feel when we get up, some exercises and stretches can be done periodically 

throughout the day. Depending on the layout of your office, cubicle, open concept or private, 

modifications or a selection of the exercises suggested can be done.  

Let’s start with sitting up nice and tall. Roll your shoulders back and let them fall down into a 

natural position. Lift your sternum up towards the ceiling. If you need to, think about pulling 

your shoulder blades together (retracting your scapula).  
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Now add breathing in the Pilates way: inhaling through the nose keeping the abdominals tight, 

engaged and contracted, expanding ribcage out to the back and sides; exhaling through pursed 

lips contracting and tightening abdominals further. Take 5-8 breaths.  

Continue breathing. On the exhales think about engaging your abdominal muscles and pulling 

them up as well as tighter and flatter. Hold this position for a few breaths, then release. Repeat 5-

8 times.  

Add arm circles. Arms are by your side as the starting position. Inhale, arms come up towards 

the ceiling; exhale, arms come down and back towards your sides. Repeat 5-8 times in one 

direction then again in the other direction.  

Elevate and depress your shoulders. Arms by your sides to start. Inhale, raise your shoulders 

towards your ears; exhale, depress your shoulders. Repeat 5-8 times.  

We’ll try and relieve some of the tension in our necks. Inhale, nod your chin; exhale, raise your 

chin back up. Repeat 5-8 times. Inhale, rotate head to left; exhale, rotate head to the centre. In 

hale, rotate head to right; exhale, rotate head to centre. Repeat 5-8 times.  

Pushups. For this you’ll need a wall. Face the wall standing far enough away that you need to 

lean forward to reach the wall. Place hands on wall just beyond shoulder width apart. Inhale, 

bend elbows lowering upper body towards wall; exhale, push away from the wall extending 

elbows. Throughout maintain engaged and tight abdominals. Repeat 5-8 times. For an increased 

challenge you can do this on the floor either on your knees or toes.  

Plank. Again we’ll need a wall. Similar starting position as for the pushup except your forearms 

will be placed on the wall, fingers interlaced, and elbows under your shoulders. Place your feet 

far enough away from the wall so that not only are you learning forward but you also feel your 

abdominals working to prevent you back from extending. Keeping your abdominals tight and 

engaged throughout, inhale and exhale holding this posi tion. Hold this position for 30 seconds, 

slowing increasing the duration to 2 mins. For an increased challenge this can be done on the 

floor either on your knees or toes. 

Many of the exercises described in our “Technical Inspiration” sections can also be done at the 

office.  

If your office environment doesn’t really allow for any of the above exercises, here are some 

non-Pilates alternatives.  

 Walk during your coffee breaks.  

 Consider a walking meeting rather than the conventional sitting around a table meeting.  

 Try walking up a few flights of stairs to your office.  

 Park the car a little further away from your building.  

 If using public transportation, get off one stop earlier and walk.  

 When talking on the phone, consider walking and talking.  

 If you work in a team, suggest setting aside one hour a week for Pilates or some other group 

activity. There are many instructors out there that have corporate rates and will come to the 

office and offer group Pilates (or fitness) lessons. The break from work and movement will help 
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productivity. Even one hour a week will make a difference. 

 

I have heard that even sitting for extending periods of time can cause injuries.  Most of us are 

sitting at a desk for the majority of the day.   What kinds of problems can arise from sitting and 

how can Pilates help or what can we do to minimize the negative effects of sitting?  

CAN SITTING FOR LONG PERIODS CAUSE INJURIES? 

Do you sit at a desk most of the day for prolonged hours? While sitting jobs require less 

muscular effort, that doesn’t mean no risk of injury. For example clerks, assembly-line 

employees, data entry operators who work in a sitting position may suffer back pain, muscle 

tenderness and aches. There are reports of varicose veins, stiff necks and numbness in the legs 

being more common among seated employees.  

 

If you do sit for work, it isn’t a completely horrible thing. Have the ability to alternate between 

sitting positions results in minimal risk of discomfort. It’s when sitting for prolonged periods 

without a choice that the risk increases. Sitting requires your muscles to hold your trunk, neck 

and shoulders in a fixed position. A fixed position squeezes the blood vessels in the muscles 

reducing the blood supply to working muscles when they need it most. Insufficient blood supply 

accelerates fatigue. This is why employees that sit all day doing little physical work often feel 

quite tired at the end of the day. Insufficient blood supply also makes muscles prone to injury. 

Sedentary employees may also face a gradual deterioration in health. The most common health 

problems that occur from sitting for extending periods are disorders in blood circulation and 

mobility issues. Pressure on the underside of the thighs from a seat that is too high can aggravate 

this further. The result is swollen or numb legs and eventually varicose veins.  

 

When sitting for prolonged periods of time localized tension on certain regions of the body in 

particular the neck and lower back result. The reasons are, prolonged sitting  

 

1. reduces body movement making muscles more likely to pull, cramp or strain when 

stretched suddenly  

2. causes fatigue in the back and neck muscles by slowing the blood supply increasing 

tension on the spine, especially the lower back or neck  

3. causes a steady compression on the spinal discs contributing to premature degeneration  

 

What is a good sitting position?  The best description of a “good” sitting position would be a set 

of natural body positions. A workstation that allows frequent changes and more mobility 

allowing an employee to have a more natural and healthier work pattern is a “good” sitting 

position.  

 

Why sitting in a chair for long periods is bad for your back:  When the human body is in prime 

condition it functions as a well-oiled machine, the heart acting as the engine keeping the 
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infrastructure of muscles and bones moving properly. But when we don’t take care of parts of 

our body, parts of the well-oiled machine can slip up and break down with painful results. 

 

Areas of our body that endure a lot of wear and tear, in particular our back a major load-bearer, 

is more susceptible to injury than other areas. When we sit completely still our backs may suffer. 

Our lower back has to prop up the weight of the top half of our body and the position we sit in 

can make it harder. The force of our upper body settles into our lower back, the lumbar region of 

the spine. If you have to move around in your seat, this can increase the workload for your back. 

When sitting you want the chair you’re sitting in to promote a neutral body position keeping your 

vertebrae aligned. This will help reduce the chances of developing musculoskeletal disorders in 

your back.  

 

Many of us are guilty of sitting forward in our chairs. This increases the stress on our back. 

Instead, sit back in your chair and let your chair help share the load. The more of the load your 

chair takes the less work your back has to do. Your chair should fit you, not you fitting your 

chair.  

How do you know if a chair fits?  

1. Feet should reach the floor.  

2. Five chair legs are better than four for added stability.  

3. Hips should be at the same level or higher than the knees.  

4. Forearms should rest easily on the arm rests.  

5. Sit completely against the back of the chair.  

 

If you do have to sit all day for work, to help reduce back pain from sitting for prolonged periods 

of time, stand up, stretch and walk around, if possible, every 20 minutes. 

 

 

Long commutes to work are becoming the norm.  People want to live out in the country or where 

there is more space for a larger more affordable house but this usually means extending travel 

times to and from work.  Can this daily commutes be harmful to the body and how? 

 

THE AFFECTS OF COMMUTING TO WORK 

The stress of commuting to work can take a major toll on a person’s health. Commuting has 

direct physiological effects of raising blood pressure and releasing stress hormones into the body. 

Long commutes, more than 18 miles one way, may also increase the likelihood of having a heart 

attack due to exposure to high levels of air pollutants, a risk factor for heart disease.  

Many people travel long distances to and from work each day. For example, in London, there are 

workers who will fly in and out from France and Belgium and even further every day just for 

work. Everyone who commutes long distances has their reasons. Despite the reasons for a long 

commute there are effects and costs.  
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The biggest effects on long commutes seem to be stress related health issues, impact on personal 

relationships and work performance. Long hours of commuting, especially if driving, is 

associated with high blood pressure, musculoskeletal disorders, increased anger and resentment 

at work, absenteeism, lateness and an inability to concentrate and perform to the same standards 

as those who live much closer to the workplace. Long commutes can also increase the risk of 

heart attacks, flu and depression.  

Another common and long commute is from Dubai to Abu Dhabi and back for work. The Abu 

Dhabi-Dubai motorway is the scene of hundreds of accidents every year, many of them fatal. 

However, the risk of becoming an accident statistic isn’t the only potentially harmful aspect of 

the commute.  

Being forced to sit in the same position for hours puts a tremendous strain on the body. 

According to many chiropractors the lengthy periods spent hunched at the driver’s seat can lead 

to or accentuate neck, back, shoulder, hip and knee problems. Our bodies aren’t designed to sit 

for prolonged periods. When people sit in cars they tend to sit with poor posture and doing this 

for prolonged periods teaches the body that that’s its natural position resulting in poor sitting 

posture becoming a habit. Many people are already sitting long hours at a desk for work. Adding 

a couple of more hours to that sitting behind a steering wheel makes matters worse. The 

proportion of commuters who complain of pain, dizziness, exhaustion and sleep deprivation is 

twice as high as for non-commuters.  

Some of the more common short term consequences of commuting long distances are higher 

blood pressure, anxiety, lack of sleep, back pain, neck pain, muscles spasms and stiffness in the 

joints. Sitting for long periods in a car can result in spinal compression, placing significant stress 

on the lower spine. This could lead to spinal disc and joint degeneration, sciatica and muscle 

spasms.  

While no commuting is the best option to combat the effects of a long commute, it is not always 

feasible. Some things that can help are, not to eat while on the road. Have fresh water in the car. 

To try and prevent the onset of musculoskeletal disorders and anxiety caused by commuting 

some sort of physical activity and exercise throughout the day is advisable. The emphasis placed 

on posture, core strength and stability in Pilates is a good option. The stress relieving and 

energizing components of Pilates can only help minimize the anxiety caused by a long commute 

to work.  
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Fitness and Training 
 

 

Pilates is serious stuff. Almost too serious!  If someone has no injuries or conditions, can Pilates 

on its own be done for fitness? 

Yes of course.  Pilates is great for maintaining overall fitness and health.  But it’s good to choose 

exercise that will suit your personality.   

 

Exercise to suit your personality?  That’s an interesting way of looking at exercise.  Tell me 

more. 

EXERCISE TO SUIT YOUR PERSONALITY 

Do you ever wonder why you can’t just stick to exercising? Besides that it’s a chore to exercise, 

do you sometimes feel like running doesn’t suit you, or doing the Jane Fonda aerobics thing 

doesn’t do it for you. Maybe Zumba just doesn’t get you as excited as your neighbour claims it 

does. You see your friend going to yoga class every week and loving it, loosing inches and 

pounds, feeling like the world is new and has endless possibilities to offer...your mind wanders 

everywhere when you’re in a yoga class. Maybe the exercise regimes that you’ve tried clash with 

your personality. It’s a matter of finding an exercise that suits you not signing up for everything 

because other recommend it or say it’s changed their life.  

The traditional gym environment is off putting for many people. While there are studies out there 

showing that there is lower initial enrolment by women than men, it can be seen that even those 

that do join attendance is poor. Studies also show that there is a higher dropout rate by women 

compared to men. This shows us that even when the intention is there, lack of motivation can 

lead to giving up. But that doesn’t mean any exercise. There are so many different types of ways 

to exercise out there and so many more new trends, some lasting and others not, popping up all 

the time. The key to finding a fitness program that you will stick to with a higher probability is to 

take a look at your personality.  

In some ways there are three main personality types when it comes to exercise:  

The self-motivated independent: the social team player; the spontaneous free spirit. Self-

Motivated Independent. You like to exercise by yourself and at your own pace. You probably 

like structure and organized things. Creating and sticking to your own exercise plan is pretty easy 

for you. You do have to choose your workout carefully so it is something you truly enjoy and 

will stick to. Thinking of exercise can be exciting for you but that extra push is needed. Signing 

up for a class is ideal because the actual activity is solitary but you are committed to a class 

helping to ensure your enthusiasm remains. When choosing classes though, if you are shy then 

noisy upbeat aerobics classes may leave you uncomfortable, frustrated and embarrassed to come 

back a second time. Stick to things that are more solitary, like yoga, Pilates, tai chi, yet can be 

done in a class setting allowing you to be committed to a class.  

If you start to lose interest, alternate with brisk walking, cycling, cross country skiing, swimming 

or running. 



 

57 

 

Social Team Player  

You like exercising in a team or group setting. You’re more a follower than a leader so group 

fitness classes, spinning, aqua-fitness, Body pump, circuit training or dance, kick boxing are all 

good possibilities. You’re probably an extrovert and enjoy being around people. You expect your 

workout to be fun and as much a social activity as well as exercise. Signing up with a friend, at a 

busy fitness centre, or with a team sport would suit you. When you try to exercise on your own, 

e.g. swimming or working out the gym, you’ll probably lose your motivation. However, there is 

the risk that with this social exercising style you have you may lose your focus and socializing 

may end up being the priority, not exercise. There is also the risk of trying to keep up with the 

group and hurting yourself. Keeping your focus on your main objective, exercising, safely at 

your own pace is key for you. 

Spontaneous Free Spirit  

You like exercising with a couple of friends and don’t like the idea of being tied down to a 

regular routine. You exercise when you feel like it and usually dread the idea of exercise. But, 

once you get moving, you’re having the time of your life...well...you know what I mean. You 

may have tried every fitness program and new fad out there, bought a bunch of trendy fitness 

clothes and accessories but eventually gave up each time. What makes you get up and go is if a 

friend calls you and gets you off your butt. Since variety is important to you, signing up for 

regular classes will backfire. A solution is to mix it up. Do something different 3-5 days a week. 

For example, Sunday: go for a walk, Tuesday: go to the gym; Wednesday: do a Pilates class; 

Friday: go for a swim; Saturday: play a game of squash. Scheduling something different will 

give you something different to look forward to each day and feed that desire for freedom you 

want. High-energy activities will also be successful for you. i.e. mountain biking, hiking, 

climbing. Whatever you do make sure it’s fun for you, get together with like-minded people. 

Change up the activities every season. 

 

That’s very interesting.  I’ll think about next time I want to try a new form of exercise or activity.  

Back to my original question, can Pilates be done for exercises on its own or is it just for 

rehabilitation? 

  

PRIMARY COMPONENT OF FITNESS AND HOW PILATES FITS 

In the next few issues will look at various components of fitness and see how Pilates addresses 

these areas, which areas Pilates excels at and areas where other activities need to be added to 

compliment your Pilates training.  In this issue we will look at the primary components of 

fitness.  These are cardiorespiratory capacity, muscular capacity, flexibility and body 

composition. 

Cardiorespiratory capacity or aerobic capacity is the ability for the body to take in oxygen, 

deliver it to the cells and use it to create energy for physical work. Aerobic capacity includes 

how long (aerobic endurance), how hard (aerobic strength) and how fast (aerobic power). The 

benefits of improved aerobic capacity are decreased resting heart rate, decreased risk of 

cardiovascular disease, improved endurance, increased stroke volume and cardiac output. 
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While Pilates isn’t traditional aerobic exercise, as you become more familiar with the exercises 

in Pilates, a basic routine and repertoire of exercises, the exercises will flow nicely from one to 

the other increasing the aerobic component of a Pilates based workout.  Pilates does work on 

muscular endurance.  To get the most of your Pilates training, complimenting it with some sort 

of cardiovascular exercise such as brisk walking, running, cycling, swimming, skating, cross 

country skiing etc. would add to your overall fitness level. 

 2. Muscular capacity is the spectrum of muscular capability. This includes muscular endurance 

and muscular strength and muscular power. Some of the benefits of improved muscular 

capacity are increased strength, improved muscular endurance, increased basal metabolic 

rate, improved joint strength and improved overall posture. 

Pilates training is great for this.  As mentioned above Pilates is great for conditioning muscular 

endurance. The fundamental principles behind Pilates all lead to improved posture, both 

dynamic and static. Pilates focuses on stability and working on deeper, smaller muscles all 

contributing to improved joint strength.  Pilates is low impact while allowing, for example, to 

work the muscles around the knee joint, thus leading to increased strength in the knee joint. 

 3. Flexibility is the range of movement or amount of motion that a joint is capable of 

performing. Each joint has a different amount of flexibility. Some of the benefits of improved 

flexibility are decreased risk of injury, improved range of motion, improved bodily 

movements and improved posture. 

As mentioned above the fundamental principles behind Pilates all work towards improved 

posture and ease of movement.  This includes flexibility.  Many of the exercises in Pilates 

work on increasing flexibility in a controlled and supported manner so as to reduce the risk of 

injury or pulling something. 

 4. Body composition is the proportion of fat free mass - muscle, bone, blood, organs and fluids- 

to fat mass. Some of the benefits of improved body composition are decreased risk of 

cardiovascular disease, improved basal metabolic rate, improved bodily function and 

improved BMI. 

Any form of movement will help burn calories reducing fat free mass.  It’s very common to hear 

from people who have invested time to Pilates to say that it “helped shape their body”, 

“changed their body shape”.  The toning of deeper and smaller muscles helps create a more 

toned and ‘leaner’ look and in actuality the proportion of fat free mass to fat mass has been 

decreased. 

  

SECONDARY COMPONENTS OF FITNESS AND PILATES 

The second components of fitness consist of balance, coordination agility, reaction time, speed, 

power and mental capability.  In this issue we will look at how Pilates can directly help 4 of the 7 

secondary components of fitness.  In the next issue we will look at how Pilates effects the 

remaining 3 secondary components of fitness. 

 Balance is the ability to maintain a specific body position in either a stationary or dynamic 

situation.  The benefits of increased balance can be found in everyday life whether it’s walking 

more confidently in the winter across icy patches, riding a bike, roller blading or just the regular 

activities of everyday life.  Pilates is ideal for improving balance.  Among the areas Pilates 
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focuses on, core strength and stability are fundamental.  Increased core strength, i.e. pelvic 

region and lumbar spine, as well as greater strength in the abdominals will help create stability in 

the torso.  This will help with improving balance.  Learning to stabilize the scapular region and 

pelvic region teaches stabilizing muscles to engage especially when performing other 

movements.  So many of the Pilates exercises require these stabilizing muscles, the deeper, 

smaller muscles, to be called upon to help keep the body in place while movements are 

performed.  This practice of recruiting these stabilizing muscles during Pilates exercises will in 

time translate into everyday life.  Posture is also a big part of Pilates.  Improved posture requires 

correcting muscle imbalances, strengthening of deeper, stabilizing muscles will in turn will lead 

to improved balance.   

Coordination is the ability to use all body part together to produce smooth and fluid motion.  The 

benefits of increased coordination have been seen in everyday life.  Moving from one position to 

another more fluidly and smoothly will lead to decreased risk of injury due to sudden movements 

that may be out of the ordinary.  Many of the exercises in Pilates, especially as you move on with 

Pilates, incorporate some element of coordination.  This may include coordination between legs 

and arms, breathing and the movements performed, i.e. exhaling on the exertion and inhaling on 

the recovery. 

Power is the product of strength and speed. Power is also known as explosive strength.  Power is 

used in many sports. Any sport requiring bursts of speed i.e. soccer, football, sprinting, speed 

skating, cycling etc.  In everyday life bursts of speed are needed whether we realize it or not.  It 

may be running to catch the bus in the morning or running after the dog or toddler that gets away 

from you.  Pilates and in particular work on the Jumpboard on the reformer can help increase 

power.  In particular, increased strength in the quadriceps however in the plyometrics.  

Jumpboard in simulates jumping but lying down which means less impact, almost negligible 

amount, on the joints. This allows the quadriceps to be trained in the way they would be while 

jumping vertically with the impact.  Power in this muscle group increases which means that burst 

of speed needed to catch the bus in the morning is not as much of a challenge. 

Mental capability is the ability to concentrate during the exercise to improve training effects as 

well as the ability to relax and enjoy the psychological benefits of activity.  The advantages 

increased mental capability can be seen everywhere whether we realize it or not.  Being able to 

concentrate while we move through life while enjoying the experience and being relaxed leads to 

less tension, stress and anxiety something so many suffer from through the course of the day. 

Pilates is sometimes referred to as a mind body form of exercise implying that concentration 

while performing the exercises is a big part of Pilates.  Each movement in Pilates is accompanied 

by an inhalation and or exhalation requiring the mind to get involved in order to coordinate this.  

Pilates incorporates deeper small muscles that normally get overlooked in more common 

exercise regimes as a result greater focus and concentration is required to learn to activate these 

muscles and then to go on to strengthen them through contractions.  The training of having the 

mind and body work together increases body awareness but also mental capability.  Over time it 

becomes second nature to most and sense of relaxation and distressing results.   

  

PILATES AND OTHER COMPONENTS OF HEALTH 

We’ve looked at some of the more physical components of fitness in the past issues.  Aside from 

the physical components of fitness, there are other just as important components of health due to 
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fitness.  For example, social health, mental health, emotional health and spiritual health.   

Social health is the ability to interact well with people and the environment and to have 

satisfying personal relationships.  Pilates is both an individual and social activity.  Pilates can be 

instructed both in a group setting, the most common, or in a private setting.  Pilates, with all its 

exercises and modifications of exercises, is in an activity that allows for working at your own 

pace in your own space while working in a group setting.  That is, while in a group setting doing 

a Pilates class, participants still can work in their own space, on their own.  This allows for 

working on the social health and ability to interact with others.  It allows for camaraderie, 

sharing common experiences etc.                                                                                                                  

Mental health is the ability to learn and grow intellectually.  Life experiences as well as more 

formal structures of education enhance mental health.  Pilates is sometimes referred to as a mind 

body form of exercise.  A fair bit of focus is required on engaging muscles, muscle firing 

patterns and coordinating the breathing with the movements in Pilates.  All of this requires a 

certain amount of mental capability. 

Emotional health is the ability to control emotions so that you feel comfortable expressing them 

and can express them appropriately.  A common comment about Pilates is its relaxing, 

rejuvenating and reenergizing quality.   Reduced anxiety and greater energy usually leads to 

greater control of emotions and oneself. 

Spiritual health is a belief in some unifying force. It varies from person to person but has the 

concept of faith at its core.  While there is no spiritual aspect to Pilates many mention that the 

practice of Pilates exercises has a meditative quality on them.   There is a repetitive quality to the 

exercises in Pilates coupled with the focused and controlled breathing results in a meditative and 

calming quality.  For some this can help lead to or renew faith in a belief in a unifying force.  

Pilates itself doesn’t include a spiritual practice. 

 

What is cross training and what is the benefit of cross training? 

CROSS TRAINING 

Perhaps you are great at one particular activity, running or spinning for example. It’s something 

you do routinely and excel at it. But if that’s all you do day after day you may be setting yourself 

up for injury or boredom. Cross training can help.  

The term cross training refers to a training routine that involves several different forms of 

exercise. For an athlete it is necessary to train specifically for their sport in order to excel but for 

most of us cross training is beneficial for maintaining a high level of overall fitness. Cross 

training also limits the stress that occurs on a specific muscle group because of different 

activities use muscles in different ways. It can also reduce the risk of injury from repetitive strain 

or overuse.  

Cross training is a good way to condition different muscle groups, develop new skills and reduce 

boredom from doing the same routine month after month. Cross training can also allow for 

varying the stress placed on specific muscles or even on your cardiovascular system. After 

months of the same movements your body becomes efficient at performing these movements. 

While great for competition, overall fitness and actual conditioning you get while training is 

limited. Rather than continuing to improve you maintain a certain level of fitness. Sticking to just 
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one activity the number of calories burned by that activity may decrease as much as 25%. For 

example exercise 45 minutes a day on a treadmill at the same intensity each workout, over time 

you will not benefit as much as you did when you first started. Your body will become used to 

the routine and it’ll become more and more difficult to meet fitness goals.  

How to incorporate variety or cross training into your routing can be challenging. For example, 

instead of using the treadmill for 45 minutes each time you’re at the gym, try a stationary bike 

for 30mins and then 15minutes on a stair climber. Some treadmills have programs that allow you 

to simulate hills with varying steepness. Or the intensity level can be adjusted. Or perhaps swim 

one day and lift weights another. Gyms with an extensive choice of group fitness classes make 

cross training easy. Try a spinning class one week, step aerobics the next and kick boxing 

another. Try a Pilates class one day and yoga the next.  

Benefits of cross training:  

 Reduces exercise boredom  

 Allows for flexibility when training  

 Produces a higher level of all around condition  

 Conditions the entire body, not just specific muscle groups  

 Reduces the risk of injury  

 Some muscles are worked while other rest and recover  

 Can continue to train while injured  

 Improves skill, agility and balance  

With cross training a different form of exercise can be done each day or even more than one 

form in a day. Exercise can strengthen the cardiovascular system, bones, muscles, joints, reduce 

body fat and improve flexibility, balance and coordination. But to see all the benefits, cross 

training need to be incorporated. 

 

What about as a form of cross training, would Pilates be suitable? 

Yes. 

CROSS TRAINING WITH PILATES 

It has been shown that most people plateau in their exercise programs somewhere between the 

sixth and eighth week. Exercise routines should try to be changed at least that often to maintain 

workout efficiency and prevent boredom. Alternating at least two different activities each day is 

a start. Taking routine out of exercise, positive results and enjoyment can be found again in 

exercise.  

Adding Pilates to other forms of exercise in your weekly routing is a start to cross training. 

Advantages of this are,  

 The exercises of Pilates are oriented towards functional fitness. Pilates exercises teaches you 

to move better in general enhancing movement and reducing the risk of injury in other 

activities.  

 Pilates provides the strengthening of muscles as well. Cross training that combines strength 

training with cardio is said to be the best to get into and remain in good shape.  

 Pilates training adds variety to a workout.  
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Pilates provides moderate strength training, flexibility, coordination, balance, muscular 

endurance and even power. The exercises of Pilates strengthen not just the superficial muscles of 

the body but also the deeper muscles of the body, in particular the inner stabilizing muscles of 

the pelvis, abdominals and back. This improved core strength supports the back and neck 

providing a healthy posture, freeing the joints to be more flexible. Matwork is a great way to 

improve core strength, abdominals, back and spinal muscles, but some resistance exercises with 

equipment is needed to help develop strength in the limbs. i.e. CROSS TRAINING WITH 

PILATES Page 3 reformer work, fitness circle, flex bands. Pilates also focuses on alignment of 

the body in a functional manner. This will translate to other activities over time.  

The health benefits of cardiovascular training, such as strengthening the heart and lungs, stress 

reduction and increased energy levels cannot be overlooked. Cross training Pilates with some 

form of cardiovascular exercise is ideal. Cardio and strength training are best done on different 

days. However, it is possible to do both on a single day, just lower the intensity of one or the 

other. 

 

CROSS TRAINING WITH PILATES FOR THE SPRING AND SUMMER 

Pilates is a great form of cross training for any sport.  With summer fast approaching and the 

weather getting increasingly better, playing and enjoying the outdoors will soon be reality.  

Making the reality of enjoying the summer season and lifestyle as pleasant an experience as 

possible means being ready for it.  Whether it’s running, cycling, playing tennis, golf, just 

lounging around on the beach or being able to wear the latest summer styles, Pilates is a fantastic 

way to strengthen, tone, increase energy and enjoy the longer days and sunshine.  The core 

strength that is commonly associated with Pilates classes is beneficial to so many.  It helps 

alleviate back pain that is common among runners and cyclists.  In addition to ‘core’ strength, 

working on strengthening the obliques is beneficial to sports that rely on force due to increased 

torque as in golf and tennis. Stability is a big part of Pilates and in particular in the pelvic region 

and the scapular region (shoulder blades).  This plays a large part in all sports and recreational 

activities, such as rock climbing, because core strength and stability aid with balance.  Breath 

and posture is a big part of Pilates.  Being able to breathe more effectively allows more efficient 

transport of oxygen to working muscles.  More can be found on how Pilates benefits the more 

common activities and sports exercised during the summer season. 

 

In particular, in the winter for summer activities.   

 

CROSS TRAINING FOR THE WINTER 

Winter is around the corner and so too are winter activities like, skating, skiing, snowshoeing 

and more.   To make the most of the winter sports season, preseason conditioning can help.  

Whether you’re skating, skiing, snowshoeing or just shoveling the snow increased cardio, 

muscular capacity, flexibility, balance, coordination, agility, reaction time, speed, power, 

stability can make the experience easier and more enjoyable.  For example, when skating 

increased ‘core’ strength and hip abductor strength can make your skate last long and easier; 

increased ‘core’ strength will help with balance and stability on the ice and greater hip abductor 

(gluteus medius) strength will make the act of skating, pushing off, easier.  Reformer exercises 
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such as the side splits or mat exercises such as the side leg lift series, are a great way to 

strengthen and tone the hip abductors.  

Find out more about how Pilates can help with winter sports.  

http://www.pilatespatio.com/PatioBreeze-WinterSpeical2011.pdf 

While snow is soft and fluffy and pretty when falling, more often than not it’s covering icy 

patches on the roads and sidewalks.    It’s no fun running out the door on a cold winter morning 

just to slip on a patch of hidden ice and fall, injuring yourself and ruining a perfectly good 

winter season.  Core strength is essential for increased balance and stability.  Working deeper, 

smaller stabilizing muscles around all the joint will help with balance on those icy patches.  

Working to balance out muscle imbalances will also help with overall balance and stability.  

All areas that can be addressed with regular Pilates practice. 

  

What makes Pilates special compared to other forms of exercise and movement? 

No one form of exercise is more special than another. They all have their own unique 

characteristics that will appeal to different people.  However, some of the unique features of 

Pilates are as follows: 

It consists of a series of matwork exercises so can be done at home on your own, in theory!  We 

will talk more about options of how to fit Pilates into your lifestyle.  There are also many props 

adding countless variations to the “basic” matwork exercises so it will always be challenging.  

Pilates also has a set of equipment outfitted with springs that provides resistance training.  So it 

is possible to get the entire body working.  What is nice about all the equipment and exercises is 

that it’s all low impact so those with knee pain, for example, can still do leg exercises for the 

legs, strengthening leg muscles such as the quadriceps and hamstrings, without putting too much 

impact on the knees.  Many exercises can be done lying down, prone, supine or side lying or 

sitting.   

 

The other great thing about Pilates is that it includes a lot of eccentric training. 

ECCENTRIC TRAINING 

What does concentric and eccentric training mean?  Concentric and eccentric are used to refer to 

the muscle fibers when lifting a weight.  When muscle fibers shorten this is said to be concentric 

use of the muscle.  When the muscle fibers lengthen this is said to eccentric use of the muscle. 

For example, when performing a bicep curl the muscle fibers shorten (concentric contraction) 

when lifting the weight and lengthen (eccentric contraction) when lowering the weight.  More 

eccentric muscle actions can be seen when strength training using free weights, body weight 

exercises and non-hydraulic exercise machines.   

Most of the activities in life use both type of muscles actions, concentric and eccentric.  For 

example, climbing upstairs works the quadriceps concentrically and walking down stairs works 

them eccentrically.  Picking up a child or laundry basket involve concentric actions of the 

muscles in your body while lowering the child or laundry basket involve eccentric actions.  It 

seems reasonable to train muscles both concentrically and eccentrically to achieve maximum 

benefit. 

http://www.pilatespatio.com/PatioBreeze-WinterSpeical2011.pdf
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Adding some eccentric training to weight training can help with creating lean body mass and 

increase muscle strength and tone. 

Benefits of eccentric training: 

Greater increase in strength.  

Training both concentrically and eccentrically will result in greater strength faster than with just 

concentric training.  Combined concentric and eccentric training using multiple sets with higher 

repetitions results in greater gains in muscular endurance.  

Greater muscle hypertrophy, enlargement of muscle due to resistance training. 

The stimulus for muscle growth is micro trauma to the muscle fibers following exercise.  The 

process of lengthening (eccentric training) during a contraction increases the amount of micro 

trauma the muscle experiences which stimulates the muscle to rebuild and thus increase muscle 

fiber size.   Concentric training induces some micro trauma. The combination of concentric and 

eccentric training over the same period of time offers, more effective promotion of muscle 

growth. 

The eccentric contractions have shown to cause more effective muscle stimulation and 

breakdown of muscle fibers than concentric contractions.  Not only can eccentric contraction 

help build muscle faster and more efficiently, eccentric contractions require less oxygen which 

means eccentric muscle training puts less stress on the heart and is less likely to cause rises in 

blood pressure.   

Most of us are used to the more traditional concentric contraction.  i.e. lifting a weight when 

doing a bicep curl.  Many Pilates exercises involve both concentric and eccentric contractions.  

For example, when working on the reformer, working against the spring tension usually a 

concentric contraction is being performed.  However, when there is a release of resistance, spring 

tension releases, controlling the release of the spring tension creates an eccentric contraction. 
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Very interesting.  How about cardiovascular exercise.  Is it safe to say that Pilates does not 

provide this? 

Pilates does provide a lot of muscular endurance training.  It also provides plyometric training.  

But it terms of conditioning for cardiovascular health to the extent running, an aerobics class or 

any other traditional cardio workout would provide, this is not Pilates’ forte.  This doesn’t mean 

your heart rate won’t be increased or that you won’t break a sweat during class or even get a 

little out of breath at times, you will or at least many if not all clients in my classes have, and 

safely.  But, I would always encourage clients to go for a brisk walk, cycle, run, or something 

else more traditionally focused on cardiovascular exercise in addition to doing Pilates regularly. 

 

You mentioned ploymetrics.  What is this? 

WHAT ARE PLYOMETRICS? 

Plyometrics is a form of exercise which links strength with speed of movement.  There are two 

phases of muscle contraction during the running or jumping motion.  Muscles go through a 

stretch, eccentric, phase, and contraction, concentric, phase.  Plyometric exercises are designed 

to shorten the cycle time between the two phases.  A fast cycle time allows maximum energy 

transfer between stretch and contraction phases. 

In a vertical jump the jumper usually “dips down” a little bit before jumping. This little “dip 

down” is the eccentric movement and the actual jump is the concentric movement.  A good 

eccentric contraction is necessary to generate maximum concentric force. 

When is plyometrics used? 

Plyometrics are useful for several sports e.g. football, volleyball, rugby, basketball, track and 

field, racket sports, martial arts skateboarding, breakdancing etc. 

Muscular power and muscular strengthen are two different things.  Muscular strength refers to 

how much force can be applied, ability to lift a heavier weight opposed to a lighter one. Strength 

alone is not indicative of speed.  Power refers to the combines factors of speed and strength.   

E.g. In football a lineman and receiver may have the same power but they have different 

limitations in how their power is delivered.  The lineman would be speed limited and the receiver 

would be strength limited.  The purpose of plyometrics is to emphasize speed based power.  High 

jumping favors speed power.  Good high jumpers may not have great leg strength but they can 

produce their strength at a great speed. 

How do you increase it?  

Plyometric training involves and uses plyometric movements to toughen tissues and train nerve 

cells to stimulate   specific patterns of muscle contraction so the muscle generates as a strong a 

contraction as possible in the shortest amount of time.   

Plyometric exercises train the muscles to store more elastic energy during the eccentric phase.  

This is achieved by rapid and intense jumps done in a typical plyometric workout.  Most 

common plyometric exercises include hops, jumps and bounding movements.  Plyometric 

jumping exercises are used by many athletes to build power and speed, improve coordination and 

agility and effectively improve sports performance.   

Safety considerations before doing plyometric exercises: 
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Developing a safe landing technique is very important in plyometric training.  Landing softly on 

the toes and rolling onto the heels through the  

 balls of the feet.  Using the whole foot for landing helps dissipate the impact forces on the 

joints.   

 Other key points to landing is to avoid any twisting or sideways motion at the knee. 

 Good level of physical strength, flexibility and proprioception required. 

 It’s recommended that you be able to do 5 repetitions of a squat at 60% of your body weight. 

 Core strength is also important. 

 Flexibility is required for both injury prevention and to enhance the effect of the stretch 

shortening cycle. 

 Proprioception is important for balance, coordination and agility and plyometric training. 

 Age: low intensity and low volume for athletes under 13. 

 Surface-a cushiony surface is needed.  E.g. gymnastics mats are ideal, grass is suitable.  Hard 

surfaces, concrete, should never be used. 

 Body weight- athletes over 240 pounds should be careful and low intensity plyometric 

exercises should be selected.  

How does Pilates help? 

Pilates can help in many ways.  Strengthening the stabilizing the ‘core’ is the main focus of 

Pilates.    Flexibility is increased through Pilates exercises.  Pilates exercises on the reformer can 

help strengthen the leg muscles as well as increase muscular endurance.  Regardless of the 

intended goals a particular client may have when going into any type of Pilates training, the 

underlying focus of Pilates is posture, breathing and stability all leading towards more efficient 

and ease of movement throughout life.  As a result, through Pilates training an awareness of your 

body and a connection between your mind and your body is established which helps with 

proprioception.  The other nice thing about the reformer in particular are the exercises on the 

jumpboard.  These exercises are plyometric exercises involving jumping, hopping etc. on a 

cushioned surface but while lying down.  So the impact is far less than performing the 

movements standing with gravity acting on you.  Consequently, many who many not be ready 

for traditional plyometric exercises can start on the reformer with the jumpboard.  Again, safety 

and technique are a must.   

  

 

  

 

  

 

 

 

  

Jumpboard. 
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You also mentioned matwork and equipment used in Pilates.  How does the matwork differ from 

stretching or yoga? 

PILATES MATWORK—NOT JUST ‘CORE’ WORK 

The majority of people who have heard of Pilates associate Pilates with “core” exercises, 

exercises done on the floor on a mat.  Many of us have bought a dvd or video, lied on the floor in 

front of the TV enthusiastically following the exercises presented by Mari Winsor or one of the 

many Stott dvds or the Pilates for Dummies instructor.   Perhaps you’ve taken the weekly office 

Pilates mat class, or gone to the local community center every Tuesday night to lie on the floor 

doing Pilates.  However, you started Pilates, it was probably on the mat.  And it was great at the 

beginning – feeling more energized, slimmer, more toned, pants and dresses fitting better. In 

time though, you probably noticed you either reached a plateau, things weren’t getting any 

trimmer, your ‘core’ was stronger but what about your arms, and legs? The same challenge you 

felt when you started, wasn’t there anymore.  There is more to Pilates mat work than just “core” 

exercises on the mat.  There are so many props and toys that can be used to keep that initial 

challenge there but more importantly, to get other areas of your body, arms and legs in particular, 

working.  Props such as the Swiss balls, foam rollers, band, rings, toning balls and more.  The 

props and toys are good way to help further challenge the deeper stabilizing muscles thus 

challenging balance such as the Swiss ball, foam roller, stability cushions.  The resistance used 

during Pilates is never very large however holding a couple of toning balls throughout an entire 

Pilates class even just a few pounds in each hand, will help work on the deltoids, triceps and 

biceps giving a more toned arm over time and stronger upper body. Exercises in Pilates aren’t 

just done lying down.  There are exercises that work all planes of movements of the body 

including rotation.  Flexibility is also developed during Pilates, flex bands, foam rollers, Swiss 

balls and more can all be used to stretch out the legs, upper body, back and more. Posture and 

articulation of the spine is a large part of Pilates.  The body can be benefited in so many ways 

through Pilates.  Pilates mat work is not just “core” exercises.    

  

And what about the equipment, what can you tell me about that?  What kinds of equipment are 

there in Pilates and what do the offer in terms of working muscles etc.? 

Look up articles on the equipment. 

What are these props you mentioned? 
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Look up and write a bit about some of the more common props. 

 

You said Pilates was a good form of cross training.  What about as a form of conditioning for a 

sport, like in the off season.  How can Pilates be used or incorporated? 

 

OFF SEASON SPORTS CONDITIONING 

 Just because the weather has gotten cooler, the sun is setting earlier and we’re wearing warmer 

clothes, it doesn’t mean we can still think about spring and summer sports.  Sports such as 

running, cycling, tennis, baseball, golf, sailing, swimming and more. 

The most enjoyable way to cross train during the off season is to pick up a complimentary sport 

during the off season.  For example, snow shoeing for walking and / or hiking in the summer and 

fall.  Skating, hockey, skate cross country skiing for roller blading in the summer.  Cross country 

skiing for running in the summer.  Snowboarding for surfing and skate boarding in the summer.  

The list goes on.  However, it’s not always possible to pick up and learn a new sport and not all 

sports or seasons are for everyone.  Other ways of cross training is to participate in  some sort of 

physical activity. For example, a fitness class (zumba, yoga, pilates, bootcamps etc.), weight 

training, a dance class during the off season.  Deciding exactly what is for you requires some 

time, energy and patience.  Trying different classes and in the process of shopping around, 

finding what works for you, you will be getting some exercise.   

So what does Pilates have to offer in terms of cross training during the winter for summer, spring 

and fall activities?  The movements in Pilates are very functional, especially on the reformer.  

Pilates works on muscular endurance and toning muscles.  Pilates works on stabilizing the joints 

so working on deeper, smaller muscles.  Pilates is also very low impact.  As a result, the risk of 

injury from doing Pilates is very low.  Stretching in a controlled supported many is also a large 

component of Pilates.  This is great for stretching out tight areas, in particular the hamstrings, hip 

flexors, lower back, neck and chest, all areas that can get quite tight throughout various sports 

like running, walking, cycling.  Pilates works on balance through working on core stability as 

well as through exercises that challenge balance.  Increased balance will make activities such as 

skate boarding, surfing, roller blading, golf (skating, snowboarding for the winter) more 

enjoyable.  Reformer work is great for the entire body but also the upper body, working the mid 

back, chest, rotator cuff all areas used in sports like swimming, golf, tennis (and other racket 

sports), rowing, padding, dragon boat racing (cross country skiing, hockey in the winter).  

Abdominal, all layers of the abdominals, (rectus abominus, transverse abdmomins, external 

obliques, internal obliques) strength and endurance are trained alot in Pilates.  An awareness of 

the body is also trained through Pilates in particular firing patterns of muscles.  Particularly what 

order to engage muscles.  For example, learning to rotate the torso using the obliques rather than 

muscles in the upper body enhance performance in sports that require rotation of the torso, golf, 

tennis (racket sports), baseball (hockey in the winter).   

We have a number of off season training programs at Pilates Patio and will be adding more in the 

weeks to come.  Have a look to see if there is something for your sport.   

 

PRESEAON CONDITIONING WITH PILATES 



 

69 

 

Winter is just around the corner which means, winter sports, skiing, skating, hockey, 

snowboarding, snowshoeing.   It’s all fun and games until someone gets injuries.  Some of the 

areas to work on are balance, coordination, agility, reaction time (hockey), flexibility, stability.  

Stability and balance come into place for many if not all the winter sports mentioned.  With the 

ice and snow, there is less friction and more possibility of slippage and accidents.  Increased 

stability in the core (pelvic) region will help with balance on icy surfaces.  Coordination comes 

into place when playing sports, such as hockey, ringette.  Hand and eye coordination are 

particularly important.  Agility and reaction time come into play not only while playing sports 

but also during other sports like skiing (alpine and cross country).   

The areas that get the most use are the lower body, legs, and the ‘core’ region, abdominals, 

pelvic floor and back muscles. The upper body is also important in the winter through activities 

like hockey, ringette, skiing both alpine and cross country.  The “core” region (abdominals, 

pelvic floor and lower back) are important for balance and stability both areas of fitness that play 

a big role in the winter both in sports and just walking on the ice.  Maintaining balance while 

skating, skiing, snowboarding and just walking on the ice and snow.   Leg muscles are used 

throughout during the winter, whether it’s skating, skiing, snowboarding, snowshoeing even just 

walking in the snow can be work after a fresh snowfall.  These are all areas that can be 

conditioning before the winter season hits and during with Pilates.                                                                                                                                                                                  

Lower body: legs – quadriceps, hamstrings, abductors (gluteus medius, gluteus minimus, 

piriformis), adductors (inner thighs), calves, gluteus maximus  

Reformer work is great for working the lower body in particular the quadriceps through 

footwork, lying on the reformer.  Work with feet in the straps helps work on stability in the core 

region while working the adductors, glutes and all smaller deeper muscles in legs.  Standing on 

the reformer doing side splits works the abductors as well as the core region for balance and 

stability.  There are many other ways to work the legs on the reformer.  Matwork exercises along 

with modifications using the ball and foam roller may be done to work the legs in particular the 

hamstrings and glutes and abductors. 

Upper body: arms-biceps, triceps; shoulder-deltoids, chest-pectoralis major and minor 

The reformer has many exercises that work the upper body, arms, back and chest.  Back rowing 

exercises work the muscles in the mid and upper back.  Front rowing exercises work the chest, 

deltoids and arms (biceps and triceps).  There are many rotator cuff exercises.  Exercises on the 

mat are good for working stabilizers in the scapular and shoulder region. 

“Core” (abdominals, pelvic floor, back): abdominals, transverse abdominis, pelvic floor, back 

extensors 

Matwork and reformer are both great ways to work the core region, abdominals, back and pelvic 

floor.  Many of the matwork exercise focus on the abdominals, such as the hundred, single leg 

stretch, scissors, rolling like a ball and more.  The back and muscles running along the spine may 

also be worked on the mat through back extensions and variations.  The pelvic floor is used 

throughout while breathing through gentle contractions of the pelvic floor on the exhale.  

Reformer work is also good for challenging the ‘core’ muscles not just through exercises 

specifically targeting the ‘core’ muscles but also challenging the ‘core’ muscles to stabilize the 

pelvic region and support the lower back. 
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Ok, you’ve convinced me that Pilates can be used as a form of cross training conditioning for 

other sports.  Now I’m curious what sports and activities Pilates can be conditioning for and 

how.   

Name a sport or activity and I’ll tell you. 
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Sports and Activities 
Ok, how about running. How can Pilates benefit a runner? 

I’m glad you asked! 

 

PILATES AND RUNNERS 

There seems to be a Pilates class that can help with every sport and activity out there.  It almost 

seems too good to be true that one form of exercises can affect the body’s performance so 

positively in so many activities.  Running is yet another activity that Pilates positively influences.   

How you may ask.    

The first principle of Pilates and for our very life, breathing.  Breathing is especially important 

when our bodies are being pushed beyond its everyday limits.  We have all seen the local 

neighbourhood runner running.  Visualize this early morning or after work runner and consider 

her / his form.  What is their posture like?  Are they leaning forward shortening the space 

between their chest and legs thus allowing less space for their lungs to expand within their 

ribcage when inhaling leading to exhaustion?   Or perhaps this runner is leaning backwards, 

compressing their vertebrae, putting tension on the joints in the spine, putting pressure on their 

quadriceps which can lead to sciatic problems as well as strains in the scapula (i.e. shoulder 

blades).  Pilates can help with both of these issues either in a preventative manner before 

problems arise or in a rehabilitative manner after problems have arisen.   

For the runner that is leaning forward reducing the space within which their lungs can expand 

strengthening of back muscles and mid back muscles will help keep them upright opening up 

their chest allowing them to maximize their lung capacity.  There are many exercises in Pilates 

for the back, lower, mid and upper back.   

For the runner that is leaning back Pilates can help with balance and strength, again within the 

core, to keep the runner upright relieving muscular and joint tension.   

When running you want to be as balanced as possible on each side of the body so that there are 

no imbalances such as leaning or rotations to one side while running.  Many exercises in Pilates 

can help bring these slight imbalances in the body to light and as result focus on the relevant 

muscles, however small, can be made minimizing imbalances resulting in a more comfortable 

and fluid run.  

Running and Pilates share the quality that there is a mind-body relationship that plays a 

significant role in both activities.  In Pilates the mind-body relationship has to do with the 

positioning of the body and engaging the appropriate muscles during exercises while 

implementing the basic techniques that set Pilates apart from other forms of calisthenics.  A long 

distance runner when trying to remain focused on their goal, with some Pilates knowledge can 

turn their attention and focus to their body – how their head is balanced on their cervical spine, 

what their posture is like, whether they are leaning forward or back, whether their arms are 

swinging parallel to their body or across their body, how their body is moving in space – all 

factors that can either make the running experience more or less enjoyable.   
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What about summer activities such as golf?  How can Pilates help a golfer? 

PILATES AND GOLF 

Spring is just around the corner and the golf season not far behind.   

During a golf game the player is constantly bending forward and twisting to one side causing the 

same muscles to be used over and over again upsetting the body’s muscular balance. 

Learning to swing from you center and nor from your limbs will help create less torque in the 

spine.  Pilates can help with this resulting in the muscles to work more efficiently.  Tight chest 

muscles, reduced flexibility in the torso, strained shoulders   

and sore back is a common description of many amateur and weekend golfers.  There is the 

tendency to bend and twist resulting in strained backs and shoulders creating muscular 

imbalances that invite injuries. 

Golfers need to be mindful of muscular symmetry.    Asymmetry is prevalent among golfers.  

Shoulders, biceps, forearms and upper back tend to be more developed on the golfer’s dominant 

side.  Stronger muscles being tighter and weaker muscles more flexible.  Many golfers and other 

one-sided athletes, baseball, tennis, desire more muscular bilateral balance. 

Flexibility increases the range of a swing and reduces the frequency of tears and strains in 

ligaments and tendons, resulting in a longer golf season. 

The abdominals, erector spinae and latissiums dorsi are used to stabilize the trunk.  Hips are used 

for power.  Hip rotators are important during the downswing while abductors and adductors act 

to stabilize and maintain balance throughout the movement.  When strong hip rotators are absent 

the low back and arms make up the work potentially causing back strain. 

Balance, flexibility and strength is the foundation for a golfer looking to take their game to the 

next level. 

Working on your golf swing does not only mean hitting more balls but also strengthening and 

training the muscles used most in golf. 

What muscles are used in golf? 

Core muscles: used for rotation.  Training the core muscles in strength and flexibility will result 

in improvements in power and distance.  Balance will also be improved with stronger core 

muscles.  (Working on the deeper, stabilizing muscles, i.e. the transverse abdominals and pelvic 

floor muscles, will help improve balance and stability. 

Hamstrings: used for maintaining the golf posture.  Strong hamstrings will also prevent the 
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possibility of low-back pain injury.  

Quadriceps: used to help maintain a dynamic golf posture with flexed knees throughout the 

swing. 

Upper back muscles: used to help keep an erect spine for ease or rotation.  Many golfers are not 

able to maintain an erect position when standing inhibiting their rotation in the backswing.   The 

only way to improve posture is through strengthening of the spinal muscles and upper back. 

Shoulder muscles:  used to allow for better and consistent control of the club throughout the 

swing. 

Forearms: used for a strong impact position without bending at the wrists resulting in greater 

distance. 

 

PILATES AND GOLF, THE PERFECT MATCH 

Most of the professional golfers on the PGA TOUR are exercising to improve their bodies and 

their games, and many of them including Tiger Woods and Camilo Villegas are using Pilates. 

Golfers of all levels find that consistent Pilates practice improves their games and reduces pain 

and injuries. However, golfers practicing golf specific Pilates experience superior results in less 

time. 

The golf swing is a complex, asymmetrical, full body movement. For the right handed (left side 

dominant) swing, the left or leading side of the body is more commonly injured than the right or 

trailing side, and vice versa. Golf stresses the body in unique ways that can lead to acute and 

chronic injuries. Luckily, preventive measures can minimize golf-related injuries of the back, 

shoulders, elbows, hands, and wrists. For example, maintaining optimum dynamic posture and 

spine angle can reduce lower back strain and improved shoulder girdle stability can relieve 

shoulder, wrist and elbow pain. Proper mechanics and swing plane require strength, flexibility, 

and a strong core, all of which can be attained in 15 minutes a day of golf specific Pilates 

exercises combined with technical assistance from a PGA Professional. Golf specific Pilates 

gives golfers the edge they have been looking for.  

Joseph Pilates was born in Germany and developed what he called Contrology in the early 

1900s. Pilates principles match perfectly with golf and golf exercise (more on this in the next 

article). Due to its effectiveness Pilates is now one of the fastest growing fitness systems in the 

world, nearly doubling in participants every year. Pilates lengthens and strengthens muscles 

while building a uniformly developed balanced body, focusing on core strength----abs, gluteals, 

lower back, pelvic muscles, inner thighs, and intrinsic, deep stabilizers throughout all joints of 

the body. Pilates is whole body exercise just as the golf swing is. Pilates works all 7 physical 

performance factors and demands integration of breath, control, flexibility, strength, precision, 

and body awareness. When you develop awareness of moving from your core first, you will 

initiate every shot or putt from the same place, leading to increased repeatable and consistent 

shots and putts. 

While classical Pilates is great for all around conditioning and will certainly help you perform 

better in all aspects of your life, golf specific Pilates is functional because you are mirroring 

functional golf positions relating to various swing phases. Joseph Pilates also developed 

machines and equipment to work the body in various other ways that challenge balance and 
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coordination while lengthening and strengthening muscles. Hundreds of exercises can be done 

using the Universal Reformer and other Pilates apparatus. Individualized instruction by a 

qualified specialist is critical.  

Pilates Patio will help you delve into the core and relate the principles of Pilates directly to the 

principles of Golf.  

In the meantime, here is a great Pilates exercise for you to try at home. The Roll Down to Push 

Up may look like a traditional push up, but it has a twist. The rolling down and walking out and 

back requires balance, flexibility, stability, and strength due to the dynamic sequencing. It's not 

easy, but the results are worth it! 

Begin standing with feet hip bone width apart in good posture with abs pulled in and shoulders 

down. Inhale and as you exhale bow your head and roll down your spine until your hands touch 

the floor (bend knees if necessary). Walk out hand after hand until you are in a straight plank 

push up position, breathing as needed. Keeping buttocks squeezed and abs engaged, inhale as 

you bend elbows until chest is close to the mat, exhale to extend arms. Repeat 3-5 times. Return 

by piking hips to ceiling and walking back towards your feet, finally rolling back up to standing 

one vertebrae at a time.  

 

How about a more common activity the majority does every day like walking.  What benefit does 

the after person who just walks get from doing Pilates? 

WALKING 

Walking may be the most natural and simple workout there is.  It’s easy, inexpensive and a good 

way to get and keep in shape.  Walking can be anything from a hike in the mountains, to a stroll 

along the beach.  Walking with family and friends, walking the dog, or just walking to relax and 

unwind at the end of the day.  It can be done anywhere and doesn’t require any special gear.  

Walking is one of the most efficient low impact workouts available.  Keep in mind however far 

you walk, you have to be able to walk back.  

 So why walk?   Waking, 

 prevents type 2 diabetes. 

 strengthens your heart. 

 is good for your brain. 

 is good for your bones. 

 reduces the risk of breast and colon cancer. 

 improves fitness. Even in short bouts. 

 improves physical function. 

Regardless of how far or fast you walk, standing tall is important.  How you hold your body 

when you walk will make a difference with your breathing, back support and whether your walk 

is pain free or not.  Some body positioning tips: 

 Legwork:  A common mistake is trying to walk fast by lengthening the stride.  This is inefficient 

and can slow you down.  It will burn more calories due to inefficiency. Instead of taking longer 

strides, concentrate on a powerful push off while the front foot lands closer to the body. 

 Footwork:  Step heel to toe and not flat footed.  Contact the ground with your heel.  Roll your 
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foot forward over the center of your foot and push off with your toes.  This not only allows the 

ankle to move through its complete range of motion but also provide propulsion into the next 

stride. 

Hips: Rotate hips forward and backwards as you walk.  Your waist should twist.  Restricted hip 

movement decreases speed. 

Torso: Leaning forward or backwards will slow you down.  Keep your torso upright. 

Arms:  Keep arms close to the body, elbows at 90 degrees and hands relaxed.  Swing arms 

forward and back without crossing the midline of your body.  Speeding up arm swing will 

increase speed and legs will follow. 

 Pilates can be beneficial in many ways.  The importance of body alignment and form when 

doing Pilates will translate into the form maintained while walking.  Work on the reformer with 

your feet in the straps will help increase flexibility and mobility in the hips while maintaining a 

stable pelvis.  The work towards improved posture throughout Pilates lessons will help minimize 

learning forwards or backwards of the torso while walking.   Increased strengthen and stability 

around the shoulders and in the scapular region will allow for greater swing of the arms at the 

shoulder joints.  The Pilates method of breathing itself applied while walking will help 

oxygenate the muscles allowing you to get more out of your walk.   

 

Which would you recommend running or walking? 

RUNNING VS WALKING 

 Brisk walking can be almost as challenging as jogging. Why? When walking at speeds faster 

than 3.1 miles/hour, stride length naturally increases. As we know, a longer stride length is less 

efficient requiring more energy to move your legs. This in turn requires more arm and torso 

movement, leading to increased torso and hip rotation. All of this means higher aerobic demands 

and more calories being burned. Research has shown that maximal levels of exertion, oxygen 

consumption, is only slightly lower for race-walkers than for runners and moderate to intense 

levels of exercise, oxygen consumption levels between race walkers and runners are almost 

equal. Race-walkers can reach speeds as high as 9 miles/hour! 

Running is also popular and has an obvious fitness edge over walking. Runners use energy 

quicker than walkers. So, a runner doesn’t have to exercise as long as a walker to get the same 

benefits. For some young people walking briskly may not raise their heart up to that 60%-80% 

target heart rate zone for optimal training. For them running may be a more efficient 

cardiovascular form of fitness than walking. However, the risks for runners is greater. In 

particular, risk of injury. Runners face greater risks of strains, sprains, blisters and spurs. The risk 

factor for runners increases with the frequency and duration of the exercise. Foot to surface 

impact ratio for running is three to four times your body weight compared to one times your 

body weight for walking.  

The low impact of walking minimizes strain on the feet and joints resulting in fewer walking 

injuries. The dropout rate from running programs over a two year period is 50% or more 

compared to only 20% or less for walking. 
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Benefits of 
running and 
walking 

Benefits or 
running 

Benefits of 
walking 

Disadvantages of 
running 

Disadvantages of 
walking 

lower blood 
pressure 

Calories are 
burned quicker 

Low impact High impact Takes longer to 
burn calories 

Lower risk of 
osteoporosis, 
cancer and heart 
disease 

  Minimum strain Greater risk of 
strains, sprains, 
blisters and spurs 

For young people 
it may not raise 
heart rate up to 
60%-80% target 
heart rate zone 

Improves 
cholesterol profile 

    Risk factors 
increase with 
frequency and 
duration 

  

Fat loss     Dropout rate is 
50% or more 

  

Chance to clear 
mind 

        

 

Gardening can result in so many back, knee and other physical problems for people.  Can 

Pilates help avid gardeners prevent injury during the gardening season? 

PILATES FOR GARDENERS 

The gardening season is slowly coming to a close however there are a still a few weeks left.  

Throughout the spring and summer you’ve probably noticed that gardening is providing you with 

some much needed exercise after the winter.   

Why is gardening good exercise?  Well, while gardening all the major muscle groups are 

worked: legs, glutes, arms, shoulders, neck, back and abdominals.   Resistance training can be 

achieved through lifting bags of fertilizer, pushing wheelbarrows, shoveling.  These are all low 

impact activities unlike aerobics or jogging.  Aside from working muscles, gardening can also be 

good for burning calories, stretching (i.e. when reaching for weeds or tall branches, bending to 

plant and extending when raking.) 

Pilates can help maintain the fitness that you’ve achieved by gardening throughout the summer.   

Trunk rotation (obliques):  There are mat exercises and reformer exercises that target the 

obliques.  On the reformer there is “side twist sitting” and “star prep”.  On the mat we have the 

“obliques” exercise and “side bend” or “side plank” that will target the obliques. 

Abdominals:  All the exercises in Pilates, whether on the mat or on equipment, use the 

abdominals in some form, whether as a stabilizer or as the primary muscle group performing the 

movement.  

Back:  There are a series of exercises on the reformer “back rowing” that target the mid back 

muscles or muscles in the scapular region (tapezius, rhomboids). You also want to stretch out 

this region.  A “cat stretch” on the mat can help stretch this area out. 
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Chest:  Pushups on the mat or wall.  There is a series of “front rowing” exercises on the reformer 

that will target the shoulders and chest (pectoral) muscles.  

Legs:  There are many ways to work the muscles in the legs on the reformer and mat, calves, 

hamstrings, quadriceps, hips both strengthening and stretching.  

Arms:  With the reformer the arms can be worked, e.g. biceps, triceps, deltoids  

Unfortunately, as with any form of exercise there is the potential for injuries.   Some common 

gardening injuries are,  

Back pain:  Spending too many hours bent over planting, weeding, watering, hauling sacks of 

fertilizer, pushing wheelbarrows etc. while gardening can lead to a very sore back.   Bend at the 

knees when lifting, use arms and thighs to push heavy objects.  If the load is too heavy, lighten it 

and make two trips of get another pair of hands to help out.  

Long handled tools will help minimize the amount of bending you have to do.  Controlled 

movement opposed to jerky movements will help.  Using tools with smaller blades that weigh 

less may help reduce muscle strain.  

Repetitive Strain:  Alternate tasks while gardening. 

How to minimize muscle strain while gardening 

Correct body positioning while gardening will help reduce the strain on muscles and joints.  The 

nice thing about working on the reformer as a compliment to gardening is that the “core” 

muscles, abdominals, spinal muscles and back muscles are always working as stabilizers while 

other muscle groups may be working.  Pilates is good form of functional training which will then 

translate to other activities such as gardening where “core” muscles are always active stabilizing 

the body. 

Tips for gardening: 

Alternate tasks between heavy chores such as digging and lifting with lighter, less physically 

demanding tasks like planting. 

 When raking, stand with one leg forward, one leg back and alternate ever few minutes. 

Kneel when planting or weeding.  (The constant bending can put strain on the back, neck, leg 

muscles and joints.  Kneepads or a mat when kneeling can be used to make kneeling more 

comfortable.  And when kneeling, keep your back straight. 

 Change positions every 10 to 15 minutes.  This can go hand in hand with alternating tasks as 

moving from a kneeling to standing position can mean changing tasks from playing to digging. 

 Pace yourself.  As with any physical activity, pace yourself.  Take a few breaks each hour of 

gardening.  Take a few minutes to stretch, have a drink or just sit and relax. Spread the work out 

over several days rather than doing marathon gardening sessions.  The same results will be 

achieved. 

 Benefits of gardening:   

 Gardening 30 minutes a day will help 

 Increase flexibility 

 Strengthen joints 
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 Decrease blood pressure and cholesterol levels 

 Lower risk of diabetes 

 Slow osteoporosis 

  

What about water sports and activities?  What benefit can Pilates for these activities? 

 Yes.  What water activities are you thinking about? 

 

How about rowing? 

HOW CAN PILATES HELP YOUR ROWING? 

If we take at the list of all the muscles being used when rowing, we have pretty much the entire 

body working.  From muscles that allow you to plantar flex your ankles (point your toes) to the 

muscles along your spine to help extend your spine.  Small, deep stabilizing muscles to help 

protect your lower back, to big powerful muscles of your quadriceps to get the movements 

started.   

Matwork is great for getting the abs working and those core muscles.  The "c" curve in Pilates is 

this curve in your spine, like a "c", that is created through contracting the abdominals to cause 

flexion in the spine. The stronger your abdominals, the greater the flexion or the "c" curve, and 

the longer you can maintain it.  Exercises like rolling like a ball, half roll back, obliques roll 

back, seal among others work on the “c curve” of the spine.  Exercises like ab prep, roll up, neck 

pull work on the upper part of the abdominals.  Exercises like hundred, single leg stretch, double 

leg stretch, work both the upper and lower abdominals.  Exercises like roll over, jack knife focus 

on the lower part of the abdominals.  Exercises such as obliques, obliques roll back, side bend, 

spine twist work incorporate the obliques.  Exercises such as breast stroke, swimming, swan dive 

get the erector spinae (spine extensors) working.  Scapular and pelvic stabilization and spinal 

alignment is always incorporated into every exercise.  

 

Reformer work is an excellent way to get the legs and arms working, along with the rest of the 

body.  The reformer adds a dynamic component to Pilates which is a great way to challenge 

stabilizing muscles and spinal alignment.  Exercises that work the legs and lower body are 

plentiful on the reformer.  Lying on the reformer performing footwork to get the quadriecps, 

glutes, hamstrings, hip flexors and calves working; lying on the reformer with feet in the straps 

to get the lower body working including stabilizing muscles, lateral (external) and medial 
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(internal) rotators of the legs and flexibility in particular in the hamstrings, adductors (inner 

thighs) and lower back (lumbar spine).  Exercises standing, side splits, working the gluteus 

medius and/or adductors, front and back splits challenging the muscles of the legs while 

incorporating balance and stability.  The upper body can be challenged on the reformer, 

everything from the chest, shoulders with the front rowing exercises and the back (trapezius) , 

triceps, biceps through back rowing exercises.  Rotator cuff can also be worked.  All the upper 

body exercises may be modified to add the additional challenge of stability and balance thus 

incorporating the abdominals, obliques and erector spinae.  The back, upper, mid and lower 

including spine extensors may be worked on the long box.  The “c curve” can again be worked 

on using the reformer through exercises such as elephant, knee stretches, stomach massage, 

round back on the short box and more.  Scapular and pelvic stability and spinal alignment are 

again continually incorporated into each and every exercise.   

  

This is just a brief list of exercises on both the mat and reformer that are available to challenge 

the predominant muscles used when rowing.  There are many more exercises and modifications 

of exercises to continue to challenge the muscles. 

Note:  Names of exercises may vary from style to style of Pilates but the essence of the exercises 

remains the same. 

 

What about kayaking? 

PILATES AND KAYAKING 

Kayaking is a low-impact cardio workout that provides a rigorous muscular strength workout.  

Paddling down a quiet stream requires less work than trying to get through rapids without falling 

over. 

AREAS OF BODY USED IN KAYAKING 

Upper back: latissimus dorsi, rhomboids, trapezius 

Chest and shoulders: pectorals, deltoids 

Arms: biceps, triceps, muscles or hand, wrist and forearms 

Core: rectus abdominus, obliques, spinal erectors 

Legs/hips: glutes, hamstrings, quadriceps, calf 

UPPER BODY 

Shoulders and back muscles play a big role because most of the effort to paddle should ideally 

come from here and not from the arms.  The latissimus dorsi muscles help give power to your 

stroke especially in rough waters.  The rear deltoid and trapezius muscles are involved in forward 

strokes; these muscles are used to roll when you have to right a capsized kayak.  Below are how 

some of these upper body muscles are used. 

Rotator cuff: used in kayaking maneuvers (group of muscles that work together in shoulder joint 

to control the joint during rotation) 

Biceps brachii: forward strokes require bicep strength (used to flex the elbow and rotate the 
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forearm) 

Triceps brachii: triceps act as an antagonist to the biceps. Also used in the forward strokes. 

(Used to extend the elbow)  

Trapezius: used during forward strokes, (moving the shoulder blades back towards the spine, 

upwards and downwards, rotating the neck, lateral flexion of the neck.) 

Latissimus dorsi: used in kayaking during high braces and rolls (helps with movement of the 

arm down and back and rotation inwards.) 

Rhomboids: used in forward strokes. (helps to pull the shoulder blades back towards the middle 

of the back.) 

CORE MUSCLES 

Your core muscles, abdominals and lower back, get a thorough workout when kayaking. Many 

of the torso twists required to maneuver while in the water require the core muscles. In 

particular, the transverses abdominis, internal and external obliques and erector spinae (muscles 

that run along the sides of the spine).   

LOWER BODY 

The legs are used to push against the floor of the kayak to help improve stability and support the 

core muscles.   In particular, the hamstrings and quadriceps muscles get a workout. The hip 

flexors help the body rock forward and backward to complete the paddle stroke.   

OTHER MUSCLES 

Smaller, secondary muscles are involved in kayaking.  These muscles play a supporting role to 

major muscle groups.  The muscles in the lower chest and the serratus anterior muscle are 

involved in rolls and high braces. 

COMMON AREAS OF INJURY 

There is a great deal of repetitive, rotational stress on the core region when kayaking Increased 

core strength and stability will help prevent injury and pain in the lower back. 

This rotation stress in a seating position creates a relentless hearing force along the spine.   This 

can also lead to injury and pain in the shoulders and arms. 

OTHER AREAS TO WORK ON FOR KAYAKING 

Cardiovascular endurance to sustain paddling for hours a time. 

Muscular strength and power to have enough strength reserve to deal with rough seas, 

emergencies and faster more competitive kayaking. 

Balance between muscle groups so that one muscle group isn’t overpowering its opposing 

muscle group, leading to injuries. 

Posture while paddling for hours without fatiguing requires strength and endurance in the core 

muscles.  This will also help prevent low back pain. 

Minimize risk of injury and strains by keeping muscles conditioned. 

Improved flexibility in the trunk will allow for a broader range of movement in the trunk, 

shoulders and arms when paddling giving a longer stroke with greater ease. 
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What about swimming? 

SWIMMING AND PILATES 

Swimming is a whole-body exercise with a lower incidence of serious injuries. When problems 

do arise it is often due to over-stress of muscles during training or competition. Most injuries 

occurring in the back, knees or shoulders. Pilates can help swimmers by using appropriate 

breathing patterns. Appropriate breathing patterns help swimmers concentrate on their body 

orientation and balance. Similar to running, swimming requires strength and endurance training. 

Since Pilates focuses on core muscles, abdominals and back, this will help the swimmer maintain 

stability and allow them to connect better with arm muscles allowing for greater distance in each 

stroke. Aside from breathing and muscle control, some of the other benefits of Pilates for 

swimmers are improved flexibility in the shoulders, arms, legs, hips and feet making it easier to 

kick and recover your arms for a better stroke; improved rotary flexibility of the hips important 

for proper breathing; Balance strength around the joints and muscles against water resistance; 

increased strength of core muscles creating better balance when swimming. MUSCLES USED 

WHEN SWIMMING: forearm extensors and flexors; muscles in the upper arm, shoulders and 

rotator cuff; muscles in your back such as the trapezius, rhomboids, latissimus dorsi; abdominals 

and obliques to aid in rotation throughout stroke; lower body such as the gluteals both as 

stabilizers and to aid in external rotation of the leg; hip extensors and flexors; upper body such as 

the latissimus dorsi when returning the arm to the back of the stroke and deltoids take the arm to 

the front end of the stroke. When strengthening muscles the importance is balance. It is easy for 

imbalance to be developed between the front and back of the body and in particular the shoulders 

for swimmers when training. In most cases when athletes have an overuse injury in the shoulder 

it is due to overdeveloped pectorals and latissimus dorsi in relation to their trapezius, rhomboids, 

posterior deltoids and posterior rotator cuff muscles. Many athletes and weight trainers focus on 

developing “mirror muscles”, muscles at the front of the body, upper trapezius, anterior deltoid 

and pectorals. As a result “non mirror muscles” i.e. lower trapezius, rhomboids, latissiums dorsi 

and rear deltoids are underdeveloped. Most often in this case flexibility must be improved, 

scapular stability must be taught and exercises focused on the back rather than the front must be 

done. Many exercises in Pilates, both on the mat and reformer, allow for these additions and 

changes. 

 

I completely forgot, how about cycling?  I’m sure Pilates can be beneficial, but how? 

PILATES AND CYCLING 



 

82 

 

You’re outside, whizzing by cars, stop signs and pedestrians on your bicycle. Or you’re in a 

spinning class climbing a steep hill, pushing on the pedals with all your might. While it’s tough 

you feel like your legs can make it to the top but your bike is weaving all over the place. Or 

maybe you’re on a mountain bike going down a rough, twisting trail and by the time you reach 

the bottom your arms and hands are exhausted, dreading every rock and rut ahead. “What’s 

wrong?”, you’re wondering. Weak torso, core, and arms. So, what parts of your body are 

working when you’re cycling? The obvious answer is the legs. How? When cycling your 

quadriceps, (the front of your thighs), straighten your leg and your hamstrings (the back of your 

thighs), bend your knee. Abdominals and adductors (the groin) pull the leg over the pedal stroke. 

They also help provide support to the torso to reflect the force of the legs when pushing against 

the pedals. Thus, stability is achieved on the bike. So why is the torso such a weak link for so 

many when cycling? When the torso is weak there isn’t enough support to resist the great force 

that the leg muscles can generate. Any force directed into the pedals also goes up into the torso. 

When the torso is weak the force doesn’t go into the pedals only it is dissipated in the flexing of 

the torso. The constant effect of the power of the legs is what causes fatigue and overwork and 

spasm of the low back muscles. As long as the torso is absorbing the force of the legs when 

pushing down on the pedals, the rider will never get strong. This is because the resistance of the 

pedals is being negated when the torso absorbs the force. Many riders give up a lot of pedal 

power because they don’t have sufficient torso, core, strength. Another issue that arises with 

cycling is that the legs lose flexibility because they do not go through a full range of motion. 

This results in shortening and tightening of the muscles in particular the hamstrings which can 

lead to lower back concerns. What Pilates can offer are exercises that target and strengthen the 

core which help provide support and stabilization for your torso. The rectus abdominis in 

particular helps flex the spine. The obliques help rotate and stabilize the spine along with the 

transverses abdominus. The latter, along with the pelvic floor also help stabilize the pelvis and 

spine. Just the act of breathing purposefully in Pilates provides benefits. The deep inhales and 

exhales help promote better oxygenation which helps increase the flow of blood throughout your 

system invigorating the muscles and joints. Some of the cycling specific issues that arise that can 

be improved with Pilates regularly are, Rocking of pelvis in seat, Knees rolling inwards or 

outwards, Too much movement in upper body, Poor cervical (neck) alignment Tight chest 

muscles Tight calves and hips Weak back muscles Tight iliotibial (IT band) 

 

This may seem farfetched or maybe not, but how about rock climbing? 

ROCK CLIMBING AND PILATES 

Whether outside or indoors, rock climbing is a full body workout. Some muscles do work harder 

than others while moving upwards against gravity. Some of the more common muscles used 

when climbing: Forearms: Grip strength is the quickest way to improve climbing performance. 

Forearms alone aren’t used in rock climbing but without forearm strength, your rock climbing 

ability is limited. Some of these muscles are, the brachioradialis, pronator teres, flexor carpi 

radialis, palmaris longus, flexor carpi ulnaris The forearm flexors, made up of the carpi ulnaris,  
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flexor carpi radialis, flexor pollicis longus muscles, are responsible for flexing the fingers and 

forearms so that you can grip the rock. Upper arm and Shoulders: 

Side and upward movements where your feet are not directly under 

you require strong arms and shoulders. Working the shoulder 

muscles can help. Some of these muscles are, triceps, deltoids 

and biceps brachii (biceps). The biceps, allow you to bend your 

arm. Work in conjunction with latissimus dorsi to pull body up. 

Strong biceps important on steep routes or tackling overhangs. 

Upper body: Upper body muscles are needed when rock climbing. 

For example, the How can Pilates help? With rock climbing you 

don’t want to add extra weight by adding unnecessary bulk. 

Muscle density is greater than the same volume of fat. Pilates is 

great way to tone the entire body without adding extra bulk and 

weight. A combination of exercises on the mat and reformer will 

help tone and strengthen all the muscles used in rock climbing. 

Matwork is great for working the abdominals, obliques, back, muscles along the spine, all 

muscles that help stabilize the body. Exercises on the reformer help work the stabilizers in a 

more dynamic setting while strengthening and toning muscles in the legs, upper body and arms. 

latissimus dorsi which helps pull arms downward and inward as you pull yourself up using your 

arms. Obliques and abdominals: Help add stability to climbing moves. Quadriceps: Real strength 

while climbing comes from the legs. The 

arms are not used to lift the bodies. The 

arms are used predominately to stay 

tight against the rock surface. While 

moving up a rock face a climber uses their 

quadriceps to allow them to step up from 

any angle. Calf muscles 

(gastrocnemius and soleus): A rock face 

with small nooks and crevices, the calf 

muscles aid in keeping your toes 

against the wall. When moving 

upwards the calf muscles allow your 

rise up onto tip toes to get a better reach. 

Other muscles used while climbing: Legs 

and lower body: hamstrings (back of 

thighs), hip adductors (inner thighs), abductors (outer thighs), gluteals Upper body: anterior and 

posterior deltoid (front and back of shoulders), pectoralis major (chest), erector spinae (muscles 

along spine), rectus abdominis, upper trapezius 

 

We’ve gone through quite a few summer sports and activities. What about some winter ones? 

Again, name the sport or activity and I’ll tell you how Pilates can be of a benefit. 

 

Let’s start with skating.  That’s a classic winter sport. 

Good choice!   

Back rowing exercises on the reformer.  
Work muscles in the arms, and mid-back. 
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SKATING AND PILATES 

Pilates is a form of overall strength and conditioning used in the development of strong core 

muscles also focusing on breathing, balance, and range of motion. Pilates helps increase joint 

stability and strengthens deep core muscles as a result leading to injury prevention and improved 

athletic performance. Even the most basic Pilates exercises can be incorporated into a regular 

sports-conditioning or fitness regimen such as in a warm up or as a means of working on 

(neuromuscular) coordination. Pilates focuses on deeper muscle groups or local stabilizers. 

These muscles are key when controlling joint movement and maintaining joint stability. Pilates 

starts training the joints at lower loads and then slowly progresses to strengthening eccentrically 

(when the muscle fibres lengthen) which will in turn help control the deceleration movements. 

Most sports require both mental and physical skill. Pilates allows for the training of both, mental 

and physical, by requiring a certain level of mental awareness of what the body is doing. 

Training the mind to be aware of what the body is doing while physically training the body and 

its muscles will then translate into a mental awareness of the body’s movements during sports 

performance such as skating. When skating a certain amount of lower body strength is required. 

Balance is also necessary so a certain amount of core strength is required. Upper body strength is 

not as crucial when skating unless skating is part of a sport. i.e. hockey, speed skating, figure 

skating, ringette etc. Muscles used when skating are the muscles in the lower body, specifically 

the calves (gastrocnemius and soleus) and front of the shins (tibialis anterior) to move the ankle 

joint during the push-off and gliding phases of skating. Quadriceps and hamstrings to extend and 

flex the knee, respectively, during the push off and gliding movements when skating the gluteus 

maximus to help extend the hip joint, abductors and gluteus medius to move the leg away from 

the body (abducting the leg) and external rotators muscles to help turn the leg and kneecap 

outwards. These are all movements that are commonly used when skating. Abdominal muscles 

help keep the trunk of the body stable, helping maintain balance, while the lower part of the body 

is working. All these muscle groups can be strengthened through a combination of Pilates 

exercises on the reformer and mat making skating more enjoyable.  
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How about skiing? 

Sure.  Let’s start with cross country skiing. 

CROSS COUNTRY SKIING AND PILATES 

Cross country skiing is not only a great way of enjoying the outdoors in the winter but also a nice 

full body workout. There are three main muscle groups used when cross country skiing, upper 

body, core and legs. In the upper body the swinging action of the poles to push off the snow 

involves the triceps, back of the upper arm, biceps front of the upper arm and pectoralis major, 

chest muscles, are used. The triceps and biceps work together when using a diagonal cross 

country ski stride. When planting both poles in the snow to push off, mostly the biceps are used. 

When using the skate ski technique, the triceps are mostly used. The pectoralis major muscles 

are used when using the pole planting technique. The latissimus dorsi muscles are used, mostly 

in the double pole planting technique. In the lower body, the gluteus maximus, largest muscles of 

the buttocks, are used quite a bit in cross country skiing especially in the skate skiing technique, 

to extend the hip and rotate the leg outwards. The constant pushing off with the legs to gain 

forward movement involves various muscles of the legs. For example when using the diagonal 

cross skiing technique the gastrocnemius muscle, calf muscle, is used to both plantar flex the 

ankle “point your toe” and to flex the knee. This muscle is used quite vigorously in diagonal 
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crosscountry skiing. The Sartorius  muscle, thin muscle running diagonally from the upper part 

of the outside of the thigh to the lower inside of the thigh is used in the diagonal and skate skiing 

techniques to help abduct the leg, i.e. move the leg away from the body. The rectus femoris, one 

of the four muscles making up the quadriceps, is also used to flex the hip and extend the knee. 

The abdominal muscles, the rectus abdominus extending from the ribs to the pelvis, are used 

quite a bit in cross country skiing, especially in the double pole plant technique. A combination 

of reformer and matwork will help target all the muscle groups used most when cross country 

skiing. Matwork targeting the abdominal and the reformer used to target the lower body, arms 

and chest.  

 

Now for downhill or alpine skiing 

 

ALPINE SKIING AND PILATES 

All muscles perform an action. All movements we perform throughout out our day are made up 

of a combination of these individual actions performed by out muscles. As a result, more than 

one muscle is involved in any one movement. So it is reasonable to expect that training for a 

particular sport or activity involving many different and complex movements of the body would 

require training a group of muscles. For Alpine skiing the main group of muscles that are used to 

perform the movement are in the lower body. In particular the groups of muscles are hip 

muscles, hamstrings, quadriceps, calves and muscles in the feet. These muscles groups can be 

further broken down to the gluteus medius, peroneus longus, adductor longus, gluteus maximus, 

rectus femoris, vastus intermedius, biceps fermoris and semimembranosis. (refer to the links and 

pictures on the website for these muscles and actions.) Let’s have a look at the actions of the 

body that these muscles can perform. Gluteus Medius – anterior fiber abduct (move away) and 

internally rotate the thigh. The posterior fibers externally rotate the thigh Peroneus Longus – 

dorsi and plantar flexes the foot (flexes and points the ankles, respectively) Adductor Longus – 

adducts, flexes and internally rotates the thigh Gluteus maximus – extends the hip, externally 

rotate the thigh, abducts the thigh and assists to stabilize the knee when fully extended Rectus 
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femoris – extends knee; flexes the hip Vastus intermedius – extends the knee Biceps femoris – 

flexes (bends) the knee and extends (opens up) the hip Semimembranosis – extends the hip, 

flexes the knee and pulls the medial meniscus posteriorly during knee flexion (when knee is 

bent) While the lower body is working to perform the movement what is the upper body doing? 

Without good balance, you’ll fall over while skiing downhill. As a result the ‘core’ muscles need 

to be strong to maintain stability while skiing. These include the abdominal muscles, muscles of 

the spine and lower back and pelvic floor muscles. When muscles are performing actions they 

are contracting in some way. Either concentrically (shortening) or eccentrically (lengthening). 

When skiing the muscles contract eccentrically. So the muscle is lengthening when it contracts to 

perform the movement. An example of this would be while you’re skiing you’re in a squatted 

position using your quadriceps in the same way you would when walking down stairs or in a 

lengthening or eccentric manner. The rate of the contraction of the muscle is slower compared to 

running and other activities. A reason for this is that the hip angle doesn’t change much while 

turning in skiing so the speed of the contraction is relatively slow.  From all this information we 

can gather that training for skiing should focus on the lower body, eccentrically and at a fairly 

slow rate of contraction. So slow, controlled movements concentrating on technique will better 

maximize the benefits of the exercise for the purposes of alpine skiing. A combination of 

exercises on the mat and reformer can help get you improve your physical condition for skiing. 

The resistance provided on the reformer allows for a larger variety of exercises for the lower 

body. All area of the legs can be strengthened, lying down, sitting and standing. Balance can also 

be incorporated with these exercises giving the core muscles a chance to develop. All exercises 

in Pilates involve the ‘core’ muscles including the pelvic floor. Whether these muscles are used 

as stabilizers or as prime mover, the abdominals are always engaged in Pilates and while skiing 

 

Snowboarding is quite popular now. 

Yes it is.   

SNOWBOARDING 

Snowboarding is slowly growing since it was invented in 1965 reaching a peak in the 1990s. 

Consistently increasing in popularity since. Over half of the snow boarders are aged 7-17 and 

25% are women. One out of every eight snowboarders is between the ages of 25-44. (18-30years 

are the largest group) People are taking up this sport at every age.  So what are some of the 

physical benefits of snowboarding? It’s a physical activity so you’re getting out and about and 

moving, even if it’s just falling and getting back up again, which is great if your life is relatively 

sedentary or spent indoors. Recreational snowboarding can burn up to 630 calories/hour and 

competitive snowboarding, double that!  What is required physically of a snowboarder? A high 

degree of strength and balance to transition from edge to edge while maintaining balance despite 

the changes in terrain, speed and weather conditions are necessary. With the different types of 

snowboarding there are a different set of challenges.  

DIFFERENT TYPES OF SNOWBOARDING: Giant slalom and slalom events are ‘carving” or 

“downhill” racing events. i.e. the snowboarder runs gates on a dual course like skiing. Longer 

boards and harder boots are needed for this. When carving at high speeds the boarder’s body 

faces down the hill most of the time. A high degree of concentric, eccentric and isometric 

strength is needed to perform well. Halfpipe, slopestyle and Boardercross events are “free 

riding” or “all mountain” boarding with spinning flipping, jumping and landing. 
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MUSCLES USED IN SNOWBOARDING 

Some of the primary muscles used when snowboarding are core muscles (abdominals, back, 

pelvic floor), foot/ankle muscles, upper leg muscles, hip and glute muscles.  

Core Muslces  

A great deal of balance is required when snowboarding so your core muscles (abdominals, back 

and pelvic floor muscles) will be working and need to be strong. All the exercise in Pilates use 

these muscles in some form whether as the prime mover or as a stabilizer. Either way they are 

being strengthened and toned all of which increase your stability and balance while 

snowboarding.  

Feet and Ankles  

Your feet are connected to the snowboard, your feet and ankles muscles are working to help you 

make cuts and turns so injuries to the ankles are quite common while snowboarding. Wrist 

fractures and sprains, shoulder injuries due to impact from falls and neck whiplash are also 

common when snowboarding. Increasing the strength in the tendons and ligaments of the ankles, 

wrists, shoulder and neck can help to minimize injury. Pilates can help with strengthening and 

toning these areas. Learning to stabilize the shoulder girdle through Pilates exercises will help 

strengthen muscles, tendons and ligaments in these areas. Specific exercises for these areas are 

also available on the mat and reformer. There is plenty of reformer work for the feet, calves and 

ankles. Pilates is done without shoes so the muscles in the feet and ankles must work.  

Thighs  

Quadriceps and hamstrings play large part in snowboarding. While they do not control your 

movement and direction as much as the feet and ankles the lower you are the better you balance 

will be. Maintaining that squatting position requires strength and muscular endurance in the 

quadriceps and hamstrings.  

Hip and glute muscles  

These muscles are used to help you steer and carve. It is very common for people who sit all day 

for work or school to have tight hip flexors. Stretching out the hip flexors is very important. Over 

all flexibility is also important for snowboarding and injury prevention. There are a number of 
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exercises on the reformer in Pilates that will help strengthen, increase muscular endurance in the 

quadriceps and hamstrings. Strengthening the glutes and hip flexors as well and stretching out 

the legs in all planes can be done quite well on the reformer.   

Snowboarding is an asymmetrical sport. You’re mounted on the board one leg in front of the 

other. This means you must be strong in this position but as a result muscle imbalance in the 

body is likely and the repetitive stress to the muscles of snowboarding can result in postural 

imbalances leading to injuries. Strengthening both sides of the body equally is important, not just 

for snowboarding but for all asymmetrical sports.  

The lower body does a lot of the work in snowboarding. This doesn’t mean the upper body can 

be neglected. Falling is inevitable. Having the strength to lift and push yourself up off the snow 

requires some basic upper body strength. When you aren’t picking yourself up off the snow the 

upper body must be stable. Core strengthening and conditioning is required for this as well as 

learning how to stabilize the upper body will help.   

Breathing doesn’t sound so hard. But efficient and controlled breathing while snowboarding may 

be tougher. One of the main components of Pilates is breathing, effective, efficient and 

controlled breathing. Through Pilates training you will learn how to breath efficiently and 

controlled while being active maximizing your lung capacity and oxygenating your blood 

throughout your snowboarding.  

While snowboarding you’ll need to be able to feel the snow and terrain beneath you. Some kind 

of proprioceptive training will help with this. This is being able to sense the position, location, 

orientation and movement of the body and its parts. Pilates can offer this in particular on the 

reformer which allows for more dynamic training.  

Pilates can address muscular endurance for various muscles groups including the ones used for 

snowboarding. Unless you’re a seasoned practitioner of Pilates, you probably will not be able to 

go through the exercises quickly enough to get your heart rate up enough to benefit 

cardiovascular. Some additional cardiovascular exercise is advised. 

 

I really like snow shoeing because it’s so much like walking. 

SNOWSHOEING 

For those that hate the winter and feel like it drags on and on, getting out and enjoying the season 

is the best way to make it go by quicker. If you’ve never tried any winter sports or activities, 

snowshoeing is great winter activity to start off with. It’s as easy as walking. A bit about 

snowshoeing. Snowshoes have been around for 6000 years and were one of the earliest forms of 

transportation. They are as easy to put on as shoes. They are highly 

maneuverable so you can go where cross country skiers and 

snowmobiles cannot. Anyone can snowshoe. The learning curve is 

small with no fancy techniques or theories to learn. Snowshoeing 

requires a modest level of physical effort and a desire to get out and 

enjoy the winter weather. Snowshoeing is great for a hike in the woods 

or for an overnight backpacking trip or alpine climb. It is a very 

inexpensive activity and great for all ages. So very suitable for the 

entire family. Simplicity is the one of the biggest assets of this sport. 

They can be used in all types of snow conditions. Some things you may 



 

90 

 

not have known about snowshoeing:  

 46% of snowshoers are women  

 12% of snowshoers and children, 7-17 years old  

 55% of snowhsoers are under the age of 45  

 1.4 million people identify themselves as snowshoers  

 You burn 45% more calories snowshoeing than walking or running at the same speed.  

The physical benefits of snowshoeing: 

 Good sport for cross training.  

 Low impact and safe  

 Provides and aerobics workout combines with strength training and muscle endurance.  

 Uses every major muscle group at a relatively high intensity for extended period of time  

 Individuals that have substitutes snowshoeing for running during the winter actually 

improve their running fitness over those who chose to run as their primary source of 

winter training.  

 The demands of snowshoeing can build endurance levels and strengthen quadriceps for 

runners.  

 Muscles used for snowshoeing are similar to those used for walking and hiking hilly 

terrain. Hip flexors and quadriceps may get more exercise than usual walking due to the 

lifting motion of each step in snowshoeing.  

 Climbing in snowshoes works the hip flexors and extensors, important muscles for 

cyclists.  

 Using poles while snowshoeing gets the upper body moving, conditioning arms, 

shoulders and back muscles 

 

I know people who curl.  Can Pilates help with that? 

CURLING AND PILATES 

The sport of curling originated in Scotland in the sixteenth century. It is common way for 

Canadians to take advantage and enjoy the winter months. Of the 1.5 million curlers worldwide, 

80% are Canadian. Curling is a sport that is adaptable to most ages and physical abilities and not 
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only is a great way to keep fit during the winter but also a great way to socialize. Curling is a 

very safe sport. The overall injury rate is only 3.5%. Curlers are seldom injured seriously to the 

extent that their injuries have stopped them from curling. The curling injuries that do occur are 

musculoskeletal in nature. The areas that are commonly affected are the knees, shoulders and 

back. Complaints about knees are most common among experienced curlers due to the deep knee 

bend and weight placed upon the leading or sliding knee. Adaptations are available to help throw 

rocks from a higher position but curling technique comes into play to minimize injuries. It’s 

common for curlers to rotate their sliding, forward foot outward to create a larger base of 

support. But you don’t want to rotate your leg out too much otherwise the stress on the knee joint 

will be too great. So it’s recommended to keep the rotation to 15 degrees. Also you don’t want to 

bend that front knee too much either or remain in that position longer than necessary. As with 

any physical activity, the joints are only as strong as the muscles supporting them. Regular 

exercise geared towards strengthening and lengthening all of the leg muscles will help prevent 

knee injuries. Stretching the back, arms, shoulders, legs and groin area before and after each 

game is also a good habit to get into to help prevent injury. Lower back and shoulder problems 

usually result from improper sweeping technique, poor technique moving and sliding rocks. The 

curling stones are made from granite and can be quite heavy weighing up to 20 kg. So slide, 

don’t lift, the rock and bend at the knees while keeping your back straight. When sweeping a 

vigorous bout of sweeping can raise the heart rate up to 170-200 beats per minute and over the 

course of a long tournament fatigue can accumulate. One good reason for physical conditioning 

is to avoid fatigue. Curling is similar to Pilates in that it requires both concentration and physical 

output. The exercises of Pilates provide a good form of conditioning for curlers. Pilates work on 

the reformer provides a number of good exercises to help strengthen and stretch the muscles in 

the legs and upper body to help with conditioning for curling and prevention of injuries. 

 

While snow shoveling isn’t exactly a sport it is an activity most of us in Canada have to 

participate in at some time and it is the cause of many back problems. 

SHOVELLING SNOW AND PILATES 

Every winter a new activity is created for many of us, shoveling snow. You may not consider it 

as a physical activity but it is a very physical activity and depending on the consistency and/ or 
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amount of the snow, more or less so. Either way, it’s a physical activity and needs to be treated 

as one so as to avoid injury. Primary muscles groups that are used when shoveling snow are the 

lower back, arms and legs. To a lesser degree the shoulders. If there are icy patches under the 

snow, balance and coordination come into play requiring the recruitment of other muscles groups 

not mentioned above. The heart also plays a big role when shoveling snow. Shoveling snow is 

not an aerobic activity and is more static lifting of weight creating stress on the heart and raising 

blood pressure.  

Groups who should think twice before shoveling snow:  

 Anyone who has already had a heart attack.  

 Individuals with a history of heart disease.  

 Those with high blood pressure or high cholesterol levels.  

 Smokers.  

 Individuals leading a sedentary lifestyle.  

When jogging or riding a bike many muscles groups are involved. Heart rates and breathing 

increases gradually. Muscle actions release chemicals that cause blood vessels to dilate allowing 

more blood and thus oxygen to working muscles. This isn’t the case with shoveling snow. Most 

people don’t warm up before shoveling snow. The cold doesn’t help. The body restricts blood 

flow to the surface trying to conserve heat resulting in increased blood pressure. A few tips when 

shoveling snow: Treat it as any physical activity-warm up before you start shoveling, stretch 

afterwards, strengthen the muscles groups that are used predominantly when shoveling i.e. legs, 

lower back, arms, throughout the season and beforehand. Take breaks periodically just as you 

would between sets when weight training. Dress in layers as you will get warm as time 

progresses. Choose the correct shovel for you. If you were skiing you wouldn’t use skis that were 

meant for someone twice your size. Use a shovel that will suit your size and strength. The 

smaller the shovel the less you will have to lift at any one time. Always bend from the knees not 

the back. Tighten your core muscles to protect your lower back when lifting. Before the snow 

comes, conditioning for shoveling can be done by working on the primary muscle groups used 

when shoveling. Pilates can certainly help with all these areas and in particular with core 

strengthening. 

 

PILATES FOR SNOW SHOVELLING 

Winter is finally here. And, with the winter season comes snow shoveling season. While snow 

shoveling isn’t a winter sport by choice, it needs to be done and can be a very physical activity. 

Depending on the consistency and amount of snow, the activity can be quite demanding. Every 

year there is many injuries i.e. back injuries, fractures and heart problems, due to snow 

shoveling. As with any physical activity, conditioning is needed to avoid injury. Before the snow 

comes, conditioning for shoveling can be done by working on the primary muscle groups used 

when shoveling. And while the snow is here, continuing that conditioning to make shoveling and 

the winter season more manageable can also be done.  

Primary muscle groups used when snow shoveling:  

 Lower back  
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 Arms and legs 

 Shoulders  

 Heart 

 Areas of fitness developed when snow shoveling:  

 Muscular capacity  

 Balance  

 Coordination  

 Cardiorespiratory capacity  

 Groups who should think twice before shoveling snow:  

 Anyone who has already had a heart attack.  

 Individuals with a history of heart disease.  

 Those with high blood pressure or high cholesterol levels.  

 Smokers.  

 Individuals leading a sedentary lifestyle  

With most physical activities heart rates and breathing increases gradually. Muscle actions 

release chemicals that cause blood vessels to dilate allowing more blood and thus oxygen to flow 

to working muscles. This isn’t the case with shoveling snow. Most people don’t warm up before 

shoveling snow and the cold doesn’t help. The body restricts blood flow to the surface trying to 

conserve heat resulting in increased blood pressure.  

A few tips when shoveling snow:  

 Treat it as any physical activity-warm up before you start shoveling, stretch afterwards, 

strengthen the muscles groups that are used predominantly when shoveling i.e. legs, 

lower back, arms, throughout the season and beforehand.  

 Take breaks periodically just as you would between sets when weight training.  

 Dress in layers as you will get warm as time progresses.  

 Choose the correct shovel for you. If you were skiing you wouldn’t use skis that were 

meant for someone twice your size. Use a shovel that will suit your size and strength. The 

smaller the shovel the less you will have to lift at any one time.  

 Always bend from the knees not the back. Tighten your core muscles to protect your 

lower back when lifting.  

How can Pilates help?  

Pilates is a great overall body workout working on toning muscles, stability, balance, 

coordination. The primary muscles groups used when snow shoveling can all be worked and 

strengthened through Pilates both on the mat and the reformer. The reformer is a great place to 

work the legs and upper body and use the abdominals and back muscles as stabilizers which is 

how they function when shoveling snow. Some of the common injuries associated with snow 

shoveling can also be addressed and restoration of sprained muscles or sore backs can be 

alleviated through regular Pilates exercises. 

 

People associate dancers and Pilates quite a bit.  Can you tell me how Pilates can benefit 

dance? 

BALLROOM DANCE AND PILATES 
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Ballroom dancing has grown in popularity in the past years. 

Ballroom dancing is no longer just a leisure activity older 

people or your grandparents used to casually waltz around the 

dance floor. Shows like “Dancing with the Stars” demonstrate 

just how much physical work, strength, endurance, 

coordination, balance, power, flexibility and more is required 

to dance effortlessly. Ballroom dancing is a sport. And like 

with any sport training is required, not just in the sport itself 

but also outside the sport, cross training including strength and 

flexibility training. Toned muscles are needed in any sport. 

Toned muscles are muscles at rest. Poorly toned muscles imply 

that they are ‘flabby’ and have a higher percentage of fat 

content. Conditioned muscles or muscle groups that are used 

often stay ‘in shape’ or are ‘conditioned’. This means that 

when the muscles are called upon to perform the muscles or 

muscle group responds better to the demand made upon them 

than muscles that are not toned. The more a muscle is atrophied, usually from lack of use, the 

less able it is at responding when called upon to be used. In ballroom dancing or any dancing 

really, there are many quick and sudden movements requiring muscles to react quickly. The 

more toned and conditioned your muscles are the more efficiently and effortlessly those 

movements can be made.  

Possible injuries from Ballroom dancing:  

 Muscle strains from sudden movement without properly warming up. 

 Ankle or knee sprains 

 Complicated dance steps may aggravate chronic knee, lower back or ankle injuries. 

Muscles used: Quadriceps, calves, hip abductors (outer thigh), hip adductors (inner 

thigh), abdominals, obliques, hamstrings, shoulders, upper back, triceps  

Fitness benefits of Ballroom dancing:  

 Cardiovascular  

 Flexibility  

 Muscular strength  

 Muscular endurance  

 coordination  

 weight loss  

How can Pilates help? Pilates is an overall body workout. While the goals for people who take 

Pilates are varied, through Pilates things like posture, breathing and overall ease and efficiency 

of movement will always be in the background of your Pilates training. Pilates work on the 

reformer in particular is good for muscle toning in the extremeties, in particular the arms, upper 

body, and legs. There is a lot of work that may be done to strengthen the muscles in the legs: 

quadriceps, hamstrings, adductors (inner thighs), abductors (outer thighs) and calves. While 

dancing you’re always on your feet so strengthening muscles and keeping them toned and in 

good condition in this area will help prevent injuries. There is a lot of ‘core’ strengthening and 

stabilizing in Pilates. This means strengthening the abdominals, back muscles, as well as the 

muscles around the pelvis. Being able to keep this area stable while dancing and holding your 
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poster, especially when dancing in contact, will help all for more efficient and freedom of 

movement in the legs. Matwork is great for conditioning the core and adding some reformer 

work helps add a dynamic as- pect to that core conditioning in that now you must use the core 

muscles to stabilize your body while performing other exercises and movements. Many of the 

other aspects of fitness are also addressed through Pilates, flexibility, coordination (another big 

part of Pilates), power (jumpboard work is good for power and plyometric exercises), balance, 

local muscular endurance (this is big part of Pilates!), strength. All of this conditioning with 

Pilates, which is a low impact form of training will not only enhance your ballroom dancing but 

also your movements in everyday life. 

 

PILATES FOR DANCE 

Shows like “So you think you can dance?” demonstrate just how much physical work, strength, 

endurance, coordination, balance, power, flexibility and more is required to dance effortlessly. 

Dancing is a sport. And like with any sport training is required, not just in the sport itself but also 

outside the sport, cross training including strength, stability and flexibility training. Toned 

muscles are needed in any sport. Toned muscles are muscles at rest. Poorly toned muscles imply 

that they are „flabby‟ and have a higher percentage of fat content. Conditioned muscles or 

muscle Groups that are used often stay „in shape‟ or are „conditioned‟. This means that when 

the muscles are called upon to perform the muscles or muscle group responds better to the 

demand made upon them than muscles that are not toned. The more a muscle is atrophied, 

usually from lack of use, the less able it is at responding when called upon to be used. In dance 

there are many quick and sudden movements requiring muscles to react quickly. The more toned 

and conditioned your muscles are the more efficiently and effortlessly those movements can be 

made.   

Possible injuries from dancing:  

 Muscle strains from sudden movement without properly warming up.  

 Ankle or knee sprains.  

 Complicated dance steps may aggravate chronic knee, lower back or ankle injuries.  

 Primary muscles used:  

 Lower body: quadriceps, calves, hip abductors (outer thighs), hip adductors (inner 

thighs), abdominals,  

 Upper body: shoulders, upper back, arms  

 Abdominals  

Areas of fitness developed when dancing:  

 Cardiovascular  

 Flexibility 

 Muscular strength 

 Muscular endurance  

 coordination  

 weight loss 

 Balance  

 coordination  
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How can Pilates help? Pilates is an overall body workout. While the goals for people who take 

Pilates are varied, through Pilates areas such as posture, breathing and overall ease and efficiency 

of movement will always be the ultimate goals in your Pilates training. Pilates work on the 

reformer in particular is good for muscle toning upper body, arms and legs. There is a lot of work 

that may be done to strengthen the muscles in the legs: quadriceps, hamstrings, adductors (inner 

thighs), abductors (outer thighs) and calves. While dancing you’re always on your feet so 

strengthening muscles and keeping them toned and in good condition in this area will help 

prevent injuries. There is a lot of „core‟ strengthening and stabilizing in Pilates. This means 

strengthening the abdominals, back muscles, as well as the muscles around the pelvis and pelvic 

floor muscles. Being able to keep this area stable while dancing and holding your posture, will 

help allow for more efficient and freedom of movement in the legs. Matwork is great for 

conditioning the core and adding some reformer work helps add a dynamic aspect to that core 

conditioning in that now you must use the core muscles to stabilize your body while performing 

other exercises and movements. Many of the other aspects of fitness are also addressed through 

Pilates, flexibility, coordination, power (jumpboard work is good for power and plyometric 

exercise), balance, muscular endurance and strength. Pilates is also a low impact form of 

exercise making it great for the joints, such as the knees. 

 

What about racquet sports like tennis?  Can Pilates help? 

TENNIS AND PILATES 

With the improving weather and summer fast approaching outdoor activities are growing in 

popularity and tennis courts are filling up. Pilates can help with many things such as injury 

prevention, improvement of muscle control and flexibility.  

Tennis like other racquet sports, such as badminton and squash, is one-sided. Since tennis 

players use one side of the hand and arm to hit the ball they tend to move to only side of the 

body. As a result an unbalanced body is created often resulting in over -use injuries. The same 

reasoning can be applied to such sports as soccer where the dominant side is favored.  

Pilates can benefit a tennis player in the following ways:  

 Improved power of stroke through the increased strength of core muscles  

 Improved balance for quick reaction to direction change  

 Improved muscle control to prevent over-use injury  

 Increased upper and lower body power for a more powerful stroke and better endurance  

 Reduced back injury by increasing flexibility  

 Provides higher levels of concentration  

Muscles used in tennis: Leg muscles, hamstrings and quadriceps, are used to maintain tennis 

posture, a low position with knees bent. If this is difficult then the leg muscles may be weak. If 

the legs are weak, after a while they will get tired and the knees will straighten an inferior 

position for shots.  

Many players think that swinging harder creates more power. The opposite actually happens. 

Swinging harder creates muscular tension and tense muscles react slower. Strong core muscles, 

abdominals and back/spine muscles, for power. If a full backswing can’t be made, the core 

rotational flexibility is limited. With a stronger, more flexible core it will be easier to rotate fully 
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on the backswing with minimal tension, creating maximum torque. This position will create high 

levels of racquet head speed without having to swing harder.  

Shoulder muscles, deltoids and the rotator cuff muscles, are used every time tennis is played. 

They are particularly active during serves and overhead smashes. Forearm strength is needed for 

snapping the wrist on a serve and to assist in gripping the racquet.  

Agility, stamina and physical power are also important for tennis as are endurance and 

concentration. Pilates is viewed as a form of mind and body movement incorporating a high 

degree of concentration and strength. When the exercises of Pilates are performed with this level 

of concentration agility and alertness develop, both requirements during a game of tennis.  

Lower spinal injuries often plague serious tennis players. This can be helped through the 

alignment of the spine and strength training of the lower back muscles through Pilates. 

 

I get the impression that martial arts and Pilates may share some common values.  Can Pilates 

benefit those that do martial arts? 

MARTIAL ARTS AND PILATES 

Pilates builds core, abdominal and back, strength. These are essential components for martial 

artists to hone their craft and prevent injuries. Shoulders and hamstrings are among the areas 

prone to injuries for martial artists. Injuries usually occur because the body, muscles and bones, 

are not held in proper alignment and as a result many self-inflicted injuries occurs to martial 

artists due to repetitive movements while using improper posture. This is usually a result of some 

muscles being too strong and tight while other are too loose and weak. Regular Pilates exercise 

can help correct muscular imbalances.  

Joseph Pilates himself worked with boxers, evidence in itself that his system of exercise applies 

well to martial artists. It was Joseph Pilates’ belief that the body is healthier when it practices 

stretching, strengthening and controlled exercises in addition to the actual sport itself. (Cross 

training) While many martial artists have some form of this in their routines it is often hurried 

through in favor of training the actual martial arts activity. Some martial artists attempt to 

meditate regularly with focus on breathing. This is also in line with Pilates, slow, steady, 

purposeful breathing with focus exhaling during the exertion of a muscle. Martial artists require 

strong glutes and leg so that the legs feel lighter allowing them to perform their kicks with less 

effort. Stabilization of the scapular region is also emphasized in Pilates. Keeping shoulders away 

from your ears, keeping your shoulder blades (scapula) lying flat on the back of your rib cage, 

lengthening the neck creating a longer spine. Strengthening the correct muscle for correct posture 

helps prevent back injuries, creating longer lines in the body. This creates space in the joints and 

bones that a martial artists needs in case of a misstep, bad turn or punch while practicing. This 

can be the difference between a quick shake it off types injury vs. A permanent one.  

Mind, body, spirit, focus, stability, concentration, purposeful breathing, precision and fluidity of 

movement are some of characteristics of martial arts. They are also many of the characteristics of 

Pilates. Nowadays when Pilates is mentioned people think of actors, dancers and exercise that is 

commonly thought to be just for women. But, Joseph Pilates was a man. He trained in many 

forms of movement including boxing and later taught self-defense. Pilates is a functional 

workout and great for athletes and martial artists. In martial arts every part of the body can be 

used as a weapon. Pilates will help stability all parts of your body. Being a physically demanding 
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contact sport/art many martial artists’ careers are ended or set back by reoccurring pain or 

injuries to hips, shoulders, knees, wrists, elbows, feet and hands. Pilates training can help 

rehabilitate or prevent injury. Following the principles of Pilates, greater speed, power, stronger 

core, range of motion and form will attained in martial arts. The mind-body connection that is 

common in Pilates is also vital in martial arts training. The exercises of Pilates will help improve 

static and dynamic balance. Static balance allows for the ability to control the body’s center of 

gravity. Dynamic balance allows for more agility when performing movements.   
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Physical conditions 
Well, so far I’m impressed.  Pilates seems to aid and condition the body for just about every 

activity.  I would think then that Pilates would be helpful for conditions people may have such as 

muscle imbalances? 

Yes, of course. Remember, Pilates has a restorative quality to it. 

COMMON MUSCLE IMBALANCES 

The most common muscle imbalances are due to our sedentary lifestyles. It’s pretty easy to see 

which muscles are tight or short when you sit for long periods of time throughout the day. When 

a muscle is shortened for a long period of time it will become “tight” which really means it is 

shorter than it is meant to be. Muscles come in opposing pairs (e.g. biceps and triceps). When a 

muscle is shorter than its optimal length not only does it affect the opposing muscle but also the 

entire musculoskeletal system tight hip flexors are a major cause of many posture problems. The 

human body is meant to be upright. So sitting for long hours the hip flexors become shortened. 

This causes the pelvis to be rotated anteriorly, refer to Figure 1. The result of this is that the 

lumbar spine (lower spine) becomes hyperextended (excessively arched) and the thoracic spine 

(upper-mid spine) develops a kyphotic alignment (rounded/hunched back). Forward head posture 

can also result because of this. After a while, tight hip flexors can do the work of the abdominals 

making it almost impossible to get the benefits out of some abdominal exercises. The opposing 

muscles to the hip flexors are the gluteus maximus. Tight hip flexors are the primary reason the 

glutes become lengthened and weak. The glutes are the primary muscles that extend the hip (pull 

your leg back). However, when the primary muscle that performs a movement becomes weak the 

synergist (helper) muscle has to take over and this causes further problems. How can Pilates help 

tight hip flexors? Through Pilates exercises the hip flexors can be stretched and the gluteus  

maximus strengthened. There are many mat exercises that can help strengthen the gluteus 

maximus and stretch out the hip flexors. Over time this will help tilt the pelvis in a more neutral 
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position. Posture and striving improved posture is a large part of Pilates. Strengthening the 

upper-mid back muscles will help reduce the rounded/hunched back appearance. Many uppermid 

back strengthening exercises can be performed on the reformer. Learning to and practicing to 

stabilize the shoulder girdle and scapula (shoulder blades) will also activate and help strengthen 

the muscles in the upper-mid back region. These are just a few ways Pilates can help with tight 

hip flexors and the resulting postural problems. Tight hamstrings are also common when sitting 

for long periods of time. If the hip flexors are tight, the gluteus maximus will be 

weakened, as mentioned above, which means the hamstrings are the primary hip 

extensor. The hamstrings are supposed to act as a synergist (helper) to the 

gluteus maximus when extending the hip. However, in the case of tight hip 

flexors, the hamstrings are the primary mover. This is classic synergist 

dominance which increase the chances of injury. The gluteus maximus is a large 

muscle in the body. If it cannot extend the hip and the hamstrings, a much 

smaller muscle, is forced to do this job requiring more work than it is designed 

for, injury is likely to occur. Tight hamstrings can make it difficult to benefit 

from leg and glute exercises. You will also be prone to pulled hamstrings and 

sciatica. How can Pilates help tight hamstrings? The hamstrings require 

stretching and lengthening when they are tight. Strengthening the hip flexors so 

that the hamstrings no longer have to work 

harder than they are designed for will also 

help prevent increased tightness. The 

reformer is a great piece of equipment for 

this purpose. Exercises on the reformer with 

the feet in the straps will provide a number 

of exercises that will both strengthen the hip flexors and 

lengthen the hamstrings. Weak and lengthened upper middle 

back is also quite common giving that rounded, forward 

shoulder or hunched back appearance. This is also called 

upper cross syndrome. This forward shoulder posture is 

prevalent in a sedentary lifestyle especially for those with 

jobs sitting in front of a computer or at a desk for long periods of  time. Poorly chosen exercises 

can also cause this forward shoulder posture. Doing too many push ups or exercises that work 

the front of the body and doing too little or neglecting the back can result in imbalances. What is 

really going on here is that the scapulae (shoulder blades) are protracted (pulled forward) 

because the chest muscles (pectorals and anterior deltoids) are stronger and thus tighter while the 

middle upper back muscles (lower and middle trapezius and rhomboids) are weaker and 

lengthened. How can Pilates help weak and lengthened upper middle back? As we have 

mentioned before, if something is lengthened, we strengthen it. Exercises on the reformer that 

strengthen the uppermid back are great. Back extensions on the mat. Making a conscience effort 

to open up across the collar bone in the front and slowly retracting the scapulae (shoulder 

blades). Making a conscience effort throughout the day to carry yourself with your sternum 

(chest) up, maintain width across your collar bone and muscles in the upper-mid back engaged to 

retract the scapulae (shoulder blades) retracted will help strengthen the upper middle back. 

 

Are there muscle imbalances that are more prevalent in men or in women or is it pretty much the 

same throughout the genders? 

Figure 1 
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Interesting question.  

MUSCLE IMBALANCES IN THE SEXES 

Are there some muscle imbalances that are more prevalent in men than women and vice versa?  

Many of the muscle imbalances develop because of common daily postures.  Since men and 

women, for the most part, have some different ways of carrying or holding themselves certain 

postural problems are more common in one sex than the other.  That doesn’t mean that the 

muscle imbalances stated below are exclusively seen in one gender or the other.  We’ll look at 

three common muscle imbalances and associated posture problems occurring in either sex. 

TIGHT PIRIFORMIS 

 The piriformis is a deep muscle which is the large external rotator of the hip (muscle that allows 

the hip to rotate outwards).  A tight piriformis is more common in men than women because men 

tend to sit with their legs spread apart.  A tight piriformis can lead to problems in the kness and 

piriformis syndrome.  What is Piriformis syndrome?  This is when the piriformis irritates the 

sciatic nerve and causes a deep shooting pain from the buttocks down the back of the leg, also 

known as sciatica. 

TIGHT ADDUCTORS 

Adductors are the muscles that allow you to pull your leg inwards or squeeze your legs together. 

The adductor group is made up of three muscles, adductor brevis, adductor longus and adductor 

mangus.   

Most women often sit with their legs crossed.  Over time the adductor muscles become tight 

especially in the bottom of a squat in which the hips are almost fully flexed.  Tight adductors can 

cause the femur (thigh bone) to become internally rotated.   Tight adductors can result in a knock 

kneed appearance.   It can result in the joints of the knees to line up improperly leading to 

kneecap pain. 

TIGHT CALVES 

Women who wear high heels often are very prone to tight lower leg muscles including 

gastrocnemius, soleus and peroneals (calve muscles).  Tightness in the calves can be seen 

through flattened feet and externally rotated feet (supinated feet).  It can also be a leading cause 

of plantar fasciitis, refer to article in this issue on plantar fasciitis.  

HOW PILATES CAN HELP? 

There are many exercises in Pilates that can help stretch out the tight areas.   In particular, the 

piriformis, adductors and calves.   Exercises on both the mat and the reformer can be done to 

help stretch these areas out.   

 

At work I know of at least one person who ended up on disability due to repetitive strain injury.   

Pilates can’t help with that, can it? 

Sure can.   

REPETITIVE STRAING INJURY 

Repetitive Strain Injury (RSI) or Occupational Overuse Syndrome (OOS) are terms that include 

many localized injuries such as trigger finger, golfer’s and tennis elbow, carpal tunnel and more 

http://www.pilatespatio.com/piriformis.jpg
http://www.pilatespatio.com/hipOttawa.html
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Femur
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Femur
http://www.pilatespatio.com/Gastrocnemius.png
http://www.pilatespatio.com/soleus.jpg
http://www.pilatespatio.com/legfootOttawa.html
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diffuse pain syndromes (those that spread over the body) which may be diagnosed as 

cerviocobrachial pain syndrome or chronic pain syndrome. 

SYMPTOMS 

· Burning, aching or shooting pain that can be restricted to small sites, i.e. fingertips or settle in 

larger areas such as the forearm 

· Tremors, clumsiness and numbness 

· Fatigue or lack of strength 

· Weakness in the hands or forearms to the extent that it is difficult to perform even simple tasks 

i.e. lifting a bag of shopping 

· Difficulty with normal activities i.e. opening doors, chopping vegetables, turning on a tap 

· Chronically cold hands, fingertips in particular 

EARLY SIGNS 

Soreness, tingling or discomfort in the neck, arms, wrists, fingers or shoulders.  Symptoms may 

appear when doing something or afterwards.  They may disappear when you stop the activity.  It 

may take a few hours for the symptoms to disappear or a few days.  Over time though, a minor 

condition like this can turn into a crippling injury.  Stress, pressure at work, longer hours or 

fewer breaks can all make symptoms worse and long term. 

CAUSES 

· Doing something with your arms repeatedly for too long 

· Working with equipment that doesn’t fit your body 

· Working too fast 

· Not taking breaks 

· Holding muscles in the same position for long periods of time 

· Lack of variety of the type of work 

· Working in cold conditions 

· Lack of training in safest way to do the task 

Underlying cause is damage to muscles and tendons (and nerves that run through them) through 

repeated micro-trauma.  Whenever muscles are used, tiny tears occur in the muscle tissue.  The 

local area becomes inflamed for a short time as the body attempts to repair.  Without enough 

rest, more activity causes further damage and more inflammation and pain.  This cycle gets 

worse if sufficient rest is not taken.  Nerves are also damaged by RSI.  Tingling feelings are 

caused by the compression of nerves.  Nerves run through the muscles so if the muscle health is 

poor so is the nerve health.  Damaged nerves can heal but the process is extremely slow.  

TREATMENT 

Once it’s been established it’s difficult to cure.  It can prevent you from doing many things i.e. 

playing musical instruments, hobbies, gardening.  Some people with RSI may eventually develop 

chronic pain syndrome affecting every aspect of their life.   However, in the early stages it can be 
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curable. 

Stretching and strengthening 

Benefits: 

· Muscle fibres increase in diameter and number 

Muscle fibres react faster and in greater numbers to the messages  

· sent from your nerves 

· The number of capillaries increases by 20% after a few months of training, bringing more 

blood flow to your muscles  

When strengthening is NOT recommended: 

· When the condition is acute 

· When normal daily life is taxing you to the limit 

At these times you can benefit from: 

· Aerobic exercise 

· Strengthening the lower body 

· Core strengthening i.e. Pilates 

· Gentle stretches  

Technique and form is very important to get the most out of the exercises.  Pilates is ideal for 

both strengthening and stretching all parts of the body.  Pilates is not only good for helping with 

RSI but also with prevention. 

  

What about arthritis?  It seems like everyone is developing some sort of arthritis.  Can Pilates 

help arthritis sufferers in any way? 

PILATES FOR ARTHRITIS 

What is arthritis: Arthritis affects the musculoskeletal system and specifically the joints.  It’s 

inflammation of the joints.  It’s the main cause of disability among people over 55.  Arthritis is a 

term that covers over 100 medical conditions.  Osteoarthritis is the most common form of 

arthritis and usually affects the elderly. 

Causes: When someone has arthritis something has gone wrong in the joint depending on the 

type of arthritis.  It could be the cartilage wearing away, lack of fluid, autoimmunity (body 

attacking itself), infection or a combination of many factors. 

More common types of arthritis: Osteoarthritis, rheumatoid arthritis, infectious arthritis. 

How can arthritis affect people? 

There are many ways arthritis can affect people.  The type of arthritis has a lot to do with how 

severely affected a person is.  There are usually good and bad days.  Most arthritis sufferers 

experience discomfort, pain, stiffness and / or fatigue.  There is the feeling of frustration with no 

longer being able to grip things as well or not being as mobile as in the past.  However, living 
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with arthritis doesn’t mean giving up an active lifestyle.  With slight changes to your lifestyle an 

active lifestyle is still very realistic. 

People with arthritis often will avoid physical activity in the affected joint because of the pain.  A 

physical therapist can help with working the joint stiffness without damaging it.  A physical 

therapist can help achieve a good range of motion which may include building strength in the 

muscles surrounding the affected joint stabilizing the weakened joint.  They will usually create 

an exercise program for you.  Exercise is a big part of the occupational therapy being effective. 

Occupational therapy can help teach you new things: 

1. How to reduce the strain on joints while doing daily activities. 

2. Modifying home and work place so that movements don’t aggravate the arthritis. 

3. Using aids for everyday things i.e. dressing, housekeeping, work activities, driving and 

washing/bathing 

4. How to move from one position to the other with or without walking aids e.g. crutches, cane, 

walker, if needed. 

5. Create a nutrition/diet plan if you’re overweight and overstressing the joints. 

6. How to make better decisions about shoes if that’s the affected body part. 

7. Learn how and when to rest. Resting is necessary for treating inflammation and pain. Resting 

individual joints through splints can be helpful too. 

Some of the more traditional exercises for arthritis pain  

have been aquafitness, walking, gentle yoga, anything low impact.  Pilates is slowly becoming a 

form of exercise that is amenable to arthritis sufferers.  More and more doctors are 

recommending Pilates to arthritis sufferers.  Keeping the effected joints mobile is important.  So, 

moderate exercise on a regular basis performed in a pain free range of motion is recommended 

for arthritis patients.  Pilates is great for this because of the variety of exercises, modifications 

that can be done to the exercises yet still benefiting positively.  Increased strength, flexibility, 

stability around joints, better sense of balance and body awareness are all among the areas 

worked on while doing Pilates.  Increased energy lessening fatigue is also a very common 

byproduct of regular Pilates. [8] 

   

I’m running to the bathroom all the time!  No one wants to talk about it but incontinence is a 

pain in the a$#! 

Pilates can help! 

INCONTINENCE 

Urinary incontinence is concerning as it is inconvenient and embarrassing.  It’s the involuntary 

loss of urine.  It’s not a disease but a symptom.  There are many causes of incontinence.   It is a 

common consequence of pregnancy and childbirth.  However, it is not a problem restricted to 

just women.   About one in 30 men under the age of 65 are affected compared to 42 percent of all 

women.  It is a problem that is commonly hidden because many are embarrassed to admit to it.   

Incontinence is not a normal part of aging however older adults may experience more disorders 
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or diseases that contribute to incontinence.   

CAUSES: There are different types and causes of incontinence.  In some cases, the cause is 

unknown.  Sometimes the reason may be as simple as too much caffeine intake or the result of 

something more complex such as cancer or a neurological disorder. 

SYMPTOMS: The feeling of the sudden urgent need to go to the bathroom.  Urine may leak 

before you reach the bathroom.  A weak stream of urine may be produced.  Urine may leak when 

you cough, sneeze, lift or exercise.  Some people with urine incontinence also have overactive 

bladder’s which causes them to urinate frequently. 

RISK FACTORS for incontinence:   

· Diabetes 

· Inflamed vaginal tissues in women 

· Enlarged prostate in men 

· Bladder inflammation or infections 

· Bladder stones or obstruction 

· Smoking 

· Weight gain or obesity 

· Chronic coughing 

· Constipation and straining during bowel movement 

· Pregnancy or childbirth 

· Excess alcohol consumption 

· Excess caffeine consumption 

· Excess beverage or water consumption 

· Certain medications 

· Pelvic prolapsed in women 

· Hysterectomy in women 

· Interstitial cyctitis (bladder condition) 

· Neurological disorders (traumatic brain injury, spinal cord injury, multiple sclerosis, stroke) 

· Prostate cancer 

· Bladder cancer 

· Colon and rectal cancer 

· Certain types of cancer treatment 

Ongoing urine incontinence can result in the increased risk of skin infections or sores (ulcers).  

Chronic urine incontinence increases the risk for repeated urinary tract infections. 

There are many forms of treatment depending on the type and cause, if known.  However, 

prevention and following and maintaining the following will only help keep incontinence at bay.  
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Maintaining a healthy weight, performing Kegel and pelvic floor exercises, not smoking, 

avoiding alcohol and caffeine can be helpful.  The pelvic floor are muscles that run from the 

tailbone to the back of the public bone that support the bladder, uterus in women, and bowel.  

(Refer to Volume 1, Issue 12, June 2010, for more on the pelvic floor.) Exercising these muscles 

can help strengthen them and lessen, if not eliminate, urinary incontinence.  These muscles can 

be contracted by imagining you have to go to the washroom but you’re in a long line and tensing 

up the necessary muscles while you wait in line.   

There are many types of incontinence which will be looked at in the next issue. 

Throughout all Pilates exercises the pelvic floor is exercised and as a result is being 

strengthened.  This can only help in the prevention of incontinence.   

  

TYPES OF INCONTINENCE 

There are many types of incontinence.  Not all types are due to weak pelvic floor muscles.  

Below are some of the more common types of incontinence. 

Stress incontinence:  Pressure-related physical activity such as sneezing, laughing, coughing, 

lifting heavy objects, standing up or exercising.  Stress incontinence results when there is a 

problem with the pelvic floor muscles, sphincter or both.  Occurs more often when the bladder is 

full.   More common in women than men. 

Urge incontinence:  Occurs when the bladder muscles contract at the wrong times regardless of 

whether the bladder is full or not.  It may result from bladder infections, inflammation, stones or 

cancer, spinal cord injury, stroke or an enlarged prostate gland in men.  Occurs more frequently 

in women and older adults. 

Overactive bladder (Irritable bladder):  Extreme sudden urgent need to urinate, frequent 

urination, need to the wake and urinate at night.  Occurs when the bladder wall muscles contract 

before the bladder is completely full.  The muscle wall contraction signals the brain that it’s time 

to go to the bathroom although the bladder is only partially full.  In most cases the cause of 

overactive bladder is unknown.  It may develop in people with Parkinson’s disease, strokes, or 

other neurological disorders.   Urinary tract infections, structural abnormalities, inflammation, 

bladder stones, enlarged prostate in men, diabetes, excess alcohol or caffeine intake and certain 

medications can contribute to overactive bladder.  More common in men over 65 or women in 

their mid-40’s.   

Overflow incontinence:  The bladder has difficulty emptying completely.   This leads to 

persistent urine dribbling and a weak stream of urine when you do go to the washroom.  Can be 

caused by a blocked urethra, injured bladder, prostate glad conditions in men, certain 

medications and nerve damage associated with diabetes. 

Mixed incontinence:  When people have more than one type of urinary incontinence it is termed 

mixed incontinence. 

Functional incontinence: Physical or thought processing problem that prevents a person from 

getting to the bathroom in time.  E.g.  People with Alzheimer’s disease may not plan to go to the 

bathroom or people with physical imitation may not allow enough time to get to the bathroom. 
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Gross total incontinence: Inability to hold any urine at all in the bladder at any time.  This can 

be the case with people with a spinal cord injury or urinary tract injury.  Some are born with a 

structural abnormality such as an abnormal opening (fistula) near the urethra which can 

contribute to gross total incontinence. 

  

So, I have friend that are avid runners but as much as they run, they also seem to be off 

recovering from some sort of running related injury. Can Pilates help? 

Yes.  This is very common, the weekend warrior syndrome or amateur athlete.  Some of the 

more common problems runners experience are tight hamstrings, knee and joint problems, 

plantar fasciitis and more.  We’ll look at runner’s knee to start. 

 

RUNNER’S KNEE 

As the name suggests, runner's knee is a common ailment among runners. But it can also strike 

any athlete who does activities that require a lot of knee bending , like walking, biking, and 

jumping. It usually causes aching pain around the kneecap.  Runner's knee isn't really a condition 

itself. It's a loose term for several specific disorders with different causes. Runner's knee can 

result from: 

 Overuse. Repeated bending of the knee can irritate the nerves of the kneecap. 

 Overstretched tendons (tendons are the tissues that connect muscles to bones) may also cause 

the pain of runner's knee. 

 Direct trauma to the knee, like a fall or blow. 

 Misalignment. If any of the bones are slightly out of their correct position -- or misaligned – 

physical stress won't be evenly distributed through your body. Certain parts of your body 

may bear too much weight. This can cause pain and damage to the joints. Sometimes, the 

kneecap itself is slightly out of position. 

 Problems with the feet. Runner's knee can result from flat feet, also called fallen arches or 

over pronation. This is a condition in which the impact of a step causes the arches of your 

foot to collapse, stretching the muscles and tendons. 

 Weak thigh muscles. 

Runner's knee is also called patellofemoral pain syndrome. Pilates can help strengthen the 

muscles in the leg around the knee. It can also help with tracking of the joints, in particular the 

patella, knee cap. Foot work on the reformer can help bring the light excess pronation or 

supination of the feet which in turn can be corrected. 

  

What else can go wrong with the knee? 

Well, tracking problems of the patellar can occur 

 

PATELLAR TRACKING DISORDER (get pictures from oct/nov ’10 articile) 

What is patellar tracking disorder? Patellar tracking disorder occurs when the kneecap (patella) 

shifts out of place as the leg bends or straightens. In most cases the kneecap shifts too far 
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outwards however in a few people it shifts inwards. The knee joint is a hinge that joins the lower 

leg bones with the thighbone (femur). The kneecap is held in place in the front of the knee joint 

by tendons on the top and bottom and by ligaments on the sides. Cartilage lines the underside of 

the kneecap helping it glide along the groove at the end of the femur. The kneecap can shift or 

rotate off track if the groove is too shallow or if the cartilage is damaged. Ligaments, tendons or 

muscles that are too loose or too tight may also lead to a misalignment.  

Causes 

 Usually caused by several problems combined. 

 Shape of the patella, too tight muscles, too loose muscles and tendons in the leg, foot or 

hip. Cartilage damage. 

 Overuse. 

 A severe blow to the inside of a healthy knee can knock the kneecap out of alignment or 

dislocate it. 

 Petallar tracking problems may run in the family. 

Symptoms 

 If your kneecap is out of alignment there may be discomfort of pain especially when 

going down stairs or sitting for a long time, standing up from sitting or squatting. This 

kind of pain is called patellofemoral pain and may be caused by patellar tracking 

disorder. 

 There may be a feeling of popping, grinding, slipping or catching of the kneecap when 

you bend or straighten your leg. There may the feeling that your knee is buckling or 

giving way as though your knee can’t support your body weight.  

Treatment 

 If your knee is swollen, dislocated, giving way or causing pain take a break from 

activities that cause knee pain i.e. squatting, kneeling, running, jumping. Put ice on the 

knee, use pain medicines. 

 As the pain starts to decrease, stretch and strengthen your leg. Strengthening the 

quadriceps, hamstrings and inner and outer thighs will help keep the kneecap stable.  

 Surgery isn’t usually needed. However, there are many types of surgery that can realign 

the kneecap and correct the tracking problem in some but you and your doctor can decide 

what is best for you. 

Prevention 

 Avoid activities that overload or overuse the knee.  

 Stretch legs and hips before and after activity. 

 Reduce stress on knee joints. 

Pilates work on the mat and the reformer combined can be very good for strengthening and 

stretching the muscles around the knee 

 

You mentioned plantar fasciitis.  What exactly is this? 

WHAT IS PLANTAR FASCIITIS? 
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Plantar fasciitis is the most common heel pain. The plantar fascia is the flat band of tissue 

(ligament) that connects the heel bone to the toes. It supports the arch of the foot. If the plantar 

fascia is strained it gets weak, swollen and irritated. This is when the heel bottom of the foot 

hurts when standing or walking.  It is common among middle-ages people. It occurs in people of 

all ages especially those that are on their feet a lot, athletes or soldiers.  It can happen on both 

feet and one foot. 

Causes 

Plantar fasciitis is caused by straining the ligament that supports the arch in the foot. Repeated 

strain can cause tiny tears in the ligament. This can lead to pain and swelling. It’s most likely to 

happen if: 

 your feet roll inwards too much while walking (excessive pronation) 

 you have high arches or flat feet 

 you walk, stand or run for long periods of time especially on hard surfaces. 

 you’re overweight 

 you wear shoes that don’t fit well or are worn out 

 you have tight Achilles tendons or calf muscles. 

Symptoms 

Usually there is pain during the first steps after getting out of bed or sitting for long periods of 

time. There may be less stiffness and pain after a few steps. Foot or feet may hurt more as the 

days goes on. They may hurt the most when climbing stairs. Foot pain at night may be a 

symptom of a different problem such as tarsal tunnel syndrome. 

Treatment 

No single treatment works for everyone. There are things that can be tried. 

 Give your feet a rest. 

 Reduce activities that make your feet hurt. 

 don’t walk or run on hard surfaces. 

 Try putting ice on your heel to reduce pain and swelling. 

 Stretch your calves, especially first thing in the morning. 

 Get a new pair of shoes. Pick shoes with good arch support and a cushioned sole. 

 Try heel cups or shoe inserts. Use them in both shoes even if only one foot hurts. 

If these treatments don’t work, then your doctor can suggest other treatments.  Plantar fasciitis 

occurs because of injuries that have happened over time. With treatment the pain will be less 

within a few weeks. But it may take time for the pain to go away completely. It may even take a 

few months and up to a year. A number of exercises in Pilates can be good for strengthening and 

stretching the calves. A series of exercises called “footwork” is done on the reformer that not 

only works the muscles in your legs but also the muscles in your feet. There are accommodations 

that can be made for any soreness in the feet. I.e. there is a padded foot bar that may be used on 

the reformer. 
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You mentioned other join problems. What is the most common or problematic joint problem? 

 

Besides knees and hips, shoulders can be problematic for people and prone to injuries. 

 

SHOULDER INJURIES AND PROBLEMS 

 

Shoulder problems such as sore muscles, aches and pains are common. Shoulder problems 

develop from everyday wear and tear, overuse, injury or the natural process of aging. Every time 

you move your arms your shoulder joints move. The shoulder is a ball socket joint with three 

main bones, upper arm (humerus), collar bone (clavicle) and shoulder blade (scapula). Tendons 

and ligaments hold these bones together. As a result, the shoulder joint has a great range of 

motion. Because of this mobility the shoulder is more likely to be injured or cause problems. The 

acromioclavicular joint (where the acromium and clavicle meet) is easily injured. Shoulder 

problems range from minor to serious. 

Symptoms 

Symptoms include, pain swelling, numbness, tingling, weakness, changes in temperature or 

colour and changes in range of motion. 

Causes 

The most common causes are during sports activities, work-related tasks, tasks around the home 

and falls. A sudden (acute) injury can occur from a fall on an arm, direct blow to the shoulder, 

abnormal twisting or bending of the shoulder. Pain may be sudden and severe. Bruising and 

swelling may develop. If nerves or blood vessels have been injured or pinched during the injury 

then shoulder, arm or hand may feel numb, tingly, weak, cold or may look pale or blue. 

Examples of acute injuries 

 Bruises 

 Injuries to the ligaments that connect bone to bone and help stabilize the shoulder joints 

 Injuries to the tendons that connect muscle to bone. 

 Pulled muscles.  

 Injuries to nerves. 

 Separation of the shoulder. Occurs when the collarbone separates from the (acromium) 

end of the shoulder blade. Usually due to a blow to the shoulder or a fall on to the 

shoulder. 

 Damage to one or more of the four tendons that cover the shoulder joint. May occur from 

a direct blow to or overstretching of the tendon. 

 Broken bones. 

 Pulling or pushing bones out of the normal relationship to the other bones that make up 

the shoulder joint.  (subluxation or dislocation) 
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The symptoms for overuse injuries begin gradually or during everyday activities. These injuries 

occur when too much stress is placed on joint or other tissues. Overuse injuries are usually 

caused by overdoing an activity or through repetition of an activity. 

Examples of overuse injuries 

 Inflammation of the fluid sac that cushions and lubricates the joint area between one bone 

and 

 Another, a tendon or skin. (bursitis) 

 Inflammation of tendons. (Tendinitis). 

 Muscle strain. 

 Frozen shoulder, a condition that limits shoulder movement and may follow an injury. 

 Overhead arm movements which may cause tendons to rub or scrape against a part of the 

shoulder blade called the acromoion. This rubbing or scraping may lead to abrasion or 

inflammation of the rotator cuff tendons. 

Other causes 

 Muscles tension. 

 Poor posture.  

 Pain coming from somewhere else in the body. 

 Breakdown of cartilage that protects and cushions shoulder joints. 

 Calcium builds up in the tendons of the shoulder. 

 Irritated or pinched nerve or herniated disc in the neck.  

 Infection in the skin, joint, bursa or bone. 

 Invasive cancel that has spread to the bones of shoulder or spine. 

Treatment 

Treatment includes first aid, physical therapy, medicine and in some cases, surgery. Treatment 

will depend on location, type and severity of the injury; how old the injury is; age, health 

condition of the person and activities such as work, sport or hobbies. 

Pilates can help during and after the physical therapy process. But Pilates can help prevent 

injuries. Through Pilates exercises, both strengthening and stretching; the focus on improving 

posture; stabilization of the joints, especially the hips and shoulders all play a role in preventing 

injuries. Among the basic principles of Pilates is stabilization of the shoulder girdle. 

 

 

Can you tell me a bit about some of the more common shoulder problems you’ve encountered 

and how Pilates may be able to help? 

ROTATOR CUFF 

The rotator cuff is a group of tendons and muscles in the shoulder. Rotator cuff disorders occur 

when tissues in the shoulder get irritated or damaged. Keeping the muscles of the rotator cuff 

strong and healthy will help prevent and injuries. Strengthening is necessary when recovering 

from rotator cuff injuries. Pilates, both on the mat and reformer can be beneficial. There are 

many exercises on the reformer that can help strengthen and stabilize the rotator cuff muscles. 
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All exercises in Pilates, mat or on equipment, requires stabilization of the shoulder girdle which 

in turn requires activation of the rotator cuff muscles.  

What does the rotator cuff do? 

The shoulder joint is a ball and socket joint made up of three main bones, upper arm bone 

(humerus), collarbone (clavicle) and the shoulder blade (scapula). The ball, top or head of the 

humerus fits into the socket of the shoulder blade. This socket is shallow which allows the arm to 

move through a wide range of motion. But this also means that the muscles and tendons of the 

rotator cuff have to work hard to hold the bones in place. As a result they are easily injured and 

prone to wear and tear. These bones are held together by muscles, tendons and ligaments. The 

rotator cuff keeps the humerus in the shoulder socket and allows you to raise and twist the arm. 

Disorders  

 Inflammation of the tendons or a bursa (bursitis).  

 Impingement, tendon is squeezed and rubs against bone.  

 Calcium build up in tendons causing a painful condition called calcific tendinitis.  

 Partial or complete tears of the rotator cuff tendons.  

Causes 

 Normal wear and tear.  

 Overuse. Activities where the arm is used above your head a lot can lead to rotator cuff 

problems. i.e. tennis, swimming, house painting  

 Both wear and tear and overuse can lead to impingement when a tendon rubs against 

bone. This damages and irritates the tendon causing bleeding and inflammation. Over 

time damage to the tendon can build up leading to easier injury of the tendon.  

 Great force is required to tear a healthy rotator cuff tendon. This usually happens during 

sports, an accident or a severe fall. A simple movement like lifting a suitcase can cause a 

rotator cuff tear in some people.  

Symptoms 

 Pain and weakness in the shoulder. Pain is usually on the side and front of the upper arm 

and shoulder. May hurt of be impossible to do every day things i.e. comb hair, tuck in 

your shirt, reach for something. 

 There may be pain at night and trouble sleeping.  

Treatment 

 Rest the shoulder. Use the arm but carefully. Don’t keep shoulder still with a sling or 

brace. This can cause the joint to become stiff (frozen shoulder).  

 Use ice or heat on the shoulder, whichever feels better.  

 Take anti-inflammatory drugs to relieve pain and reduce swelling.  

 Avoid uncomfortable positions and activities. i.e. lifting, reaching overhead. 

 Physical therapy may be needed. Here exercises will be taught to stretch and strengthen 

the shoulder. 

 It may take anywhere from a couple of weeks to several month to get good results from any 

treatment.  
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Shots of steroid medicine may be given if other treatments don’t help. This probably won’t cure 

the problem but it will relieve pain and inflammation allowing you to do exercises to strengthen 

the shoulder.  

Surgery isn’t usually done for rotator cuff problems. When is surgery an option? It may be done 

if a rotator cuff tendon is torn or if several months of other treatments haven’t helped. When you 

are young and the rotator cuff is in good shape. Surgery is not a substitute for physical therapy. 

Even after surgery, months of physical therapy may be needed for a full recovery. 

 

 

FROZEN SHOULDER 

What is a frozen shoulder? 

Frozen shoulder is stiffness, pain and limited range of movement in your shoulder that may 

follow an injury. The tissues around the joint stiffen scar tissue forms and the shoulder 

movements become difficult and painful.  

Causes? 

It can develop when you stop using the joint normally because of pain, injury or a chronic health 

condition such as diabetes or arthritis. Any shoulder problem can lead to frozen shoulder if the 

full of motion isn’t maintained.  

When does frozen shoulder occur? 

 After surgery or injury  

 People 40-70 years old  

 More often in women (especially in postmenopausal women) than men  

 More often in people with chronic diseases.  

How is it diagnosed? 

Limited shoulder movement is a good indication. But x-rays can also be used to help confirm 

diagnosis.  

Treatment  

Anti-inflammatory drugs. Heat applied to the affected area followed by gentle stretching. Ice and 

medicines may also be used to reduce pain and swelling. Physical therapy can help increase 

range of motion. In serious cases, surgery may be required.  

Prevention  

Gentle, progressive range of motion exercises, stretching and using shoulder more may help 

prevent frozen shoulder. Pilates exercises both on the mat and reformer can be helpful in the 

treatment of a frozen shoulder and in the prevention. 

 

 

Weight loss is a challenge for many.  Can Pilates help? 
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 All and any activity helps. 

 

PILATES AND WEIGHT LOSS 

When people think about losing weight they think about hard work, burning calories through 

laborious cardiovascular exercises, eating very scantily and differently from what they are 

accustomed to among many other not so enjoyable prospects. Pilates, while not traditionally 

thought of a weight-loss form of exercises does promote weight loss. With regular commitment 

to Pilates workouts a trimmer appearance will result and most will lose weight. Pilates has the 

reputation of creating “long, lean, fit bodies”. In the end it depends on a person’s body 

composition what the results from any form of exercise will be.  However, Pilates supports 

weight loss and a trimmer appearance as follows: 

 Any form of exercise will burn calories. How many calories burned depends on your 

body type and level of exertion (the length and good alignment of your body which more 

you put in, the more you lose!) 

 Creating lean muscle mass is one of the better ways to increase calorie burning potential. 

Pilates works on muscular endurance so less weight, more repetitions resulting in leaner 

muscle mass as opposed to bulk. i.e. think of a long distance runner.  

 Pilates tones muscles so that when they are at rest they are conditioned and ready to be 

called upon. Pilates works smaller, deeper muscles. All this combined helps shape the 

body resulting in a more trimmed feeling and appearance.  

 The best way to look and feel thinner is to carry you with beautiful postures. That leaner  

 Look is also created through emphasis on is a large component of Pilates.  

 Another key principle behind Pilates is the breathing. Pilates promotes a deep and 

efficient respiration which is essential for calorie burning and tissue regeneration. Just 

learning how to breathe in the manner performed while doing Pilates engages many of 

the deep muscles but also helps you to learn how to maximize your lung capacity getting 

as much oxygen into your system as possible.   

Engaging in any exercise program promote self-esteem and heightened lifestyle consciousness, 

both of which are associated with weight loss. Pilates in particular is great for this as it can be a 

gentle way for those entering into exercise for the first time or after a long hiatus or after injury. 

But Pilates can also be as challenging as needed, focusing on the deeper, smaller muscles that go 

missed in many other forms of training and exercise. 

Pilates is energizing which can help sustain energy levels throughout the rest of your day. 

However, Pilates is not traditionally an aerobic form of exercise. Combining Pilates with some 

other form of aerobic/cardiovascular exercise is the best way to maximize weight loss. Some 

examples of aerobic / cardiovascular exercise are, 

 Swimming 

 Walking 

 Running 

 Cycling 

 Cross country skiing 
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From observation and personal experience after 8 -10 regular weekly sessions it is possible to 

feel a difference. After another 8-10 regular sessions you will start to see changes. In another 8-

10 sessions, you’ll be hooked and wanting more!  From observation of clients, the increase in 

energy helps motivate and encourage more activity and movement adding to weight loss.  

 

When most people think about Pilates they think about their ‘core’ and exercises done on the 

mat, lying on the floor. There is much more to Pilates that this. Matwork is a great way to start if 

this is all that is available to you. Much can be done with emphasis on ‘core’ strength, stability in 

the shoulder and pelvic girdle, working on rotation and articulation of the spine and more. 

However, the upper body, arms, and legs can be challenging to target on the mat without the use 

of props and even then it’s not for everyone. However, some of the other equipment available in 

Pilates can help target the upper body, arms, legs as well as add more to your Pilates workout. 

For example on the reformer the moving carriage adds a dynamic component to your workout 

with provides more stability challenges engaging the deeper, stabilizing muscles in a different 

way. This also allows for more functional movements. 

 

 

PILATES AFTER WEIGHTLOSS 

Skin can stretch and expand or tighten and retract to a great extent. For Large weight losses can 

be inspiring. The work, energy, commitment and investment of time to achieve such a big goal is 

more impressive than the weight lost. The benefits are enormous, ranging from physical, mental, 

social and aesthetic. But for many who have lost a large amount of weight a common concern is 

excess skin (“hanging” or “loose” skin). However, not everyone that loses a large amount of 

weight has this problem. Below are some factors affecting the amount of loose or hanging skin 

after a significant weight loss?   

Skin is incredibly elastic, for example, woman during pregnancy. Some experience stretch 

marks after pregnancy. The older you are the more an extremely large weight loss can leave 

loose skin that won’t return to normal.   

How long the extra weight was carried can also influence how much the skin will become taut 

after the weight loss. For example, carrying an extra 30 lbs. for 9 months versus carrying 100 

extra lbs. for 9 years will influence how quickly the skin will become taught again. The former 

will have an easier time with their skin becoming taut after losing the weight.  

How much weight was carried has a lot to do with how tight the skin will become after weight 

loss. Skin that is stretched so much can only be expected to „snap back‟ so much. With extreme 

obesity the probability of there being loose skin after weight loss is higher.  

How fast the weight was gained has a lot to do with how well the skin will resume its tautness 

after weight loss. How fast the weight is lost also has a lot to do with how much the skin will 

tighten up after. Rapid weight loss doesn’t allow the skin time to slowly resume to normal. This 

is another reason to lose weight slowly, 1-2 lbs. / week, 3 lbs./week at the most.   

Exercise has a lot to do with how skin appears after weight loss. Very low calorie diets are more 

likely to result in loss of lean body mass and this is going to exacerbate the loose, hanging skin 

appearance. However, if there is regular exercise and regular weight training increasing lean 
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body mass, it is more likely that the appearance of loose skin after weight loss will be lessened. 

Increasing lean body mass with weight training creates more toned muscles that literally push out 

on the skin, making it tauter.  

Give skin time. As body fat decreases skin will get tighter. Over time after weight loss and 

keeping it off through better nutrition, exercise and weight training, skin will gradually tighten 

up. The older you are when you lose weight, the less likely it is that skin will “snap back” to it’s 

originally shape. This is because skin naturally becomes less elastic as it ages. Other factors are 

nutrition; elasticity of skin will also depend on genetics, environment and lifestyle.  

Pilates is great for toning. It is also a great way to get back into exercise in a gentle, gradual 

manner increasing the intensity as strength increases. Work on the reformer is good way to start 

as it provides support while working abdominal strength and learning to engage the abdominal 

muscles. 

 

What other conditions can be benefited by Pilates? 

 

Pilates can be helpful for many other conditions.  For example during pregnancy and for those 

suffering from fibromyalgia is among two conditions that come to mind. 

 

Tell me how Pilates can help during pregnancy? 

 

PREGNANCY AND PILATES 

Pilates can be done as intensely or as gently as the body can handle. It’s also great in that it can 

be modified for any body type and ability. This makes is a wonderful form of exercise for 

women during pregnancy. As the body changes, so can the Pilates exercises. During pregnancy 

women are generally encouraged to continue exercising at a mild to moderate level. Like any 

other health condition, permission should be taken from your doctor. There are disadvantages 

and advantages to anything. Some of the conditions pregnant women may experience during 

pregnancy are low back pain. Usually due to a combination of factors – change in centre of 

gravity; increased lumbar lordosis; loosening of ligaments resulting in increased flexibility.  

Advantages of exercise during pregnancy:  

 Less weight gain 

 Babies are slightly smaller than babies of sedentary mothers  

 Increased fitness may help mother cope with labour better. 

 Helpful in the prevention of gestational diabetes  

 Improved psychological wellbeing for the mother. 

Exercise during pregnancy is said to also prevent varicose veins, haemorrhoids, low back pain, 

helps boost self-esteem and help prepare body for the physical demands of being a parent. 

Things to consider when exercising:  

 During the first trimester workouts may have to be adjusted around fatigue levels.  

 Throughout the pregnancy demand on the abdominal muscles should be decreased. 
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 During the second trimester the abdominal muscles become stretched out and some 

women experience diastasis recti (separation of the abdominal muscles.) With the 

reduced abdominal support there is a greater risk of lower back injury.  

 Hormonal changes during this period cause the ligaments surrounding joints to become 

lax leaving them loose and weaker than normal. (Increasing the susceptibility to sprains 

and strains. Avoid overstretching.)  

 Minimize remaining in the same position for long.  

 Continue strengthening and rebalancing muscles around joints supporting the body.  

 After the 16th week the supine (lying on the back) position for long periods of time 

should be avoided.  

 In the second trimester repositioning and the use of props for support can be used to make 

some positions more comfortable.  

The pregnancy rather than childbirth has the greatest effect on the pelvic-floor muscle and about 

64% of women develop incontinence symptoms during this time. During pregnancy Pilates can 

help with....  

 With postural alignment as the body changes.  

 Lumbopelvic region (Changes in the centre of gravity and increased lordosis as 

pregnancy progresses. Strengthening ‘core’, back and abdominal muscles and pelvic floor 

muscles helping minimize incontinence symptoms.)  

 Strengthen shoulder girdle (mid back and shoulders).  Strengthening this area will only 

help for when the baby is born. Lifting and carrying a baby will require upper body 

 

Tell me about fibromyalgia? 

 

I can’t say everything there is about fibromyalgia or provide a medical description but I will 

share a bit about how Pilates can offer some relief. 

 

BENEFITS OF PILATES FOR FIBROMYALGIA 

 

What is fibromyalgia? 

Fibromyalgia is an illness that causes chronic pain in the muscles and ligaments. The vast 

majority of people that are affected by fibromyalgia are women in their mid-30 to late 50’s. In 

addition to muscular pain and stiffness it can also lead to fatigue, sleep problems, depression and 

the inability to think clearly. 

Causes 

There is no known cause for fibromyalgia. However, recent discoveries show that the level of 

chemical in the cerebrospinal fluid (CSF) which transmits pain to the brain is three times higher 

in people with the disease than in those that do not have the 

disease. Someone with fibromyalgia will experience pain 

more intensely.  Other researchers believe it is caused 
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by a lack of deep sleep. It is during this deep sleep that muscles recover from the previous day’s 

activities and the body refreshes itself. It has been shown that people with fibromyalgia become 

more aroused during this deep sleep and stay in a lighter form of sleep. While these people may 

sleep for long periods they get poor quality of sleep. 

 

Symptoms 

 Pain- this is the most prominent symptom. Unlike arthritis the discomfort is not in the 

joints but in the muscles and ligaments. Pain is usually located in the neck, shoulders, 

back and hips. Tenderness being worse in the mornings and described as flu-like, 

burning, throbbing, aching or stabbing. 

 Fatigue – is a common complaint from fibromyalgia sufferers. The severity of the fatigue 

can range from mild to incapacitating. The fatigue can be so debilitating for some that 

some people have trouble keeping their jobs. No amount of sleep or rest provides relief. 

 Fibrofog – mental haziness some call fibrofog. This refers to the inability to concentrate, 

memory loss and depression that occurs with fibromyalgia.  

 Other symptoms – insomnia, headaches, nervousness, numbness, dizziness and intestinal 

disturbances.  

 

Treatment 

There is no cure for fibromyalgia; home treatment can relieve some of the symptoms.  

 Low impact exercise. Keeping the muscles conditioned and healthy by exercises three 

times a week decreases the amount of discomfort.  Low stress exercises such as walking, 

swimming, aqua fitness; biking, Pilates rather than more muscle straining exercises such 

as weight training can be helpful. Regular exercise can also boost energy levels and help 

with sleep. 

 Something called muscle energy techniques MET which include gentle stretching of the 

musculature with gentle contraction of that muscle is beneficial. Based on the principles 

of Pilates, Pilates is a helpful activity for Fibromyalgia patients. 

 Heat applied to sore muscles. 

 Stretching exercises. (Pilates is great as the stretches are supported meaning muscle 

engagement is required through the stretches.) 

 Massage. 

 Over the counter pain medications such as acetaminophen (Tylenol), aspirin, ibuprofen 

(Advil), naproxen (Aleve) may help.  

 

Reasons why Pilates is suitable for fibromyalgia sufferers: it is low impact; focuses on core 

strength and stability; breathing and breath work helps to oxygenate the blood and increases 

circulation to all regions of the body. Studies have shown that breathing when incorporated 

during exercise can increase relaxation of muscles and thus avoid undue tension. There is a 

strong tendency for fibromyalgia sufferers to disconnect from their bodies. This idea of 

connecting the mind and body while doing Pilates helps connect you with your body. This can be 

a huge benefit.  
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With any client participating in Pilates, progress is gradual. Fibromyalgia sufferers feel exercise 

will make the pain worse. However, a few minutes of low impact of aerobic exercise three times 

a week and progressing over time to at least 30 minutes, 4 times a week will help. Gradual 

progress is the key. Some things to consider working with fibromyalgia patients are compliance 

of the client, considering any co-morbid conditions, medications, psychological components that 

may exist. Poor posture and sedentary lifestyle are great perpetuators of trigger points. 

Improvements in posture due to Pilates work have been reported to help. Fibrofog can impact the 

clients progress with programs designed for home. Writing down all exercise instructions, 

including as many descriptions and pictures as possible will help with home programs. 

 

 

You mentioned that tight hamstrings are common among runners.  How does this happen and 

how can Pilates help? 

 

TIGHT HAMSTRINGS 

Many people have tight hamstrings. Tight hamstrings can be prone to tears and limit sporting 

activities. The hamstring muscle consists of three muscles, semitendinosus, semimembrinosus 

and biceps femoris as can be seen in the figure below. Tight hamstrings can be responsible for 

postural problems and back problems as they will tend to pull the pelvis out of a normal position. 

 

Reasons for tight hamstrings 

Genetic reasons: People can be born with naturally short hamstrings while others are born more 

flexible.  

Not enough stretching: Those that are active in sports but do not stretch properly are more likely 

to have tighter hamstrings. Lower back problems can put pressure on the sciatic nerve which 

runs down the legs and causes muscles to tighten up. 

 

What to do about tight hamstrings 

Improve flexibility by stretching.  Avoid ballistic stretching, bouncing and forcing the muscle to 

go further than comfortable. This can cause more harm than good. Refer to the following site for 

more on stretching and forms of stretching. Sports massage can also help loosen tight muscles. 

 

Problems due to tight hamstrings 

Increased susceptibility to tearing. Forcing a muscle to go further than it can at a higher speed 

can cause it to tear. Posterior tilt in the pelvis. Hips and pelvis rotate back, flattening out the 

lower back and causing back problems. Lowered performance. Tight muscles means blood has 

been squeezed out of them therefore the muscles are working less than 100% capacity and 
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performance will be lowered. Regular sports massage and stretching to improve muscle 

condition will not only reduce likelihood of injury but may improve performance.  

 

 

WHY STRENGTHEN YOUR HAMSTRINGS? 

It’s so easy to strengthen the quadriceps, the front of the legs, but what about your hamstrings?  

Is there is any value of strengthening the back of your legs or your hamstrings? Stronger 

hamstrings can help protect the knees from injury. The hamstrings help absorb stress placed on 

the knee from activities such as running and walking. Weak hamstrings can lead to knee 

instability and increase risk of injury. With weaker hamstrings it’s more difficult to get up from 

chairs and climb stairs. With increased hamstring strength cyclists have more power. The 

hamstrings are important for knee flexion and extension. i.e. bending and straightening the knee; 

when running, strong hamstrings will help with flexing the hip that is pulling the leg back. It will 

also help with strength, power and speed and many of the Pilates matwork exercises may be    

used to help strengthen the hamstrings. Keeping the 8 principles of Pilates in mind while 

performing the exercises will help to get more out of the actual exercise. Some of these exercises 

include, hip rolls, heel squeeze prone, shoulder bridge preps and full, one leg kick, side kick, 

swimming.  

  

Some ways to add to the challenge of these exercises: side kick may be done up on your knee (so 

kneeling on the bottom knee); Hip Rolls can be done with feet on the foam roller or on the ball.  

Shoulder Bridge can be done with feet on the foam roller or on the ball. Swimming may be done 

on an arc barrel, lying supine, balanced on the apex of the barrel, resulting in less support. 

Swimming preps may also be done on hands and knees again, less support. 

 

Any other conditions? 

 

There is one, I’m not sure if you could really call it a condition, but it is when one leg is longer 

than the other.  It can be due to just being born with one leg longer than the other, perhaps one of 

the bones is longer, or due to an accident or broken bone.  In any case,  it can result in pain and 

discomfort, sometimes chronic. 

 

DO YOU HAVE ONE LEG LONGER THAN THE OTHER? 

We all have minor aches and pains. Doesn’t matter what our age, we have them from time to 

time. Then there are others that have experienced more severe injuries. It’s easy to understand an 

injury that occurs due to a trip or fall and landing funny on our knee or twisting and ankle from 

an uneven sidewalk but when we wake up one morning with that neck pain or that annoying hip 

pain it’s just a mystery. There are no exact answers to why you woke up with the pain that 

morning but the truth is that that hip pain you woke up with has been developing for quite some 

time. It just decided to make an appearance at this time. Why are you having the pain now? 



 

121 

 

You’ve never had the pain before. Why all of a sudden? The reason lies within the body’s 

adaptive abilities and potential. The body functions as a single unit with many components. Each 

component influences and is influenced by other components. Efficient and normal motions 

occur from integrating all of these components. Human movement is a result of relationship of 

the kinetic chain. The kinetic chain includes all bones, muscles and joints of the body. More 

specifically the lower half: the feet, ankles, legs, knees, hips, pelvis and lower back. This linkage 

system is made up of many component parts each with their own set of specifications similar to 

those found for certain machine parts. In many ways the human body may be thought of as a 

machine. Unlike a machine the human body has the capacity to compensate for malfunctioning 

parts, in most cases. The human body is always seeking symmetry. It will do whatever it takes to 

achieve symmetry including compromising tissue health.  This in turns will upset proper 

biomechanics of human movement which will affect our everyday movements. The human body 

will make an effort to seek and follow the path of least resistance. The goal of any movement 

should be to seek the minimum amount of energy expenditure and maximum joint stability. 

While walking a smooth progression of the body’s centre of mass during walking is evidence of 

this. Healthy tissue needs force in order to remain healthy. An optimal amount of stress is 

required; too much or too little can be destructive. When the tissue’s tolerance to absorb force is 

exceeded tissue breakdown occurs and inflammation and pain follow.  Once inflammation and 

pain are present performance will suffer.  Leg length discrepancy is one   condition that impacts 

healthy tissue.  

 

Nobody body has exact proportions so this is no surprise. However, how much of a discrepancy 

is significant? There are two types of leg length discrepancies. A structural leg length 

discrepancy is the anatomical case in which one bone may be longer or 

shorter than the other. A functional leg length discrepancy refers to the 

result of something occurring in the body such as a soft tissue contracture 

or abnormal joint mobility. The most notable functional leg length 

discrepancy involves the feet. A foot is pronated when more of the 

body’s weight is on the inside edge of the foot, i.e. little to no arch 

integrity in the foot. A food is supinated when more of the body’s weight 

is on the outside edge of the foot, i.e. greater arch integrity in the foot. 

Generally, a pronated foot creates a shorter leg while a supinated foot 

creates a longer leg. During the normal gait cycle appropriate amounts of 

supination and pronation need to occur in order to achieve efficient and 

effective movement. Being able to differential between the two is 

important. When a structural leg length discrepancy is present by itself 

the logical option is to level things out and place an appropriate lift under 

the heel or entire foot of the leg that is shorter. Most research reports that 

more than 0.25” or even 0.125” difference in leg length can be 

detrimental especially for runners. Running causes results in over four 

times the impact on joints than walking. Treating functional leg length 

discrepancies require the skill of a medical professional to address soft 

tissue limitations. These limitations are most prevalent in the pelvis, twisted or tilted in an 

unusual position. Sometimes custom foot orthotics may be needed in either a structural or 

functional leg length discrepancy. Asymmetrical foot function may be the cause of leg length 

discrepancy.  
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How can Pilates help? Maintaining muscle strength in the legs and strength in the ‘core’ region 

will help maintain stability in the pelvic region. Keeping the pelvis stable will help minimize any 

effects of leg length discrepancy, such as sciatica. Stretching, toning muscles (mat, reformer) in 

the legs will help prevent injuries related to leg length discrepancies. 

 

 I have heard sciatica can be very painful and can be due to many different factors and 

conditions including having one leg longer than the other.  Can Pilates help alleviate the 

shooting pain that comes with sciatica? 

SCIATICA 

What is sciatica? Sciatica is a set of symptoms not a diagnosis itself. Sciatica is a term that refers 

to pain caused by compression or irritation of one or more nerves exiting the lower spine making 

up the sciatic nerve. The medical term for sciatica is radiculopathy meaning a spinal disc has 

extended beyond its normal position and is irritating the radicular nerve in the lower back, 

connecting with the sciatic nerve. The sciatic nerve branches off travelling down the lower 

extremities through the back of the leg. Sciatic pain can be experienced along this nerve route.  

What do you do if you have sciatica? Rest for a day or two after sciatic pain flares up is 

advisable however, after than inactivity usually makes the pain worse. Without appropriate 

exercise and movement the back muscles and spinal structures become weakened and less able to 

support the back. This can lead to back injury and strain causing additional back pain. Many 

exercises for sciatica focus on strengthening the abdominal and back muscles in order to provide 

more support for the back. Stretching exercises for sciatica target muscles that cause sciatic pain 

when tight and inflexible. A regular program of strengthening and stretching can allow for 

quicker recoveries from a sciatic flare up and help prevent future sciatic pain.  

Stretching for sciatic relief: lying prone (face down), pressing up on hands into an extension in 

the back maintaining contact with the mat with your pelvis.  

Single knee to chest stretch-pull: lying supine, pull one knee up to the chest, alternate legs. 

Lumbar rotation: lying prone, legs in table top rotate knees from one side to the other.  

Most types of sciatica will benefit from hamstring exercises and stretches. Tightness in 

hamstrings will place increased stress on the low back and often aggravate or even cause some of 

the conditions that result in sciatica.  

There are different types of sciatica. For example, sciatica from a herniated disc occurs when 

disc material protrudes backwards and irritates or compresses a nerve root causing pain to radiate 

along the sciatic nerve. Lower back exercises, upper back extensions, abdominal strengthening 

for the upper and lower regions of the upper abdominal muscles can help.  

 

I hear people complaining about low back pain all the time.  Among the things people talk about 

trying or have tried, I do hear the word Pilates come up from time to time.  Can you tell me a bit 

about how Pilates can help low back pain sufferers? 

LOW BACK PAIN 
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Low back pain, the lumbosacral region, may be triggered by a combination of overuse, muscle 

strain, injury to muscles, ligaments and discs supporting the spine. Over time muscle strain may 

lead to overall imbalance in the spinal structure leading to constant tension on the muscles, 

ligaments, bones and discs making the back more prone to injury or reinjure. For example, after 

straining muscles, lower back muscles in this case, you may walk more in a different ways to 

avoid pain using muscles that aren’t in pain. This can cause strain on other muscles that don’t 

usually move in that way.  

Common causes of low back pain  

1. Overuse of muscles, ligaments, facet joints and sacroiliac joints  

2. Pressure on nerve roots in the spinal canal.  

Nerve root compression can be caused by  

1. A herniated disc: can be brought on by repeated vibration or motion or by sudden heavy 

strain or increased pressure to the low back  

2. Osteoarthritis: typically develops with sage. Affects small facet joints in the spine. When 

osteoarthritis develops in other joints such as the hips, it can cause you to limp or change 

how you walk which may also lead to back pain.  

3. Spinal stenosis: narrowing of the spinal canal typically develops with age.  

4. Fractures: of the vertebrae caused by significant force such as an accidents or direct 

blows to the spine, or compression to the spine by falling on the head or buttocks.  

5. Spinal deformities: spinal curvature problems such as severe scoliosis or kyphosis State 

of mind can also have an effect on a person’s level of pain and whether it becomes 

chronic. Those who are depressed or under stress, unhappy with work are more likely to 

develop chronic back pain. 

Symptoms of back sprain or strain  

1. Muscles spasms, cramping, stiffness  

2. Pain in the back and gluteals. Pain may develop quickly or slowly over a longer period of 

time. The pain can be aggravated by weight bearing or specific movements and is 

relieved by rest.  

Symptoms of nerve-root pressure  

1. Leg pain. Pain extending below the knee is more likely due to pressure on a nerve than 

due to a muscle problem. More commonly the pain starts in the buttocks and travels 

down the back of the leg as far as the ankle or foot. This pain is more commonly known 

as sciatica.  

2. Nerve related problems such as tingling, numbness or weakness in one leg or in the foot, 

lower leg or both legs. Tingling may begin in the buttocks and extend to the ankle or foot. 

Weakness or numbness in both legs, and loss of bladder and/or bowel control are 

symptoms of cauda equina syndrome which requires immediate medical attention.  

Cauda equina syndrome is caused by significant narrowing of the spinal canal that compresses 

the nerve roots below the level of the spinal cord. For more about cauda equine syndrome visit, 

http://www.emedicinehealth.com/cauda _equina_syndrome/article_em.htm 

Symptoms of arthritis of the spine include pain and stiffness that are worse in the hip and back 

region. Arthritis pain starts slowly, gets worse over time and can last longer than 3-6 months. It’s 

http://www.emedicinehealth.com/cauda%20_equina_syndrome/article_em.htm
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generally worse in the morning or after a prolonged period of inactivity. Arthritis pain gets better 

when you move around. Symptoms due to a back injury and arthritis are similar. 

Other symptoms or conditions that may occur with lower back pain  

1. Depression  

2. Drug or alcohol abuse  

3. Unexplained weight loss  

4. Fever  

5. History of cancer  

6. Bladder of bowel problems.  

What increases the risk of low back pain?  

Risk factors that cannot be changed:  

1. Being middle aged (risk drops after age 65)  

2. Being male  

3. Family history of back pain  

4. Previous back injury  

5. Pregnancy  

6. Compression fractures of the spine  

7. Previous back surgery  

8. Congenital spine problems 

Risk factors that can be changed through lifestyle changes and/or medical treatment  

1. Not getting regular exercise  

2. Doing a job or activity that requires long periods of sitting, lifting heavy objects, bending 

or twisting, repetitive movements and constant vibration such as using a jackhammer or 

driving certain types of heavy equipment.  

3. Smokers are more likely than nonsmokers to have low back pain.  

4. Excess body weight especially around the waist may put strain on the back. Being 

overweight often means being in poor physical condition with weaker muscles and less 

flexibility all of which can lead to low back pain.  

5. Poor posture, however slouching alone may not cause back pain. However, after the back 

has been strained or injured, bad posture can make the pain worse.  

6. Stress and other emotional factors are believed to play a major role in low back pain, 

particularly in chronic low back pain. Many unconsciously tighten their back muscles 

when they are under stress.  

7. Long periods of depression. 

Low Back Pain Prevention  

Nearly everyone experiences low back pain at some time. While there is no clear evidence that 

you can prevent low back pain there are some things that can be done to help prevent low back 

pain. They can also prepare you for faster recovery if you do have low back pain.  

1. Exercises to keep you back healthy and strong. An exercise program that includes aerobic 

conditioning and strengthening exercises.  

2. Lift heavy objects safely to protect your back.   
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3. Protect your back while sitting and standing. Ears, shoulders, hips and knees when 

standing, should be in line with one another.  

4. Try different sleeping positions that protect your back. If you sleep on your side, try a 

pillow between your knees. If you sleep on your back, try and pillow under your knees. 

Try using a small rolled up towel under your lower back for support.  

5. Wear low-heeled shoes.  

6. Maintain a healthy weight to avoid excess strain on your lower back.  

7. Don’t smoke. Smoking increases the risk of bone loss and increases sensitivity to pain.  

8. Eat a nutritious diet. Getting plenty of calcium, phosphorus and vitamins D may help 

prevent osteoporosis which can lead to compression fractures and low back pain.  

9. Manage stress in your life both at home and work. 

 

I know people who have just had babies and want to get back into exercising but have so little 

energy and time.  I’m thinking Pilates may suit them.  Would Pilates be a good postnatal form of 

exercise to start with? 

POSTNATAL PILATES 

You went through pregnancy eating well, staying fit and exercising and now that the baby is here 

you’re wondering “Can I get back the body I had before I was pregnant?” Yes it is possible 

through exercise and a healthy diet, just as before and during pregnancy. Pilates can be 

particularly helpful in strengthening and flattening the deep lower abdominal muscles that are 

hard for postpartum women to tone after delivery. Every exercise in Pilates, including breathing, 

requires your abdominals to be held taught and flat as though your naval were being pulled 

towards your spine, always working the deepest layer of your abdominal muscles. Pilates also 

helps address pelvic floor weakness which causes many new mothers to leak urine during and 

after pregnancy.  

Another area that is strained during pregnancy and after is the back. For example, as the body’s 

centre of mass changes during pregnancy, more strain is put on the back. Abdominal muscles are 

stretched and have lost a lot of their tone. This lack of muscle tone can make women susceptible 

to back injuries mainly due to the new physical demands. After the baby is born, picking the 

baby up, holding the baby on your hip, breast feeding or just getting on and off a bed can be hard 

on the body and can cause strain on the back. There are many exercises in Pilates that help 

strengthen the back muscles. 

The exercises in Pilates not only focuses on strengthening and toning the weakened muscles due 

to pregnancy, they also improve sleep, minimize depression, help address postural issues which 

may have developed through pregnancy and the breathing technique helps increase the amount 

of oxygen taken in by the lungs on each breath resulting in increased blood flow, aiding in the 

healing process and increasing energy.  

Those who have had a caesarean section probably have been told not to put any strain on your 

abdominals for about six weeks or until the scar have healed. When you are ready for exercise 

you may find it tough feeling your abdominals because most of the muscle has been cut through 

and is now replaced with scar tissue. Patience is required.  
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All the Pilates exercises can be done by postnatal women provided enough healing time after 

birth has been allowed. Always consult a doctor before starting any exercise program after your 

baby is born. 

 

Muscles 
Muscles are very important and seem to affect the body’s alignment and overall health greatly.  

If someone doesn’t have any conditions, yet, how can they use Pilates to help their body, and 

muscles specifically, to hopefully delay or completely escape the possibility of developing some 

kind of physical condition?  

 

Good question.  Preventative measures are always the best.  Pilates is known for strengthening 

the abdominal muscles. So let’s start there.  

 

PILATES: QUICK FIX FOR FLABBY ABS? 

There is no real quick fix for “flabby abs”. Pilates will help strengthen abdominal muscles from 

the deepest layer to the most superficial. From deepest to outer layer we have the transverse 

abdominis, internal obliques, external obliques and rectus abdominis. All of these muscles make 

up the abdominal muscles. Just breathing in Pilates will help target the deepest layer of the 

abdominals. Abdominals are kept taught throughout while breathing in Pilates and on every 

exhale the abdominals tighten and “flatten” out. Actually, it is this deepest layer, the transverse 

abdominis that “flattens” out and is exercised on each exhale. Anytime the torso is rotated the 

internal and external obliques activate. Every time the pelvis is placed in an imprinted position 

the external obliques engage. Any time the spine is flexed the rectus abominis works. Some 

exercises involve a combination of these movements resulting in more than one set of abdominal 

muscles working. Pilates exercises target one or more of the abdominal muscles. At the very 

least, breathing in the Pilates way will help get the deepest layer of the abdominals working 

which is a start to fixing “flabby abs”. The benefits of strong abdominals go far beyond fixing 

flabby abs. The following is just a short list of additional benefits of strong abdominals. Back 

pain relief Pelvic stability. Prenatal and post natal women will benefit from maintaining activity 

and strength in the pelvic floor and deeper abdominal muscles areas. Abdominals protect internal 

organs. Strong abdominals provide greater protection. 

 

BENEFITS OF STRONG ABDOMINALS 

Mention Pilates to most people and core strength, strong abs and improved posture are some of 

the comments people give. These are some of the benefits of Pilates. So what are the benefits of 

having strong abdominal muscles aside from the aesthetic reasons?  

Improved posture. Stronger and tighter abdominal muscles will help pull the stomach in making 

standing straight and upright easier. As a result your spine will be in a better position improving 

your posture. This will give the appearance of being taller and more confident.  
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Less risk of lower back injury. Many people walk around with back pain. Most of it in the lower 

and mid back region. While many reasons for back pain exist, most of it is due to weak 

abdominal muscles and extra weight around the stomach. The body will naturally be in a better 

position taking pressure off of the back when fat is lost around the midsection and abdominal 

muscles are tightened. As a result, less risk of injury and less back pain.  

Less pressure on joints. Strong abdominal muscles can help stabilize your body. Increased 

stability means less pressure on the joints. This means fewer problems with injuries due to joint 

problems and less pain in the joints.  

Improved endurance and power. Stronger abdominals will help increase endurance and power 

for all sports and daily activities.  Less risk of hernias. A weak abdominal wall is one of the 

largest reasons for hernias. Strengthening the abdominal muscles will reduce the risk of 

developing a hernia.  

Decreased risk of developing heart disease, high blood pressure, high cholesterol, and 

diabetes. By working the abdominal muscles body fat is being burnt. The less body fat you have 

the lower your risk of developing these diseases. 

 

You talked about knees being a potential joint problem for people.  What muscles and exercises 

can help? 

THE KNEE 

The knees are the most easily injured part of the body. It’s the largest and most complicated 

joint. The knee is used for so many things. Standing up, sitting, walking, running, just about 

anything that comes to mind. The knee is a weight bearing joint that can straighten, bend, twist 

and rotate. All this mobility increases the risk of acute or overuse knee injuries.  

How is the knee designed? The knee joint is made up of three parts. The thigh bone (femur) 

which meets the shin bone (tibia). This forms the main joint. The joint has an inner (medial) and 

outer (lateral) part. The kneecap (patella) joins the femur to form the patelofemoral joint. The 

knee joint is surrounded by ligaments strapping the inside and outside of the joint as well as 

ligaments crossing the joint. All these ligaments provide stability and strength to the knee joint. 

The meniscus is cartilage pad between the two joints formed by the femur and tibia. It acts a 

smooth surface for motion and absorbs the load of the body above the knee when standing. It 

also aids in dispersing joint fluid for joint lubrication. The knee joint is surrounded by fluid filled 

sacs called bursa. These serve as gliding surface that reduce friction of the tendons. The knee 
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function allows movement of the leg and is critical to normal walking. 

  

Common knee injuries 

Knee pain is usually cause by doing too much too soon. This is especially true when you haven’t 

exercised for a while and with high impact activities like aerobics, walking, running, jumping 

etc. (Walking upstairs puts pressure on the knees four times your body weight. When running 

upstairs it can be as much as eight times your body weight.)  

Acute knee injuries including torn ligaments and torn cartilage are often caused by twisting the 

knee of falling. Sports involving running, jumping, sudden stopping and turning increase the risk 

of acute knee injuries. More commonly sudden knee injuries are due to overuse or overload.  

Overuse knee injuries including muscle strain, tendonitis and bursitis may develop gradually 

over days or weeks. Pain often is mild and intermittent in the beginning and worsens over time. 

When muscles and tendons are stressed even slightly beyond their capabilities microscopic tears 

occur. These tears must be given the chance to heal before doing the same activity again to over 

reinjure. Inflammation which is part of the healing process is what causes the pain.  

A common cause of knee pain is knee osteoarthritis. This risk of these increases with age. This is 

a form of arthritis that involves degeneration of the cartilage. Exercise is vital to maintain 

strength and flexibility of muscles supporting the knee which will reduce the stress on the knee 

joint.  

Runner’s knee or patellofemoral pain or anterior knee pain is common form of knee pain in 

young people (and runners). The pain is usually behind the kneecap. Symptoms worsen after 

climbing stairs, jumping, running, or after sitting for a time. This is caused by poor tracking the 

kneecap.  

Knee pain is usually treated conservatively. However, in some situation surgery is required. 

Athletes are at a greater risk for sudden injuries, such as torn ligaments in the centre of the knee 

or certain types of fractures that may require surgery. People with advanced knee osteoarthritis 

may need replacement surgery. However, most knee conditions respond to non-invasive 

treatments and pain and inflammation medications. Non-invasive treatments can be applying 

heat or cold, taking a break from activities that can aggravate the pain. Exercises that strengthen 

the muscle that support the knee can help reduce stress on the knee joint and reinjure.  

Knee pain can be prevented by keeping the muscles that support your knees strong and flexible. 

Proper footwear is important especially for walking and running on hard surfaces. 

 

 

The SI join is another area that could use some muscular strengthening. 

 

SI JOINT (SACROILLIAC JOINT) 

What is the SI joint?  

The SI joint, or sacroiliac joint, is the joint between the sacrum and ilium of the pelvis joined 

together by ligaments. Refer to diagram below. The sacrum supports the spine and is supported 
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by the ilium on each side. The joint is a strong, weather bearing synovial joint with irregular 

elevations and depressions that produce interlocking of the two bones. Humans have two 

sacroiliac joints, one on each side, left and right, that while would seem to match each other, are 

highly variable from person to person.  

The sacroiliac joint is not designed for a whole lot of motion. This is where the problem lies, the 

SI joint becomes stiff and can “lock” as we age. Because of the location of the SI joint, at the 

base of the spine, it absorbs all the shock and compression from years of bad posture, weak 

muscles, disc degeneration and life. Pain in this SI joint may be caused by various reasons, 

ie.twisting or bending in such a way that triggers SI joint pain, infection of the SI joint, 

osteoarthritis, trauma, stress fractures or inflammation of the SI joint.  

Causes of SI joint dysfunction:  

 Osteoarthritis: cartilage layer covering the bones begins to degenerate; bones have no 

protective layer so they start to rub against each other. This causes osteoarthritis and 

leads to sacroiliac joint dysfunction 

 Trauma injuries: Sudden jolt or movement that affects the joints and leads to damage of 

the ligaments  

 Pregnancy: Hormonal changes in the body during pregnancy can have an effect on the 

sacroiliac joint. Added pressure put upon the sacroiliac joint due to increased weight. 

 One leg shorter than the other putting unequal pressure on the joints and bones.  

 Certain muscle imbalances.  

 Gout, psoriasis and other forms of arthritis.  

 Incorrect placement of the bones while sitting and walking over a period of time.  

The treatment for SI dysfunction ranges from medication, steroids and exercise to surgery. 

Exercise can involve physical therapy, Pilates, myofascial or deep tissue therapies, somatic 

exercises, yoga, physiotherapy and other exercises for the sacroiliac joint.  

Coping with the pain from SI joint dysfunction:  

Lying in bed sleeping can be difficult for some. Lying on the sore side is not possible in most 

cases, lying on the back or stomach can also be painful because rising from these positions can 

send sharp pains to the sore hip. To make sleeping a little more comfortable add a couple of 

inches of foam to the bed. Sleeping on the uninjured side is an obvious solution. Sleeping on a 
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couch where you can press you back against the back of the couch can help. Placing a thin pillow 

or folded towels between your knees down to your ankles to lift the injured side slightly, keeping 

it more aligned with your spine can help reduce the pain. 

Learning exercises that are best for you to help tone back and abdominal muscles can be helpful. 

A physical therapist can be helpful. There are many exercises in Pilates that can help strengthen 

the ‘core’ muscles and pelvic floor muscles. If an exercise hurts, don’t continue with it.  

Sometimes driving in a car, the jiggling of the car, especially a sudden turn or driving over 

bumps can be painful. Using seat pads and if a passenger using pillows on both sides of your 

body to help reduce and cushion movement can help. Using a heat or cold pack and of course 

pain medication can help minimize pain.  

Other ways of coping with the pain are joint injection. This is the injection of a numbing solution 

and anti-inflammatory in to the joint. This is done by a specialist. A joint restraint can be used. 

This is a sacroiliac belt that can be worn when performing chores and may help reduce 

overextending the joint. Heat and cold therapy may be used. Pain medication can be extremely 

helpful to reduce pain and inflammation giving you more mobility.  

How Pilates can help SI joint pain:  

Pilates helps to correct muscle imbalances in the body that result in pains, strains and injuries, 

improve poor posture.  

Exercises that stretch the muscles of the lower back and strengthen the muscles that support the 

pelvic floor or the deep, lower abdominal muscles will be part of a program aimed at help with 

SI joint pain. Many exercises in Pilates are available to help strengthen muscles around the 

pelvic area. Even as simple as breathing with the principles of Pilates in place with help 

strengthen the deepest layer of the abdominals as well as the pelvic floor all contributing to 

treatment to SI joint pain 

 

Everyone sits too long every day.  Is there any help for the posterior muscles? 

PILATES MATWORK FOR GLUTES 

Most people hear the work Pilates and think of working the “core” muscles and think of their 

abdominals and complimentary exercises for the back muscles. Pilates is more than just a set of 

exercises performed in sequence targeting the abs. There are also many pieces of equipment, 

apparatus, props etc. used in Pilates all adding to the challenge.  

 

The principles behind the particular style of Pilates are what truly help gain the desired benefit 

from the individual exercises. The general 8 principle of Pilates are control, breath, flowing 

movement, precision, centering, stability, range of motion and opposition. Applying these 

principles to the exercises will allow you to get more out of the exercises for that particular 

muscle group. The repertoire of Pilates exercises incorporate movement in all planes of 

movements, transverse (dividing the body into top and bottom), sagital (diving the body into left 

and right) and coronal (dividing the body into front and back), including rotation about the spine.  

The repertoire includes exercises for all the major muscle groups of the body. Some muscles 

groups that aren’t commonly associated with being targeted by Pilates exercises are arms, upper 
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body, glutes, legs. Among the mat exercises you may be doing to target your glutes are hip rolls, 

shoulder bridge, heel squeeze prone, one leg kick prep, side leg lift series (for gluteus medius, 

abductors), single leg extension and swimming prep (hip extensors).  

 

Props may be added to these exercises to add to the challenge, for example using the foam roller 

or ball during hip rolls or Shoulder Bridge. Many of these exercises are compound exercises 

working more than one muscle group. For example, when doing swimming prep the muscles in 

the back and along the spine are working to extend the spine as well as the glutes and hip 

extensors to extend at the hip. The scapular and pelvic stabilizers are always active 

 

What about sports and sports specific muscle problems or conditioning? 

 

Every sport uses all the muscles in the body, some more than others depending on the sport.  

We’ll take a look at golf and rowing but keep in mind this topic is an entire volume on its own. 

 

MUSCLES USED IN GOLF 

Golf season is just around the corner. Presumably you’ve been training all winter but if you’re 

just now thinking about getting ready for the golf season, targeting the muscles used in golf will 

be the best place to start. So what muscles are used in golf?  

 

Upper body: So much of the upper body is used in golf. The ‘core’ muscles which include the 

back and abdominal muscles are used to help with posture, the obliques will help improve the 

rotation of your torso for a more powerful and faster swing. The shoulders and arms including 

wrists will help control the club throughout the swing. Specifically which muscles to target are 

below:  

Chest- pectorals  

Back – lats (latissimus dorsi), mid back (trapezius and rhomboids), muscles along the spine 

(erector spinae)  

Abdominals – obliques, rectus abdominus, transverse abdominus  

Shoulders –deltoids, rotator cuff muscles Arms – triceps, biceps, forearms (flexors and extensors 

of wrist)  

 

Lower body: Strengthening on these muscles will help you maintain your posture, help with 

injury prevention and of course with the amount of walking you may be doing throughout the 

season. Muscles to specifically target are below:  

hips (abductors), inner thighs (adductors), hamstrings, quadriceps, glutes, hip flexors 
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Below is an excellent illustration of which muscles are being used throughout the different stage 

of the golf swing.  

 

A common area that can be a problem for golfers is their back with back pain. This may be 

affected by the oblique muscles, part of the abdominal group of muscles. Golfers who tend to use 

their obliques earlier when the club is drawn back don’t seem to experience as much back pain, if 

any than those who do not. The entire group of abdominal muscles acts as stabilizing or 

supporting muscles and is active during a golf swing. When these muscles aren’t as strong or 

technique or posture is poor, more stress on other muscle groups will be placed leading to 

chronic pain, in this case, back pain. 

  

Pilates can be very helpful to strengthen the areas used in golf. Matwok is an excellent way to 

not only strengthen the back and abdominal muscles but also to increase muscular endurance in 

these areas. Working on the reformer, with your feet in the straps, will provide many exercises, 

by no means an exhaustive number, to help strengthen the lower body. There are a number of 

exercises on the reformer that will target the upper body both in a lying position or sitting 

position. What is nice about Pilates is that breathing, control and continuous flow of movement 

are integral parts of the exercises. Aspects that is present in golf. 

 

 

MUSCLES USED IN ROWING 

(muscles used in rowing – sept ’12 : include all the pictures) 
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One thing I have heard a lot about from people who try a few classes of Pilates is the toe 

cramps.  Why so many toe cramps? 

 

TOE CRAMPS 

Do your toes cramp? Many people who start new on the reformer experience toe cramping. Toes 

cramping is quite common and doesn’t always mean something terrible. It commonly occurs at 

night or while exercising.  

Some common causes of toe cramping are tight shoes, exercise and calcium deficiency.  

 Tight shoes, especially high heels where the toes are smashed into a small space can 

result in toe cramping. Even if a toe cramp occurs later at night it can still be due to the 

shoes worn during the day.  

 Exercise can cause toes cramping. Distance runners or those who walk for long durations 

may find their toes cramp. The feet and the toes take quite a beating over a long period of 

time when long distance running or walking this includes on a treadmill. Dancing can 

also call toe cramping especially ballet.  

 Limiting calcium rich foods for whatever reason, caloric or otherwise, may cause your 

toes to spasm and cramp. Some prescription drugs may cause toe cramping. Cholesterol, 

blood pressure or asthma drugs for example. There are various ways to help limit toe 

cramping.  

 Minimize high heels. Wear them for short periods but not all day. Ensure lower heeled 

shoes or shoes in general have room in the toe.  

 Include toes in your exercise. The muscles in the feet especially the tips of the feel should 

be exercised too. These muscles don’t get enough exercise from just every day walking. 

For example, gently pull toes towards you to stretch the underside muscles of the feet. 

Then curl the toes and hold that position for a few seconds. Picking up socks or other 

clothes off the floor with your toes will also exercise the muscles. Flexing and extending 

toes throughout the day will help. 

 Taking some sort of calcium magnesium supplement or increasing dairy and fish 

consumption as well as getting enough potassium will help. And of course keep hydrated 

especially when exercising.  

When you do get a cramp, let it run its course. It should be over in a few minutes.  

A lot of the foot work exercises on the reformer (feet on the foot bar) will help exercise the 

muscles in the toes and feet 

 

 

What about muscle cramps in general, why do we get them?  

MUSCLE CRAMPS 

It’s very common for people who start Pilates to get cramps in their muscles. Foot cramps are 

especially common. You’ll hear and see people in classes, especially reformer classes while 

doing footwork or when their feet are in the straps, stop and grab their feet. They’ve probably got 

a cramp. There are so many little muscles in our feet it’s not that surprising that the muscles grip 
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and tense up initially when learning exercises – those little muscles have probably never worked 

that hard before!  

Why Do We Get Muscle Cramps?  

Muscle cramping can be pointed to several things: 

 Dehydration  

 Lack of sodium  

 Lack of magnesium  

 Lack of potassium  

How can you alleviate cramps?  

Hydrate! Drink water. Drink a couple of glasses of water in the morning even before your tea or 

coffee. However, keep in mind that coffee with dehydrate you body so it will need replenishing 

of fluids after your coffee. Drink water before your session, not right before, but before and have 

some water on hand during your workout. Keep hydrated, it will help minimize the cramping. 

Hydration alone may not alleviate the cramping. You may be lacking in sodium, potassium or 

magnesium. Rather than running out to buy a pill to supplement these start by looking at your 

diet and trying to add in foods that have these things in them.  

Eat Foods High in Magnesium  

 Banana  

 Dried Figs  

 Black Beans  

 Cashews  

 Pumpkin Seeds  

 Almonds  

 Whole Wheat Flour  

A banana, about thirty minutes before a workout, does the trick to help tight/stiff muscles which 

are prone to cramping. A banana is also high in potassium, so you get two benefits in one. The 

best thing is that a banana is very low maintenance.  

Eat Foods High in Potassium  

 Banana  

 Orange Juice  

 Tomato Juice  

 Dates  

 Raisins  

 Dried Apricots 

Eat Healthy Foods Containing Sodium  

Sources of sodium would be tomato juice or other lightly salted things like bean chips or blue 

corn chips. 

Sports Drink  
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Another idea is a sports drink which contains water for hydration and other electrolytes to 

balance out your body to prevent muscle cramping. 

Researchers admit that it's highly challenging to recreate a full exercise-induced cramp in a lab 

and that their results are "speculative" considering they were not dealing with more painful large 

muscle groups in this study. However, they do recommend that people who are active try to 

avoid cramps by training properly and slowly so muscles are less likely to get so fatigued. They 

also say that, when a cramp does strike, stretching the muscles seems to make a difference. 

 

You’ve mentioned the pelvic floor a number of times already.  Can you say a bit more about it 

and how its connection with Pilates? 

PELVIC FLOOR 

What is the pelvic floor?  

The pelvic floor is a set of muscles, ligaments and tissues that act like a hammock that supports 

the organs of the pelvis. How do you locate these muscles? They can be felt by the stopping and 

starting urine flow, or the muscles used in preventing a bowel movement.  

The pelvic floor is important in providing support of the pelvic organs, i.e. bladder, intestines, 

uterus (in women), in maintaining continence as part of the urinary and anal sphincters. If the 

muscles become weak or the ligaments or tissues are stretched or damaged the pelvic organs or 

small intestine may drop down and protrude, that is, a prolapse occurs. The disorder is named 

according to which organ is affected. i.e. prolapsed rectum. If the prolapse is mild, Kegel 

exercises can help strengthen the pelvic floor muscles.  

Kegal exercises are any of various exercises involving controlled contraction and release of the 

muscles of the pelvic floor. The Kegel exercises involve contracting and relaxing these muscles. 

The contraction and relaxation of the pelvic floor muscles can be done anywhere, any time. 

Throughout a Pilates session the pelvic floor is always incorporated. During the exhalation, the 

pelvic floor muscles are contracted which helps engage the transverse abdominus muscles , 

deepest layer of the abdominal muscles, which results in that flattening and stretching sensation 

of the abdominals. During inhalation, the pelvic floor muscles are gently relaxed. This process is 

repeated throughout the entire Pilates session.  

Ideally you want to practice Kegel exercises throughout the day. Improvements can be seen 

anywhere from three to eight weeks. However, the discipline to perform these exercises on their 

own can be challenging. Incorporating these exercises into a workout for the rest of the body, as 

in a Pilates class, ensures that the pelvic floor muscles do in fact get exercised.  

When the pelvis is not aligned it will cause spinal and musculoskeletal problems. Some of the 

possible problems are frozen shoulder, hip and sciatic pain extending into the thigh and 

aggravated knee problems. Many of these problems will disappear by maintaining a stable 

pelvis.  

Two common pelvic problems are  

 Pelvic torsion twisting of one wing (ilium) backwards or forwards causing one leg to be shorter 

than the other.  

 Pelvic side to side tilt causing one leg to be longer than the other.  
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Strengthening the muscles around the pelvis i.e. the transverse abdominus and pelvic floor, will 

help keep the pelvis straight and stable resulting in less pain due to instability. Another symptom 

of weak pelvic floor muscles is incontinence.    
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Where to do Pilates? 
 

I know all about Pilates, or at least enough to know it is beneficial. But now I want to know how 

I can get started and involved in Pilates. 

 

Excellent!  I was hoping you would ask and I am so glad the idea of incorporating Pilates into 

your life is something you’re considering. 

 

PILATES: STUDIO, COMMUNITY CENTRE, DVD OR GYM? 

You’ve heard about Pilates. You’ve heard that all the stars you see, athletes you follow and 

bodies you strive for are doing Pilates. Now you want to try it and see what it’s all about. It’s 

hard to decide how to start. Do you pick up a book and learn it yourself? Do you get a dvd and 

follow along until the abs you’ve always wanted magically appear one day? Or do you take a 

class at your local community centre with 30 other people?  

 

It’s hard to know how to start. Depending on how you start can determine whether Pilates 

becomes a part of your life forever or something you chalk up to as an experience but not for 

you. It’s hard to choose a Pilates instructor class or studio. Even the decision whether to take a 

Pilates class in a studio, community centre or gym can be tough. Many don’t even know that 

there are Pilates studios in their city. Over the next few newsletters we will mention points to 

consider when choosing where and with whom to do Pilates to everything from where to take 

Pilates to what to look for in an instructor. We’ll consider the pros and cons of each situation. No 

one option is better or worse than the other. In the end the decision is yours and each decision is 

as individual as the bodies that will be trained in Pilates.  

 

Studio, Community centre, DVD or Gym?  

Depending on what brings you to Pilates will help determine whether a studio, community 

centre, gym, group classes or private sessions is what you’re looking for. If Pilates has been 

recommended by a health professional, they may have someone who practices Pilates that they 

can refer you to. This would be the first place to go. If there is no referral, then you’ll have to do 

a little research. If you’re suffering from injuries, past or present, any physical disorders or 

issues, undergoing rehabilitation or have just completed rehabilitation, you may want to consider 

a studio. Most studios have instructors who will be able to tailor exercises to suit your specific 

needs. Classes are usually smaller and individual attention is usually more likely. The ‘fitness 

class’ approach is less likely in a studio. Private session is also more likely to be an option for 

those that need individual attention, tailored programs and specific training. The advantage of 

private sessions is not only is it tailored for your needs but it is usually scheduled at a time that 

suits your schedule a great asset in this day in age when we’re all busy with varying schedules!  
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Which do you recommend, group classes or private? 

 

I think it really depend on your needs and goals.  Both have their merits. 

 

PILATES: GROUP CLASS OR PRIVATE LESSONS?  

Group class or Private?  

How do you know if a group setting or a private, personal or individual training is for you? 

Think of individual private training as ‘personal training’. Usually with personal training you are 

working towards specific goals for you, physically, emotionally and mentally. Private Pilates 

sessions address similar areas as personal training does.  

 

Sometimes it may be appropriate to shop around and just sampling Pilates classes and studios to 

see what is the best fit for you. In this case a group class may be the best way to start. Some 

businesses offer group Pilates classes at lunch hour, after or before work. Local community 

centres and gyms will usually offer a Pilates class. These classes are usually mat classes with 

props i.e. stability balls, toning balls, flex bands etc. In many cases the class can be quite large 

which doesn’t allow for the instructor to offer individual corrections, modifications or instruction 

when needed. If this is your first exposure to Pilates, this can make all the difference whether 

you get what you want out of it or not. Keep in mind that this will only provide a sample of what 

Pilates is like.  

 

Pilates is more than just mats and balls. There is a lot of equipment in Pilates and the extent of 

what Pilates can offer is vast. To get a more complete sense of what Pilates can offer, visiting a 

studio specific to Pilates training is worthwhile. Usually in a studio classes are smaller, 

instructors have more time to focus on your form and technique which makes all the difference. 

Many Pilates specific studios will offer some sort of introductory package which will usually 

include some one on one time. If you are coming in with specific goals and needs e.g. training 

for a sport, recovering from an injury etc. a Pilates studio with Pilates specific trainers will be 

able to address your needs and concerns. Private training, at least initially, will help you focus on 

what your body requires and it is information you can use and work on in group classes.  

 

In an ideal world where time and money aren’t factors a combination of both group and private 

sessions is ideal. One or two private lesson for every 6-8 groups classes to have someone check 

your form, adjust the focus of your workouts and help you move closer towards your goals, can 

be beneficial.  

 

Do instructors that teach have to go through any sort of formal training? 

 

PILATES - QUALIFICATION AND EXPERIENCE 
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There are so many different styles of Pilates. What is required to become certified varies slightly 

from style to style. Regardless of the style of Pilates that is being taught you want someone who 

has experience and not just teaching Pilates, executing Pilates exercises, but experience working 

with people, addressing and being sensitive to the problems, concerns, questions and goals 

people may have and of course, finding a good fit in terms or personality and environment. This 

will be a place that you come to at least once a week and an activity you want to incorporate into 

your lifestyle, not a one time or seasonal thing.  

 

We’ll have a look at qualifications. A general overview on what is involved in becoming 

certified: There are two main components to Pilates – matwork and equipment work. Within 

each component there is great depth. Many certificating institutions will divide the programs up 

into a matwork component and an equipment component. Depending on what the focus is of the 

Pilates class you‟re participating in it may not be necessary to be instructed by someone who is 

certified in everything. i.e. a mat class instructor doesn‟t necessarily have to be certified to 

instruct on equipment to be competent at instructing matwork.  

 

In many cases however, instructors that are certified to teach on equipment will also have 

certification to teach matwork. This doesn’t mean matwork is of “lesser” quality than work on 

equipment. Many small independent studios will create their own certification. These are too 

numerous to mention. Some of the better known styles of Pilates offered can be found below:  

h t t p : / / p i l a t e s p a t i o . c o m / trainingandstylesOttawa.html  

 

The exercises and techniques in Pilates are basically the same, with slight and minor 

modifications from one style to the other, usually in name, approach and teaching methodology.  

Most certifications will have an anatomy component.  

 

The more common certifications will have a continuing education credit, (CEC) component 

requiring certified instructors to take a few courses each year to maintain their credentials as a 

certified instructor. Some instructors will go on to be what are usually termed “instructor 

trainers”, instructors that can train people to become Pilates instructors and certify them as 

Pilates instructors.  

 

Many certifications require some practical teaching experience in the form of an apprenticeship. 

This is a great way for soon to be certified instructors to get some experience however, learning 

to teach new people and bodies walking in the door are also a valuable skill to learn early on.  

 

Some questions to ask when you’re shopping around for a Pilates instructor (This list is nowhere 

near exhaustive and any other questions that are of importance to you and your goals are more 

than relevant.):  

 Where were you certified?  
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 What style of Pilates were you certified in?  

 How long was your course?  

 Are there are CEC‟s required annually to maintain the certification?  

 Was there a practical teaching component to the certification?  

 Was there an anatomy component to your certification?  

 How long have you been teaching?  

 

This latter question can be viewed in many ways. An instructor who has been teaching 2-3 hours 

a over a number of years, say 5 or 6, isn’t the same as an instructor who has been teaching 30-40 

hours a week for 2 or 3 years. The experience comes from a variety of components...number 

hours teaching, regular teaching, types of people teaching, those already attuned to their bodies 

vs. those that are not as well tuned into their bodies i.e. people who have been sedentary; 

teaching complete novices at Pilates vs teaching veteran Pilates clients.  

 

In the end when teaching or instructing, practical experience working with a variety of 

personalities, bodies, goals etc. is of great value. Just as with any other profession, having a lot of 

theoretical knowledge is great, but it doesn’t compare to practical, hands on experience.  

“Formal education will make you a living; self-education will make a you 

fortune.” – Jim Rohn  

What do you think about doing Pilates at home on your own?  Do you have any 

recommendations if someone wants to Pilates at home? 

INDEPENDENT PILATES PRACTICE? 

After most people’s first experience and hour of Pilates it’s common to hear, “There’s so much 

to think about!” And it is true. There are so many details to the Pilates method of exercises. It 

does take practice and no one expects you to be able to pick it up all after one hour. It takes many 

hours and many more still, to incorporate all the little details and finer points of Pilates. It’s 

common for those that have been practicing Pilates for some time to say that “It never gets 

easier!” And this is also quite true for most. As you start incorporating more of the finer details 

of the Pilates method of exercise, you will be challenging yourself more and as a result it will 

feel like it’s getting harder, but in a good way! This is all takes practice, repetition of the 

exercises and in a manner of speaking “getting the movement into your body” so that you can 

start thinking about the finer details, such as when to breathe, firing patterns of the muscles 

involved in the movement, which muscles are the prime movers used to perform the movement 

all details that can escape our mind when we’re doing the same thing over and over again. Even 

the slightest change, can get the mind involved in our workouts which in turn results in greater 

benefits for your body. Individual practice is a great way of “getting the movements into your 

body” so that when you come to class you can focus more of your attention to the suggestions 

and recommendation of your instructor rather than on how to set up your machine for each 

exercises and perform the exercise. Learning from others is a great way to improve. While your 

instructor may have all the knowledge of the exercises and repertoire, many may have forgotten 

what it’s like to be at the starting gates and being new to Pilates. Your fellow clients are in the 
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same boat as you, learning new exercises and trying to take in and incorporate as much as 

possible. Your fellow clients may have tricks and techniques that they have seen work for 

particular exercises or for remembering which muscles to engage etc. Meeting new people and 

having a chance to chat and talk about exercises and each other’s experiences with Pilates can go 

a long way to helping to remember all the many details in the Pilates method of exercises. Now 

it’s no longer an exercise taught by this instructor in this class, it’s the exercise that “Jane 

showed me during practice….” and becomes easier to remember and enjoy. Pilates is not just a 

form of exercise to strengthen your core, or something you do on Tuesday evenings after work. 

It’s part of your lifestyle, something you can do alone but also something you can do with others 

that share your interest and enjoyment. 

 

The big question is, in an already busy life, how do you suggest one fit exercises or Pilates into 

their lifestyle? 

WAYS TO MAKE PILATES FIT 

Everything costs money and everything is “good” for you. It’s a matter of finding what suits you 

and then trying to fit it in, both into your schedule and your budget. If Pilates is something you 

find suits you and your body, or if it is something you’d like to try then finding a way to make it 

fit is important.  

 

Many places will offer mat Pilates group classes, gyms, local community centres, some 

businesses will offer it at the workplace, some health centres. This is a great way to introduce 

you to Pilates. If you live near a community centre, see what they offer. There is usually a 

selection of fitness classes including Pilates classes. The classes are usually once a week, for an 

hour on a particular day and time and can run anywhere from 6-12 weeks. If you belong to t a 

gym, try some of the Pilates classes that are offered. Sometimes fitness classes focusing on 

abdominals or “core” will incorporate many Pilates exercises. If you’re fortunate enough to work 

somewhere that has a gym or that offers Pilates classes after work or during the day, that is 

another great way to not only become acquainted with Pilates but to also take a break from work.  

 

These are probably the most cost effective way to sample Pilates. But there will come a time 

when you’ll want something more challenging and may feel Pilates doesn’t have any more to 

offer. This isn’t the case. This is when considering trying Pilates in a Pilates studio that just 

specializes in Pilates is worthwhile.  

 

At a studio you will have a chance to try more than just mat exercises. There is a lot of 

equipment in Pilates and the exercises on the equipment can add benefit. Again, the best way is 

to try group classes and now that you’re in a studio try taking an equipment class. Reformer 

classes are the best way to introduce you to the equipment. In most studios there will either be an 

orientation or introductory compulsory session before striking out on your own and joining any 

of the equipment classes. It is best to view this session as an introduction to the equipment 

because after all, no one wants to get hurt and there is always a chance of getting hurt when 
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using equipment. Just as in a gym, if you have no experience with weights or machines found in 

a gym, a personal training session is advised just to show you how to use the equipment safely.  

Once you find a studio and instructor you like, takes things at your own pace. Don’t rush to keep 

up with others in the class. Most Pilates classes have people with differing years of experience 

with Pilates. Enjoy yourself and have fun. 

 

“If your spine is inflexibly stiff at 30, you are old. If it is completely flexible at 

50, you are young.” – Joseph Pilates 

 

What about prices and location?  Pilates can be very expensive! 

 

PILATES— PRICE AND LOCATION 

Price for Pilates lessons and classes is quite varied on where you are going and what you are 

looking for. Prices can range anywhere from $10- over $100 per hour. Price is also dependent on 

location in many cases. If you are taking classes from a local gym, community centre or down 

the street with a group in a rented space such as a church basement, the cost is usually for a 

session, i.e. 10 weeks, once a week. In some of the larger chain gyms group fitness classes 

including Pilates in many cases is included in the monthly fee. Most of the above locations will 

usually offer mat group classes. These mat classes may include some props like balls, bands, 

small hand weights, rings, fitness circles but all exercises will be done on the mat. Class sizes in 

the above locations are rarely capped and can get quite large, even as large as 30 people. Many 

independent instructors renting space in facilities such as church basements will usually cap class 

off at a smaller size, 10-15. If you’re going to a studio dedicated to Pilates specifically, other 

types of group classes may be available. I.e. equipment classes – reformer is quite common. 

Class sizes in studios are usually capped at 6-8 for reformer or equipment based classes and 10-

12 format and props classes. Group classes in a studio may be a bit more expensive but in most 

cases instructors in Pilates specific studios Group classes are usually the more economical way to 

go. 

While location may not seem like a big deal at the beginning but as with any form of exercise, it 

is something that needs to be incorporated into your lifestyle. Have your Pilates classes or 

lessons close to home, work, school, church, your children’s school anywhere you already go to 

regularly on some daily basis is the best place to do Pilates. Take a look at local community 

centres, churches, gyms, fitness facilities etc. to see if there is a place that offers a Pilates class. 

You may be lucky and have a Pilates studio in your neighbourhood. Do the same around your 

workplace and children’s school. Sometimes local physiotherapists, chiropractors, other 

alternative health professionals may have referrals for Pilates. Occasionally you may find Pilates 

instructors teaching out of their home. This is another great way to take Pilates. The attention 

will be specific to you and classes small. 

 

 



 

143 

 

We hear in the media celebrities doing Pilates and most of these celebrities are slim.  Can larger 

people do Pilates?  And if so, how are they accommodated, if at all? 

 

PILATES FOR THE LARGER CLIENT 

Pilates is perfect for any body type. Why? Pilates is low impact. Pilates can be modified to suit 

any fitness level, experience and needs. Regardless of size, for anyone who hasn’t been active in 

a while and even those that are active, it can be challenging to engage muscles, especially the 

deeper smaller muscles. Learning to engage „core‟ muscles that are deep and closest to the 

skeleton is something anyone who does Pilates is continuing to work on.  

 

Pilates can have a positive effect on quality of life, mood and self-confidence. Why? So many of 

the fundamentals of Pilates naturally affect us positively. Just improving one’s posture helps 

increase self-confidence and self-esteem. The focus on breathing helps oxygenate the blood and 

in turn the muscles, relaxing the muscles.  

 

Pilates is not specifically designed for weight loss but it is a natural byproduct. Pilates burns 

approximately 4-7 kilocalories per minute. Pilates won’t lead to significant weight loss but 

weight reduction does occur from Pilates and in particular a slimmer and trimmer appearance 

results. The principle of control in Pilates is geared to working on controlling the body’s 

movements and transitions between exercises. Controlling movements forcing the stabilizing 

muscles to work together. This also requires mental focus to learn to engage these stabilizing 

muscles and then having them cooperate together.  

 

Gaining the confidence to control your body and muscles will result in a realization that it is 

possible to control other aspects of life. This heightened body awareness and new ability to listen 

to your body will help guide people towards better health choices which will slowly result in the 

desired weight loss. Pilates can be viewed as a gateway to a more active lifestyle and in general a 

more enjoyable, energy efficient lifestyle.  

 

The more common benefits of Pilates include increased posture, balance, stability, flexibility and 

respiration. The ease of aches and pains, stress reduction and an increase in performing daily 

activities more effectively and efficiently. For many larger, heavier people there is a lack of 

muscle support around the knees, hips and back. Pilates is perfect for strengthening muscles in 

these areas in a slow and gradual manner. The low impact nature of Pilates makes working these 

areas and in particular the knees easy. There is quite a bit of work on the reformer that may be 

done lying down those targets muscles in the legs, strengthening the knees.  

 

The emphasis on core strength and stability in Pilates will only help the hips and pelvic region. 

Work with feet in the straps on the reformer, which again is low impact as is done lying down, is 

very good for stretching in and around the hips. One of the unique things about Pilates is the 

variety of exercises and the modifications of those exercises. This allows for all body types, skill 
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levels, experiences, and physical abilities etc. to gain positively from Pilates. Pilates instructors 

should not be viewed solely as a fitness trainer but more as someone with a different view on 

movement so that one day when you eventually walk out of the studio, all the elements learned 

in your Pilates sessions come together and you move through your day with greater control, 

stability, precision, ease and confidence without thinking too much about it!   
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Appendix I - Different styles of Pilates 
Pilates certification programs vary a lot in their structure. Most are oriented toward the working 

adult and make use of intensive sessions with breaks in between. How those sessions are 

structured over time is different for each program so it is worth looking around to find a program 

that fits your needs. 

Another important consideration at the teacher training level is whether or not you want to 

pursue classical or contemporary training. These terms are often used to distinguish between 

traditional training that adheres strictly to what Joseph Pilates taught (classical); or training that 

incorporates new techniques and developments in exercise science (contemporary). Excellent 

training for both styles is available.  

Body Harmonics 

Body Control 

Balanced Body University 

BASI Pilates 

Core Pilates, NY 

Peak Pilates 

Physical Mind Institute 

Polestar Pilates 

Power Pilates 

Power Pilates teaches classical Pilates, which is very close to the original exercises that 

Joseph Pilates created and taught in his New York City studio in the early 1900's. Power 

Pilates has studios throughout the United States, which is great because you can look up a 

Power Pilates studio anytime you travel to a different city. You can expect the teaching 

styles and exercises to be taught in the same consistent way in every Power Pilates studio. 

Romana's Pilates 

Romana Kryzanowska was Jo's student and protégé'. She was asked by Joe to carry on 

his legacy, which she has proudly done. Now in her 80's, Romana still does Pilates 

herself and runs the certification program with her daughter and granddaughter, as well 

other instructors they have certified. This type of Pilates is called "authentic", "classical", 

"old-school", etc. Some details about this type of instruction are strongly debated by 

instructors who do not teach from this approach. For example, neutral pelvis is not 

taught, instead, the low back is pressed down into the mat. 

 

Ron Fletcher Program 

 

FLETCHER PILATES 

http://www.bodyharmonics.com/
http://www.bodycontrol.co.uk/index.html
http://bbu.pilates.com/
http://www.basipilates.com/
http://corepilatesnyc.com/
http://www.peakpilates.com/
http://www.themethodpilates.ca/index.html
http://www.powerpilates.com/
http://www.basipilates.com/
http://www.romanaspilates.com/
http://www.ronfletcherwork.com/
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Ron Fletcher was one of the Joseph Pilates’ students who went onto take Joseph Pilates’ 

methodology of movement and develop his own interpretation of it. This new interpretation of 

Pilates is known as the Ron Fletcher Pilates method and is taught all over the world.  

So what exactly is different in the Ron Fletcher method of Pilates compared to “Pilates”? 

Fletcher Pilates isn’t so much about what is different but what has been added? The same 

familiar equipment and exercises developed by Joseph Pilates is still present. The interpretation, 

additions and variations are what makes the Fletcher Pilates style and this comes from the creator 

himself. Ron Fletcher was a dancer so was passionate about everything from choreography to the 

lines of the energy and breathe. The joy in movement is more important that gaining strength and 

flexibility. This joy of movement probably comes from Ron Fletcher’s background as a dancer. 

The intention within the style is to fully embody “the divine mechanism.” This is a fundamental 

distinction in the Fletcher Pilates between function movement and movement potential. While 

functional movement/fitness is important from a Fletcher Pilates perspective is misses a kind of 

creative potential in the bodies. Ron Fletcher’s approach is to ask, “What movement can I pull 

out of this person?’ rather than looking at what the body can or can’t do or what needs to be 

modified. There is still structure but now the view that is taken is “what are people capable of 

within a system of structured movement?” a much more open perspective than “what needs to be 

fixed?” Which is a common approach of many Pilates instructors. So what is specific to Fletcher 

Pilates? 

He was the first to take the work fully into a standing, including moving across the floor 

(inspired by his dance background.) Ron Fletcher created the Fletcher Towelwork. This is a set 

of coordinated movements and breath that is done with a rolled towel. It helps to teach shoulder 

(scapular) stabilization and use of the arms.  

Percussive breathing technique. Ron Fletcher brought more definition to Joseph Pilates’ 

emphasis on breathing by creating this Percussive breathing technique. The sound that is heard 

when doing the percussive breathing technique is a byproduct of the core and diaphragm and 

muscles, or the ‘breathing apparatus” as terms by Ron Fletcher. The breathing is coordinated 

with movement and sometimes divides the inhale or exhale into a series of shorter bursts of 

taking in or releasing air. The breathing should still have a softness to it and is meant to match 

the quality of the movement and energize it. The idea behind Fletcher Pilates is to be more 

movement based rather than exercise based, inspiring the joy of movement.  

More about Fletcher Pilates at  

http://www.fletcherpilates.com/ 

 

Stott Pilates 

Ellie Herman Pilates 

Ellie Herman Pilates teaches many of the classical exercises, but with a lot of variations 

as well. In general, this style approaches Pilates from a more dancer perspective and can 

be a fun way of adding new and creative exercises to your Pilates routine. 

Kelly Kane Pilates 

http://www.fletcherpilates.com/
http://www.stottpilates.com/
http://www.ehspilates.com/
http://www.kaneschool.com/
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A teacher from Kelly Kane will have strong knowledge of anatomy and understanding of 

injuries and will move you through the exercises with ease and precision, slowly 

strengthening your body back to health. 

Body Tonic 

Any teacher from this certification is an awesome, thoughtful, well-educated instructor, 

with a classical approach and knowledge of anatomy. 

Core Dynamics 

Core Dynamics is a studio that teaches Pilates based on Eve Gentry's style of Pilates. Eve 

was a dancer and student of Joseph Pilates who had a gentle, therapeutic approach to her 

teaching style. Look for any instructor who mentioned that they're certified under Core 

Dynamics or who mentions that they have an Eve Gentry approach to Pilates. 

Winsor Pilates 

Founded by Mari Winsor, is one of the more well-known styles of Pilates, as Mari 

Winsor launched a large-scale infomercial business based on her success with celebrity 

clients. This is the "as seen on TV" site, so it's loud, flashy, and certainly trying to sell 

stuff, but many people swear by the products offered. 

Dianne Miller 

The Gyrotonic 

Is a machine that offers complete range of motion and improves core strength, expands 

the spine, and puts the body in equilibrium? Although not technically Pilates, Pilates 

principles are applied on a Gyrotonic machine and it may be used as a supplement to 

Pilates study. 

  

http://www.bodytonicpilates.com/
http://www.coredynamicspilates.com/
http://www.winsorfit.com/
http://pilatespatio.com/trainingandstylesOttawa.html
http://www.gyrotonic.com/
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Appendix II - Repertoire 

As with any form of fitness there are exercises that target muscle groups and even more exercises 

that target multiple muscle groups. Pilates is no different. Below are some repertoires of 

exercises, essential being exercises that a new comer would start with and intermediate being 

exercises someone with a little more experience would tackle. However, I do not feel that 

anyone, new or experienced at Pilates, should feel that they should follow one repertoire over the 

other. There are a few fundamental exercises that are a good place to start learning from when 

first starting Pilates but these fundamental exercises are also a great challenge for more 

experience Pilates practitioners.  The Stott Pilates repertoire is listed below. 

Essential Mat Repertoire 
Ab Prep 

Breast Stroke Prep 

Shell Stretch 

Hundred 

Half Roll Back 

Roll Up 

One Leg Circle 

Spine Twist 

Rolling Like a Ball 

Single Leg Stretch 

Obliques 

Double Leg Stretch 

Scissors 

Shoulder Bridge 

Roll Over Prep 

Heel Squeeze Prone 

One Leg Kick Prep 

Breast Stroke 

Shell Stretch 

Saw 

Neck Pull Prep 

Obliques Roll Back 

Side Kick 
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Side Leg Lift Series 1, 2, 3, 4, 5 

Spine Stretch Forward 

Teaser Prep 

Single Leg Extension 

Swan Dive Prep 

Swimming Prep 

Shell Stretch 

Leg Pull Front Prep 

Seal 

Side Bend Prep 

Push Up Prep 

  

Essential Reformer Repertoire 
Footwork 

1. Toes apart heels together 

2. Wrap toes on bar 

3. Heels on bar 

4. High half toe 

5. Lower & lift 

Second Position 

1. Parallel 

2. Laterally rotated 

3. Medially rotated 

Single Leg 

1. One leg bent 

2. bicycle 

3. Single heel 

Hundred 

Bend & Stretch 

1. Parallel 

2. Laterally rotated 

3. Medially rotated 
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Lift & Lower 

1. Parallel 

2. Laterally rotated 

Adductor Stretch 

Short Spine 

1. Prep 

2. Full 

Midback Series 

1. Triceps press 

2. Straight down 

3. Forty five degrees 

4. Side 

5. Circles 

Back Rowing Preps 

1. Plow 

2. Open Elbows 

3. Airplane 

4. Biceps curls 

5. Triceps 

6. Roll-down 

7. Roll-down with biceps curls 

8. Roll-down with obliques 

Side Arm Preps Sitting 

1. Internal rotation 

2. External rotation 

3. Adduction 

4. Abduction 

Side Twist Sitting 

Front Rowing Preps 

1. Straight forward 

2. Second psotion 

3. Offereing 

Stomach Massage 
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1. Prep 

2. Round back 

3. Straight back 

Long Box: Arms pulling Straps 

1. Plow 

2. Airplane 

3. Triceps 

Short Box 

1. Round Back 

2. Straight Back 

3. Twist 

4. Tree 

Elephant 

1. Round back 

2. Straight back 

Mermaid 

Leg Circles 

1. Parallel 

2. Laterally Rotated 

3. Medially rotated 

Knee Stretches 

1. Prep 

2. Round Back 

3. Straight Back 

Running 

Hip Lift 

Hip Rolls 

1. Prep 

2. Full 

Single Thigh Stretch 

Side Splits 

1. Abduction 

2. Adduction 
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Intermediate Mat Repertoire 
Ab Prep 

Breast Stroke Preps 1, 2, 3 

Shell Stretch 

Hundred 

Half Roll Back 

Roll Up 

One Leg Circle 

Spine Twist 

Rolling Like a Ball 

Single Leg Stretch 

Obliques 

Slow Double Leg Stretch 

Double Leg Stretch 

Scissors 

Shoulder Bridge 

Roll Over 

One Leg Kick 

Breast Stretch 

Shell Stretch 

Saw 

Open Leg Rocker 

Neck Pull 

Obliques Roll Back 

Jack Knife 

Side Kick 

Side Leg Lift Series 1, 2, 3, 4, 5 

Doulbe Leg Kick 

Spine Stretch Forward 

Teaser 1 

Swan Dive 
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Swimming 

Shell Stretch 

Leg Pull Front 

Hip Twist 

Seal 

Side Bend 

Push Up 

 

Intermediate Reformer Repertoire 
Footwork 1, 2, 3, 4, 5 

Second Position 1, 2, 3 

Single Leg 1, 2, 3, 4 

Hundred 

Bend & Stretch 1, 2, 3 

Short Spine 

Beats 

Frog 

Stag 

Coordination 

Back Rowing 1, 2 

Front Rowing 1, 2, 3, 4 

Stomach Massage 1, 2, 3, 4 

Long Box 

1. Arms Pulling Straps 1, 2, 3 

2. Backstroke Prep 

3. Feet Pulling Straps 1, 2, 3, 4 

Short Box 

1. Round Back 

2. Straight Back 

3. Twist with Round Back 

4. Lean 

5. Tree 
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6. Mermaid 1, 2, 3 

Long Stretch prep 

Down Stretch 

Up Stretch 1 

Elephant 1, 2 

Semicircle 

Chest Expansion 1, 2 

Side Arm preps Kneeling 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7 

Side Twist Kneeling 

Reverse Expansion 1, 2, 3, 4, 5 

Mermaid 1, 2 

Leg Circles 1, 2, 3 

Long Spine 

Knee Stretches 1, 2, 3, 4 

Running 

Hip Lift 

Hip Rolls 

Single Thigh Stretch 

Front Splits 

Back Splits 

Side Splits 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7 

Star Prep 
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Appendix III – Suggested routines 
Below are some routines that I have done with clients and in classes while I had the studio.  For 

the most past I would just wing it depending on the clients I had at the moment on that day, the 

energy I got from them.  After a while though, there were some, if not full class routines, then 

definitely shorter routines, i.e. 10. 15, 20, 30 minutes block routines, that clients really took too 

and derived great satisfaction and energy from.  It’s compilation of those that I have put together 

here. 

 

Foam roller 
(Lying supine on foam roller) 

1. Breathing 

2. Elevation and depression of shoulders 

3. Protraction and retraction of scapula 

4. Arm scissors 

5. Arm circles 

6. Single leg 

7. Double leg 

8. Scissors 

9. Splits 

10. One arm abduction 

a. Both legs in table top 

b. Or opposite leg and opposite arm up 

c. Both sides 

11. Extend opposite leg and arm 

a. Both legs in table top 

b. Or opposite leg and opposite arm up 

c. Both sides 

12. Roll up 

(Lying supine on mat with feet on foam roller) 

13. Hip rolls 

14. Shoulder bridge prep 

15. Shoulder bridge full 

16. Holding shoulder bridge prep 
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a. Protraction / retraction 

b. Arm scissors 

c. Arm circles 

(Lying prone on mat) 

17. Breast stroke preps (1-3 from Stott essential mat) 

18. Single leg extension 

19. Swimming prep 

20. Swimming 

(Lying prone on mat with forearms on foam roller) 

21. Swam dive prep 

(Hands on foam roller) 

22. Plank (hands on foam roller) 

23. Side plank 

 

Ball 
(Sitting on ball) 

1. Breathing 

2. Imprint and Release 

3. Ab prep 

4. Obliques 

5. Half roll back 

6. Obliques roll back 

(Lying supine on mat with ball between ankles) 

1. Double leg stretch (lower body) 

2. Obliques 

3. Lower and lift 

4. “Over the moon” (side to side) 

5. Double leg stretch (upper body) 

6. Double leg stretch (upper and lower body) 

(Lying supine on mat with feet on ball) 

1. Foot work 

a) Laterally rotated 

b) Parallel 
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c) Pelvis down on mat in neutral 

d) Pelvis up 

e) Arms up or down 

2. Single leg (both sides) 

a. Pelvis down in neutral 

b. Pelvis up 

3. Stretch hamstrings and glutes with band 

(Side lying on mat) 

1. Side lying leg lifts with ring (2 sets; 10 reps slow; 10 pulses) 

a. Abduction 

b. Adduction 

2. Piriformis / glute stretch 

3. Breast stroke preps (1-3 from Stott essential mat) 

4. Plank (hands or forearm on ball) 

 

 

Matwork 
(Lying supine on mat) 

1. Breathing 

2. Elevation / depression 

3. Protraction / retraction 

4. Arms scissors 

5. Arm circles 

6. Hip rolls 

7. Shoulder bridge preps 

8. Shoulder bridge full 

9. Hamstring stretch 

10. Rolling like a ball 

11. Single leg stretch 

12. Obliques 

13. Double leg stretch 

14. Scissors 

15. Hundreds 
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16. Roll up 

(Sitting on mat) 

17. Half roll back 

18. Obliques roll back 

(Lying prone on mat) 

19. Breast stroke preps (1-3 from Stott essential mat) 

20. Breast stroke 

21. Leg extension 

22. Swimming prep 

23. Cat stretch / shell stretch 

(Side lying on a mat) 

24. Open book 

25. Clam 

26. Clam with kick 

27. Piriformis stretch 

28. push ups 

29. Plank 

30. Side plank 

31. Stretch 

 

Abs and glutes 
1. Breathing 

2. Imprint and release 

3. Roll up 

4. Rolling like a ball 

5. Single leg stretch 

6. Obliques 

7. Double leg stretch 

8. Scissors 

9. Hundreds 

10. Hip rolls 

11. Shoulder bridge preps (with and without foam roller) 
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12. Hamstring stretch with band 

13. Breast stroke preps (1-3 from Stott essential mat) 

14. Single leg extension 

15. Swimming prep 

16. Swam dive prep (with foam roller) 

17. Cat stretch 

 

 

Flex band 
1. Breathing 

 Don’t lift shoulders and chest 

 dont’ let abdominals blow out on inhale 

2. Pelvis 

 Don’t jam back into mat this will activate glutes 

a. Neutral 

b. Imprint 

3. Ribcage 

 Don’t arch back or lift ribcage when arms are up overhead 

4. Scapula 

 Keep shoulders down and scapula flat on ribcage 

5. Neck 

a. Head nod 

b. Ab prep 

 Nod head, slide shoulders down, contract abdominals, lift head and shoulder off mat. 

(Sitting with band wrapped around back, held in hands) 

6. Shoulder circles (refer to figure) 

7. Wrist circles(refer to figure) 

8. Shoulders(refer to figure) 

 Pull band out to the sides on exhale 

 Release band on inhale 

9. Spine Twist(refer to figure) 

 Rotate and pull band on exhale 

 Release tension in band and rotate toward centre 



 

161 

 

(Sitting, band wrapped around feet, held in hands) 

10. Half Roll Back (refer to figure) 

Modification: Add bicep curl (refer to figure) 

11. Obliques Roll Back (refer to figure) 

a) Exhale on rotation to right 

b) Inhale on rotation towards centre 

c) Repeat alternating sides 

(Lying supine on mat lying on band, holding band above head) 

12. Ab Prep (refer to figure) 

Modification: Add pulse while up in the flexed position 

(Lying supine on mat with band wrapped around foot) 

13. Ankles (refer to figure) 

 Inhale and exhale for the entire rotation of ankles 

 Both directions 

 Both ankles 

14. Hip (refer to figure) 

 Inhale and exhale for the entire rotation of leg at hip 

 Both directions 

Modifications: Bend knee and rotate from hip 

15. Footwork (refer to figure) 

a) Heels together, toes apart 

b) Feet together, toes in band 

c) Feet together, heed in band 

d) Lift and lower, toes in band 

e) Lower and lift legs 

Modifications: 

 Add imprint if needed 

 Add upper body flexion on exhale, lower upper body on inhale 

 Add flexion of upper body throughout 

Note: 

 Lighter resistance, more abdominal work 

 Higher resistance, more leg work 

16. Single leg (refer to figure) 

Modifications: 
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 Toes in band 

 Heel in band 

17. Bend and Stretch (refer to figure) 

a) Laterally rotated legs 

b) Parallel legs 

Modifications: 

 Pulses 

18. Short Spine (refer to figure) 

19. Coordination (refer to figure) 

(side lying, with band wrapped around foot holding in hand) 

Side lying leg exercises 

a) Press 

b) Leg circles 

c) Up and down 

Note: 

o hold hand lower towards floor for more tension 

(Sitting with holding band, band wrapped around feet) 

20. Back Rowing Preps (refer to figure) 

a) Bent elbows 

b) Plough 

Modifications: 

 Legs straight 

 Add a pulse for the Plough 

21. Round back (refer to figure) 

Modifications: 

 Add bicep curl 

22. Roll back and Plough (refer to figure) 

23. Flat back (refer to figure) 

(Sitting with band wrapped around back, holding in hands) 

24. Front rowing (refer to figure) 

Modifications: 

 Kneeling upright 

(Lying prone, holding band with band across back) 
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25. Back extension (refer to figure) 

 Exhale on back extension while pulling band 

 Inhale on release of back extension and band 

(Sitting on band, holding band across body in hand) 

26. Rotator cuff (refer to figure) 

 Both sides 

27. Mermaid (refer to figure) 

 

 

Ring 
(Lying supine on mat) 

1. Breathing 

 Lying supine 

 Holding ring above chest squeezing on exhale, releasing on inhale 

2. Scapular stabilization 

 Protract on inhale 

 Retract and squeeze ring on exhale 

3. Ab prep (refer to figure) 

4. Hip rolls 

 Holding ring above chest 

 Squeezing ring on exhale 

5. Shoulder bridge I 

 Holding ring in hands above chest 

 Squeezing ring on exhale 

Modification: Squeezing ring between knees on exhale 

6. Shoulder bridge II 

 Scapular stabilization (protraction/retraction) 

 Arm Scissors 

 Arm circles 

Modification: 

1. Squeezing ring between knees on exhale 

2. For scapular stabilization (protraction/retraction) Holding ring above chest, 

squeezing on exhale 

(Sitting) 
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7. Spine twist 

1. Holding ring in hands in front of chest 

2. Rotating to right 3 times, exhaling each time, squeezing ring on each exhales 

3. Rotating towards centre on inhale 

8. Saw 

1. Holding ring in hands in front of chest 

2. Squeezing ring on exhale 

9. Half roll back (refer to figure) 

10. Roll down (refer to figure) 

11. Roll down with obliques (refer to figure) 

12. Roll up 

13. Rolling like a ball 

 Holding ring in hands 

 Holding ring in hands 

(Lying supine on mat, holding ring in hands) 

14. Single leg stretch 

15. Obliques 

16. Double leg stretch 

Modification:  Holding ring between ankles, squeezing on exhale 

17. Scissors 

18. Hundreds 

 Holding ring between ankles, squeezing on exhale 

 

 

Toning balls 
(Holding toning balls in hands) 

1. Breathing 

2. Elevation and depression 

3. Scapular stabilization 

 Protraction 

 Retraction 

4. Arm reaches (refer to figure) 
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5. Scissors 

6. Arm circles 

 Big small 

 Ab prep 

7. Ab Prep 

(sitting) 

8. Half roll up (refer to figure) 

9. Roll Up 

10. Half Roll Back (refer to figure) 

Modification: With biceps (refer to figure) 

11. Obliques Roll Back (refer to figure) 

12. Spine Twist (refer to figure) 

 Exhale rotating 3 times to the right 

 Inhale back to centre 

 Repeat to the left 

 Alternating sides 

13. Single leg stretch (refer to figure) 

14. Obliques (no balls) 

15. Double leg stretch (refer to figure) 

16. Scissors (refer to figure) 

17. Hundreds (refer to figure) 

 50 with palms up 

 40 with palms down 

18. Pec Flys (refer to figure) 

Modifications: 

 Table top 

 Complete mid back series from reformer repertoire 

19. Hip Rolls 

20. Shoulder bridge 

Modifications: 

 Elevations and depression 

 Scapular stabilization 

i. Protraction 

ii. Retraction 
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1. Arm reaches 

2. Arm scissors 

3. Arm circles 

i. Big 

ii. Small 

(Lying prone) 

21. Breast stroke preps (1-3 from Stott essential mat) (refer to figure) 

22. Breast stroke (refer to figure) 

23. Single leg extension 

24. Swimming prep (refer to figure) 

Modification: Flex (bend) elbows, if needed 

25. Triceps (refer to figure) 

 Exhale when extending elbow 

 Inhale when flexing elbow 

Modification: Extend opposite leg 

(sitting on the floor or ball) 

26. Arms circles (refer to figure) 

 Big circles 

 Small circles 

 Both directions 

27. Spine twist (refer to figure) 

28. Rolling like a ball 

 

 

Abs & glutes 
(Lying supine on mat) 

1. Breathing 

2. Roll up prep (with toning balls) 

3. Roll up 

4. Half roll back 

5. Obliques roll back 

6. Rolling like a ball 

7. Single leg stretch 
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8. Obliques 

9. Double leg stretch 

10. Scissors 

11. Hundreds 

12. Hip rolls 

13. Shoulder bridge preps 

1. Arms up towards ceiling with or without toning balls 

2. Both feet on mat 

3. One foot on mat, alternating feet 

(Side lying on mat) 

1. Side leg lift series (1-5 from Stott essential mat) 

2. Piriformis stretch 

3. Plank 

 

 

Intro Class (Reformer and basic principles) 
1. Show clients how reformer works 

a. Carriage 

b. Rails 

c. Gear bar 

d. Stopper 

e. Footbar 

f. Springs (red, blue, white) 

2. Show clients hot to set up reformer 

a. 90 degrees at hips 

b. Positioning of gear bar and stopper 

3. Set up reformer for one client as a demonstration for the others. 

4. Set up reformers for the remaining clients 

5. Basic principles (3 out of the 5 Stott basic principles) 

6. Breathing (lying supine on the reformer or mat) 

a. Inhale through nose 

b. Exhale through mouth 

c. Abdominals active throughout 
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d. Inhaling into back and sides of ribcage as well as front and upwards (3D breath or 

lateral breathing) 

e. Engagement of pelvic floor and transverse abdominius 

f. Explain breathing while clients are breathing 

7. Pelvic Placement (lying supine on reformer or mat) 

8. Ab prep (feet on footbar on reformer or sit bones apart on the mat) 

a. Neutral (ASIS and pubic bone all level) 

b. Imprint (use of abdominals rather than glutes to achieve this position) 

c. Legs in table top (define table top while in imprint 

d. Single leg stretch with upper body down while maintaining imprint 

e. Head Position and Cervical placement (lying supine on reformer or mat) 

f. Head not (red light; green light) 

a. Engagement of upper abdominals 

9. Footwork (on the reformer) 1-5 from Stott essential level 

a. Fluidity of movement 

b. Exhale while extending knees 

c. Inhaling while flexing knees 

d. Scapular stabilization 

e. Pelvis in neutral position 

10. Midback Series: 1-5 from Stott essential level 

a. Legs in table top 

b. Shorten straps if needed 

11. Feet in straps 

a. Bend & Stretch 

i. Parallel 

ii. Laterally rotated 

iii. Medially rotated 

b. Lift &amp; Lower 

c. Adductor stretch 

d. Leg circles 

i. Both direction 

NOTE: show clients how to get into and out of straps with feet safely 
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Jumpboard (basic routine) 
 Feet together (or parallel) 

o Bouncing and warming up 

 Jumping jacks 

o Land feet apart 

o Land feet together 

 Double jumping jacks  

o Land feet apart 2 times 

o Land feet together 2 times 

 Moguls 

o Legs adducted 

o Twist at waist and land. 

o Alternating 

 Cross country 

o Legs parallel 

o Landing one foot above the other keeping feet in line with ‘sits bones’ 

o Alternating 

 Side to Side 

o Legs adducted 

o Land on left side of the board 

o Land on the right side of the board 

o Alternating 

 “V” 

o Land legs adducted in centre of board 

o Land legs apart, feet in the top corners of board 

 Do the Basic Routine above with 

o 2 springs 

o 1.5 springs 

o 1 spring 

o 0.5 springs 

 

Modifications of Basic Routine for 1 spring: 

o Feet together 

o Jumping Jacks 

o Double jumping jacks 

o Moguls 

o Cross country 

o Single leg (Jogging) 

 Land with one foot, other leg in table top 

 Alternate feet 

 Obliques 

o Maintain ab prep with hands behind head for support 
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o Continue with single leg (Jogging) 

o Add rotation at waist, rotating opposite shoulder to opposite knee; alternating 

 

Modifications of Basic Routine for 0.5 springs 

o Feet together 

o Jumping jacks 

o Moguls 

o Cross country 

o Single leg (Jogging) 

o Obliques 

o Tuck Jumps 

 Feet together 

 Tuck knees into chest after pushing off of board 

 Tuck jumps with a twist 

o Like the tuck jump but 

 Tuck and twist knees to the left after pushing off the board 

 Land with feet parallel on the board 

 Tuck and twist knees to the right after pushing off the board 

 Alternating 

o Slits (Air Jacks) 

 Push off board 

 Separate legs then bring them back together before landing with feet together 

on the board 

o Hinge 

 Push off board 

 Flex at hips (hinge and hips) keeping legs straight 

 Land with feet and legs together. 

 

ADDITIONAL EXERCISES FOR 1 AND 0.5 SPRINGS 

o Ab prep 

 Raise upper body up as you leave the board 

 Lower as you land 

o Single leg 

 Maintain Ab prep while doing the single leg (Jogging) exercise above 

o Double leg stretch 

 Maintain Ab prep 

 When at the board, hand by knees 

 Reach arms overhead as you push off the board 

 Circle arms around bringing hands back to knees as you land on the board 

o Scissors 

 Maintain Ab prep 

 Push off with both feet 

 Reach one leg up towards the ceiling, knee extended, hands behind this leg 

 Lower this leg, landing on both feet. 
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 Alternate. 

 

 

Mat Class (basic routine) 
WARM UP 

1. Breathing 

2. Imprint and release 

3. Scapular isolation 

4. Elevation and depression 

5. Arm circles (both directions) 

ABDOMINALS 

1. Ab prep 

2. Roll up 

3. Rolling like a ball 

4. Single leg stretch 

5. Obliques 

6. Double leg stretch 

7. Scissors 

8. Hundreds 

9. Roll up (again) 

GLUTES 

1. Hip rolls 

a. Arms down 

b. Arms up reaching towards ceiling 

2. Shoulder bridge prep I 

 Up and down 

 Up then lift one foot then the other, alternating 

3. Shoulder bridge prep II 

 Holding shoulder bridge prep I while doing scapular isolation and arm circles 

4. Hamstring stretch 

BACK 

1. Breast stroke preps 1-3 

2. Single leg extension 

3. Swimming prep 

4. Breast stroke 
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5. Swan dive prep 

6. Shell stretch 

ABDUCTORS 

1. Side leg lift series 1-5 

2. Opening and book 

 a. Side lying 

b. External rotation of top leg 

3. Clam 

a. Side lying; toes together 

b. External rotation of top leg 

4. Piriformis stretch 

ABDOMINALS 

1. Plank 

2. Side plank 

3. Shell stretch and/or cat stretch 
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Appendix IV – Props used in Pilates 
There are many props and toys used in Pilates to add challenge and accessibility to exercises 

depending on the client and situation.  I’m going to introduce a few of the props by this is by no 

means and exhaustive list. 

 

THE FOAM ROLLER 

Props are not lacking in Pilates training. A prop in Pilates is really just a toy that is used to add 

something to the exercise. Whether that be support or instability creating greater challenge, the 

prop used and how it is used is really dependent on the client using it. The foam roller is a good 

example of a prop. It’s probably one of the most popular props seen found in a studio. Though it 

comes with different textures and length variations, dependent on the brand, they are essentially 

the same - made with dense foam in order to support the entire body throughout a workout.  

The cylinder design is a step further from MAT work. On the unstable surface, muscles are 

retrained and recruited in order to control the movements and stabilize the torso. Hence, it 

engages the deep stabilizers and challenges the tiny little muscles that wouldn’t have been 

engaged in daily activities. The Foam Roller is definitely great for balance training and core 

strengthening, and an added benefit to your workout. 

The workout could be done supine, prone or side-lying position depending on your goals. Some 

Reformer exercises can be done with foam roller, imitating the movements such as knee 

stretches, spinal articulation, shoulder bridge, breast stroke preps, swan dives, Ab prep, to name a 

few. Overall, most feel more of an abdominal work due to the unstable surface. 

 

THE FLEX BAND 

The flex band is an add on to your Pilates workouts providing resistance to the workout. There 

are many tensions of flex bands, represented by colours, ranges from very light to extremely 

heavy (thicker material). However, there are two main resistances that are normally used in 

Pilates training: green which is a light resistance and blue which is stronger resistance. Before 

choosing the resistance you need to ask yourself what you want to do with the flex band. Do you 

simply want to feel the workout by increasing some tension on both muscle and joint or if you 

want to get some feedback on the target area? The latter is very beneficial for individual 

workouts. Take for an example, let’s take the single leg circle exercise on mat, lying supine with 

one leg bend, the other leg on table top, place the flex band around the thigh of the leg in table 

top, hands holding on both ends of flex band, elbows down on mat. Glide the leg around the hip 

joint and feel the resistance from the bend. 8-10 times on both internal and external rotation of 

each leg. Small, gentle rotations. Make sure the leg is returning to the hip socket when circling 

the leg. I can guarantee you will feel the hip joint more than ever before. That’s the benefit of 

flex band! Another example is Bend and Stretch: lying supine, legs in table top, flex band 

wrapped around the soles of the feet, hands holding on both ends of flex band, elbows on mat. 

Exhale to press the flex band out, focusing on hip, knee and ankle movements. Inhale to return. 

Again, this workout gives you more awareness on joint movements rather than just simply 

bending and stretching the legs. Many of the other mat exercises may be modified slightly in this 
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way to provide either more resistance or more feedback and focus on joint movements, 

enhancing your Pilates workouts  
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Appendix V – Equipment used in Pilates 

 

CADILLAC 

Apart from MAT and Reformer, Cadillac is another apparatus for Pilates training. Unlike 

reformer, Cadillac is not widely available though it’s certainly a piece of fixture that looks 

familiar when you visit someone in the hospital. Yes, it looks like a hospital bed! It was invented 

by the famous - Joseph Pilates – who was sent to work in camps during WWII. During that time, 

he was exposed to a lot of sick people and those that were bedridden with no physical mobility. 

So, he came up with the idea of using springs (see picture below) and have them hooked up on 

the bed posts so patients can move with the resistance of spring tensions. In his mind, everybody 

should be able to walk and move. As a result, it quickens the healing process once the patients 

were able to move and regain their physical mobility. 

Nowadays, the Cadillac has equipped with more dynamic components in it, incorporating with 

functional and athletic trainings in mind.  

The centre piece is a movable Trapeze bar. On the head of the Cadillac hangs two springs which 

could be either use for legs or arms work (inter-changeable), as well as a roll down bar. On the 

opposite side, it has a steel bar (push-through bar) which can hook up with one or two springs 

tensions to assist flexion, extension, lateral flexion as well as arm and leg movements.  

In general, any exercises that can perform in reformer, can be also performed in Cadillac, with 

the exception of foot work. Other exercises are almost identical such as mid-back series, back 

and front rolling, standing arm works etc. As well, the spring tensions are available either from 

below or above which makes the movements more challenging and versatile.  

Cadillac has a stable surface. Clients need to have a good among of body awareness and have 

been in training with a certified instructor for a period of time before using it. As well, a spotter 

or trained individual is required to be there when any exercises is performed. 

 

THE REFORMER 

The reformer is one the more popular pieces of equipment in Pilates training. Many who are you 

new to Pilates training fall in love with this piece of equipment. What makes this equipment so 

popular you may ask? What makes this machine so unique? Let’s have a look at its features.  

Unlike the larger, bulky machines found in gyms, the reformer has a unique design that is 

suitable for different body types, postures, weaknesses, strengths whether they are athletes or 

rehab individuals. The reformer has a movable surface called the carriage that slides back and 

forth. Underneath the carriage is a set of 5 springs that range in resistance from a quarter, half to 

one “full” tension. These springs allow you to adjust the tension to the needs and goals of 

individual. One end of the machine is an adjustable bar called the footbar which can be pushed 

against by feet or by hands while the body is on the carriage, lying supine, standing, seating, 

kneeling or side bending. Towards the end of the carriage are two ropes with loops for hands and 

feet. One thing to keep in mind when on the carriage is the return of carriage. This requires 

control of both concentric and eccentric muscles to prevent the carriage from bouncing back. 

This becomes more clear once you’re on the carriage and moving.  
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For stability, a beginner’s workout usually starts in supine, lying face up, position. Some of the 

fundamental exercises includes: foot work, lower and lift, bend and stretch, adductors/ abductors 

stretch, working the lower body but also the core stabilizing muscles. The mid-back series gets 

the upper body working while again the core muscles are acting as stabilizers. These exercises 

lay the foundation for a total body workout.  

In time the addition of flexion of the spine with feet are in the straps; progressing to arm and leg 

coordination all add to incorporating the other principles of fitness into your workout. Once 

stability is developed, the body can then be further challenged by switching from a supine 

position to a seating or standing position. As a greater sense of body and mind awareness 

develops, workouts will start to include other planes of motion, open kinetic chains, eccentric 

control of the muscles and less supporting surface for some exercises, all working to challenge 

stability and the principles of fitness.  

One of the advantages of the reformer is that the variety of exercises is seemingly endless. 

Accessories like the maple pole, long and/or short box and jump board are available to make 

workouts more versatile. Depending on the goals of an individual a single exercise can have 

multiple effects, variations and benefits. Now that spring is here what better time to try 

something new, awakening muscles that may have been dormant throughout the winter months 

by gliding back and forth on a reformer. 

 

BARRELS 

Barrels come in the different sizes. In accordance with the following sequence, they are: Arc 

Barrel, Spine Corrector and Ladder Barrel. 

These pieces of small equipment are quite unique in their own design. The barrels provide 

spinal/torso support in flexion, extension, rotation and side-bending while moving the arms and 

legs. The Arc Barrel, the smallest of all, is commonly used to prep/assist clients who do not yet 

have the spinal strength or flexibility to perform certain exercises in full such as Roll Over, Swan 

Dive, Swimming. The barrel can be also placed under the feet to assist those who have lordosis 

(inward curvature of the lumbar spine) to prevent spinal extension during roll up from the supine 

position, e.g Shoulder Bridge. As well, the arch of the barrel promotes a greater range of motion 

for clients who have more flexibility and joint mobility, to move more freely when torso is 

elevated from ground level which in turn makes the workout more dynamic. 

The same exercises that can be performed on both the Arc Barrel and Spine Corrector can be 

also be performed on the Ladder Barrel, providing more variety. In general, exercises on the 

Ladder Barrel are more difficult to perform compared to performing them on the Arc Barrel or 

Spine Corrector. As you can see, the Ladder Barrel is little higher and provides less supporting 

surface than the other two barrels. The rungs are for feet and arm support when the spine is 

moving, either facing or away from the rungs, which create a variety of movements in different 

planes of movement. Exercises can be performed in standing on the frame or rungs, sitting on the 

apex or leaning against the barrel.  

When choosing the types of barrel for a client’s workout, considerations should be given to torso 

stability, length, flexibility and mobility. How will one benefit from it in terms of stability vs. 

Mobility? You should ask yourself, “What is the goal for client’s workout?” For instance, if the 

focus is on spine movement but the exercise you had in mind involves shoulder stability, then 
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you need to make sure your client will have the shoulder strength to stabilize the shoulder joints 

prior to the spinal movement you want to achieve. The same principle applies to all other 

exercises. 

 

 

 

 

Appendix VI – Comments about Pilates 
 

So I thought I’d include comments and testimonials from clients I had over the years, not 

showcase how wonderful I was but to showcase how wonderful Pilates is how it helped and 

benefited so many people. 

 

''Love it! I work at a desk all day and pilates helps get some of the kinks out and realign posture. 

In terms if core work and overall body workout, the new class by type format lets you pick your 

format based on the results you are looking for. New instructors also allow you to change it up 

and keep you interested. Overall, I highly recommend it.'' 

- Sandra, Ottawa, ON, Fall 2012  

 

''I have a very fit friend who has always been raving about the benefits of pilates so when I saw a 

special for Reformer classes at Pilates Patio I decided it was time to try it out. How hard could it 

be I thought - you exercise lying down! How little I knew about the challenges and the benefits of 

pilates that I would quickly become addicted to. I have been attending classes at Pilates Patio 

twice a week for about 7 months and my arms, legs and abs have never been stronger or leaner. 

I have always been the person that started some sort of fitness program with the best of 

intentions but within a few months, I would fall off the rails. Not this time! The classes are 

different and unique each time so I never get bored and I feel so invigorated afterwards. The 

classes are also flexible so I have no difficulty fitting it into my schedule and committing to 

attend. I have a plan to see what my body looks like after 2 solid years of pilates, I am already 

leaner and stronger than I have been in years and I am confident that this has become a part of 

my lifestyle forever.'' 

- Julie, Ottawa, ON, Summer 2012  

 

''It's a testament to Pilates Patio that this is my longest lasting New Year's resolution! I noticed 

an improvement within a couple of weeks -- better posture, increased strength and energy, and 

improved muscle definition. The wide range of classes and times offered, not to mention the 

convenient location, make it an easy activity to stick with, regardless of fitness level.'' 

- Dana, Ottawa, ON, Summer 2012  
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''Pilates was a great way to rebuild fitness after an enforced absence due to illness. By working 

on various muscles groups, in a fun and programmed way, core strength returned rapidly. Now, 

I continue to enjoy the workouts as part of an active lifestyle, including biking, soccer and tennis. 

The small class size allows for personalized instruction. The workouts continue to strengthen all 

muscles groups while the program varies from week to week, which keeps me coming back for 

more.'' 

- Catherine, Ottawa, ON, Summer 2012  

 

''I started doing Pilates about 1 year ago to strengthen my core and manage back pain. It 

worked! Within a couple of months of doing regular Pilates workouts at the studio, my back, 

stomach, legs and arms were feeling stronger than ever. I highly recommend Pilates Patio to 

anyone who wants to take their Pilates workout to the next level. '' 

- Annie, Ottawa, ON, Summer 2012  

 

''I spend the summer months in Ottawa and arrived in June, looking for something to take the 

place of the Pilates mat classes that I attend twice weekly during the rest of the year. Pilates 

Patio is in my neighborhood so I decided to check it out. I'm so glad I did! The small group 

classes on the reformer and mat were quite a departure from my usual mat classes, attended by 

20 - 30 people with lots of opportunity to hide at the back of the pack. At Pilates Patio there's 

nowhere to hide - and that's a very good thing. Lani's personalized attention encouraged me to 

push myself through challenging sequences of exercises while addressing a number of bad habits 

I've acquired over the years. It's been a great summer and I'm sorry to say goodbye, but I'm 

already looking forward to reconnecting with Pilates Patio the next time I'm in town.'' 

- Lianne Calvert MacGregor Chapel Hill, NC, Summer 2012  

 

''I have been attending classes and private sessions with Lani for the past several months and 

really enjoy it! I am recovering from a back injury and Lani has helped me adapt the standard 

exercises so that I can get the most out of the sessions - building strength and conditioning - 

without aggravating my injury. Lani always looks for new ways to challenge her clients, but 

takes care to make sure we can still work within our various limits. In each class we work the 

basics and then we work on different areas to keep things interesting. Lani also asks if there are 

areas the class wants to work on and comes up with a variety of ways to do so. I recommend it to 

anyone looking to build strength and conditioning or just try something new.'' 

- Sarah, Ottawa ON, 2012  

 

''After years of wanting to attend an authentic pilates class I finally enrolled with Pilates Patio in 

August 2011. Joining the pilates classes at Pilates Patio with Lani Haque has surpassed all of 

my expectations. Lani not only has an abundance of knowledge and expertise but can also 

simultaneously cater to all fitness levels in one class. Her sincere concern for each of her 

students’ progress demonstrates her passion and dedication to pilates. Pilates has given me the 
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opportunity to strengthen areas that I could not otherwise target as precisely with regular 

exercises at the gym. It is a gentle way to obtain dramatic results. After an hour of pilates I feel 

reenergized and stronger! I look forward to maintaining my physical fitness level with the help of 

pilates for the rest of my life!'' 

- Stefania, Ottawa ON, 2011  

 

''I am a 50plus woman, and several months ago I went to my family doctor to see if the medical 

system had come up with any new solutions for back pain. In the past, I have always gone to a 

chiropractor for treatment. My doctor told me that doctors still do not have any great solutions 

for back pain, but that he had been researching the problem and found one effective treatment: 

Pilates. I started at Pilates Patio shortly after he recommended it, and since then have had 

absolutely no back pain! In addition, I can see and feel a great improvement in my abdominal 

muscles.  

I have found Lani to be an amazing instructor; she remembers any issues I have and helps me 

work around them. Whenever the subject of fitness comes up, I tell people how wonderful Pilates 

is. I have tried aerobics and boot camp over the years, and always found that the hour seemed to 

go by at a snail's pace. With Pilates, time flies! And, as I tell people, "Exercising while lying 

down....what's not to like about that?"'' 

- Cindy, Ottawa ON, 2011  

 

''Since starting Pilates with Lani 6 months ago I have noticed big improvements in my strength, 

posture and flexibility. The lessons are well structured and she does an excellent job focusing on 

areas that I want to work on. Seeing the progress that I have made, my wife and daughters have 

recently started taking lessons from her as well.'' 

- Jay, Ottawa ON, 2011  

 

'' I have done pilates on my own in the past but now that I have been taking classes with Lani for 

the last several months at Pilates Patio on Richmond Road, I realize that I never truly worked to 

my true potential when I did it on my own. Lani provides personal training in a small group 

environment. I feel like I am getting a personal trainer at a small class price point. Lani tailors 

the exercises to each person and is flexible in focusing on the areas each person wants to work 

on. I am amazed at how Lani remembers each of her clients and their individual needs. One 

never has to worry about getting bored. Lani switches things up, adding different exercises each 

time.'' 

- P.A., Ottawa, ON, 2011  

 

''I have found pilates to be a great form of low impact exercise for improving posture, 

strengthening core, and cross training for many sports activities. I have been attending Lani's 

classes for 5 months now and am always amazed at the variety of exercises and muscle groups 

that can be worked. Lani is very good at providing a safe and encouraging environment while at 

the same time challenging me. Because of my variable schedule I really appreciate the on-line 
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booking system that allows me to book just one class at a time when it's convenient rather than 

committing to one time every week, and I also think the classes are very reasonably priced. '' 

- Pat, Ottawa, ON, 2011  

 

''After many years of suffering lower back pain and seeking help to relieve the pain, I have 

discovered that pilates has given me the best results in helping reduce my problem. As well as 

having foot pain caused by arthritis, which prevented me from doing any high impact activities, 

pilates was also helpful here. Pilates gives me a full-body workout concentrating mostly on core 

exercises which help strengthen my abdomen which in turn helps support my back. Pilates work 

on the reformer eliminates full impact on my feet but gives me an equivalent workout such as 

aerobics or zumba. It is amazing how many different exercises can be done on the reformer from 

lying down, kneeling and standing up, while working upper body and arms at the same time. Mat 

work is also offered using a variety of apparatus such as exercise balls, rings and foam rollers. 

Lani is a very knowledgeable instructor who puts you through the paces of an excellent overall 

workout. Be prepared to sweat and feel your muscles work hard and ultimately feel much 

stronger! '' 

- Cathy N., Ottawa, ON, 2011  

 

''I've been taking classes with Lani at Pilates Patio since the summer and it has really helped me 

with my dancing. My dance teachers highly recommend that I continue with pilates to help me 

strengthen my core. They have noticed a difference in my dancing as well. I always look forward 

to my sessions with Lani because for me, it's a great work and she makes the class very 

enjoyable! '' 

- Lily, Ottawa, ON, 2011  

 

''I do not enjoy lifting weights and was pleased to find a great alternative option in pilates. The 

reformer provides a effective way to build long lean muscles, while at the same time improving 

posture and strengthening the core. Also, with pilates you get out of a workout what you put in, 

which means each workout can be as challenging as you choose to make it. '' 

- Marci, Ottawa, ON, 2011  

 

''I have attended Lani's classes since she opened her Westboro studio. The reformer/mat classes 

are challenging, fun, and very efficient in building core strength and overall conditioning. 

Additionally, I have found this training to be effective in rehabilitating injury. Lani provides 

good individual instruction, motivating me to keep developing my fitness level. '' 

- Cathy M., Ottawa, ON, 2011  

 

''My name is Jane MacTavish Robinson. I am a very happy client of Lani's at Pilates Patio. I am 

a 69-year-old woman who has some physical issues. At the age of 19 I broke my left leg and 

ankle really badly. It has now fused and gives me some trouble. Also in the 1970's I broke my 
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right knee cap which also gives me difficulty. I hoped Pilates would give me a good workout 

without unnecessary impact on my ankle and knee. Lani has helped me tremendously. She is 

quietly encouraging, always ready to try a different approach which will fit in with my needs. It 

is great. The studio itself has a nice ambiance. The equipment is great. The space is clean. There 

is interesting art on the walls which changes from time to time. It was definately a luck day for 

me when I started at Pilates Patio. '' 

- Jane, Wakefield, QC, 2011  

 

'' I started classes with Lani at Pilates Patio 5 months ago and am totally hooked on Pilates! At 

51 years of age I feel that I have finally found a form of exercise that I actually look forward to 

doing. I feel stronger, more energetic and positive about managing my back pain issues. Lani is 

a wonderful instructor, offering encouragement to students at all fitness levels in an effective and 

fun way. Classes are always challenging and stimulating, Lani manages to give specific attention 

to everyone, even in group classes. Pilates has become an integral part of my ongoing fitness 

plan , it has changed my outlook on fitness and overall health in a very positive way. '' 

- Paula, Toronto, ON, 2010  

'' I would highly recommend Lani Haque as a Pilates instructor. She is able to ensure that each 

person in the class is both encouraged and challenged. The classes are varied to maintain a level 

of interest, and she is able to tailor exercises to individual needs. The atmosphere in the classes 

is always positive and supportive. I started classes as I was recovering from a shoulder injury, 

and after only four months, I feel stronger and have started to develop better posture. '' 

- Philippa, Toronto, ON, 2010  

 

''Pilates is the first type of physical activity that has caught my attention to the point that I have 

stuck with it for more than three months and will most probably continue doing for the 

foreseeable future. I find the reformer fun and appreciate that I can enjoy the exercises while 

benefitting from them. I have seen great improvements in my strength as well as my posture. 

Pilates Patio and Lani have had a significant contribution to my new found dedication to 

physical activity. The group classes are so small and Lani makes sure that no-one "slips through 

the cracks"... I believe that the attention is the same, if not better, than what one would get in a 

semi-private class. I definitely recommend Pilates Patio and Lani to all...'' 

- Gift C., Toronto, ON, Fall 2010  

 

''I started at Pilates Patio when I was 3 months pregnant. Lani instructed me through exercises 

that were challenging and safe during pregnancy. I was able to attend the classes, comfortably, 

until a few days before giving birth. I rejoined the classes six weeks after my daughter was born. 

I think the focus on core and lower body strengthening during the classes helped me keep my 

weight gain healthy during pregnancy, make a quicker recovery from labour, and helped me lose 

pregnancy weight. Lani's clear and precise instructions ensure each exercise is meaningful. My 

abs feel tight; thanks Lani. '' 

- Fausta, Toronto, ON, Fall 2010  
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''I have really enjoyed attending Pilates classes at Pilates Patio over the past year. I feel much 

stronger, and look more toned, particularly in the midsection area. I look forward to going to the 

classes; they are always challenging and there is an enormous amount of variety in the types of 

exercises that can be done. Lani is an excellent teacher, and does an excellent job at gearing the 

classes to the needs of the participants.'' 

- Shira, Toronto, ON, Fall 2010  

 

''I have absolutely loved my experience at Pilates Patio. I get a great work out there and have 

already dropped a full clothing size in only two months. Lani is an excellent teacher, combining 

skill, humor and calmness in order to get everyone to work to their maximum. I highly 

recommend Lani to anyone looking to get fit, improve their muscle tone, increase their energy 

levels and develop a stronger feeling of wellbeing.'' 

- Claire, Toronto, ON, Fall 2010  

 

''I started at Pilates Patio about 9 months after my second child was born and within weeks I 

started to notice a difference in my muscle tone and coordination. I enjoy using the reformer 

because it allows me to stretch and work on muscles in a way that is impossible on my own. My 

favorite thing about Pilates Patio is Lani, who is not only extremely knowledgeable and 

professional but also very personable - even if the class is full I always feel like I am getting a 

private session. I really can't say enough good things about Lani and Pilates Patio, they are 

great preventative medicine.'' 

- Michelle S., Toronto, ON, Fall 2010  

 

''I began Pilates a year ago with Lani at Pilates Patio. I love it, I feel stronger, I have more 

balance and flexibility, and I am much more conscious of my posture. Pilates with Lani is the 

first type of exercise that I actually look forward to, rather than dread'' 

- Carrie, Florida, USA, Fall 2010  

"I have been attending classes at Pilates Patio for several months. I feel leaner, stronger, more 

flexible and just generally healthier. I love Lani's classes. Only 4 people max per class, and Lani 

always pays equal attention to each participant. She is attentive to each person's form and 

always pays attention to what the class participants want to focus on. The schedule offered 

allows for some variance each week, and therefore makes it possible for busy people to make it 

to classes even if their own schedules change week to week. The new on-line booking feature is 

fantastic and makes it very convenient to book sessions. My week is not complete without at least 

one, preferably two, and if I am really feeling strong, three sessions at Pilates Patio!" 

- Pam, Toronto, ON, Fall 2010  

 

"Discovering Pilates Patio has given a dramatic boost to my fitness program. Lani is an 

excellent teacher who can instruct as well as demonstrate the finer points of Pilates. I know I've 
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had a workout after a session with her, and I've noticed a dramatic improvement in my fitness 

level. I've also noticed other changes: the pain in my knee has substantially lessened, and I feel 

as though I walk taller. I've recommended Lani to several of my acquaintances, who've now 

become regulars at the Patio." 

- Nancy, Toronto, ON, Spring 2010  

 

"I come out of a Pilates class feeling energized, strong and taller! Pilates Patio in the Beach has 

helped me gain core strength and balance within my body. Since joining in Jan. 2010, I have 

increased my strength, stamina and flexibility significantly. My shoulder and knee problems have 

all but disappeared and I have re-discovered my waistline! As I travel quite a bit, the flexible 

class hours make it possible for me to attend at least once a week, and sometimes more than that. 

I absolutely love coming to class because Lani makes the classes fun, challenging and varied." 

- Annette, Executive, Toronto, ON, Spring 2010  

 

"I see you have a Pilates studio all set up. Good for you. Bravo! I still haven’t managed to find 

any in Sheffield where I live, which has got me thinking!!! I move to London next year to work in 

the city. But i am also looking into buying a Pilates Machine for myself and taking the weekend 

courses in Reformer work. I haven't felt as fit as i did in those few weeks in Toronto. There is 

nothing quite like it for improving my balance. " 

- Martyn Smith, Sheffield, England, Summer 2009  

 

"I had the pleasure of working with Lani over several months on the recommendation of my 

massage therapist. This was my first experience with the Reformer, and I must say, Lani has me 

hooked on Pilates!  

Pilates has improved my posture, eliminated my back pain, and greatly increased my core 

strength, allowing me to have greater stamina in other sports. I have taken classes with several 

other instructors, but have not found one I like as much as Lani. I highly recommend her for a 

great work-out. " 

- Terri McDougall, Toronto, ON, 2009  

 

"Lani - you are a very "gifted" teacher - I see how you have taken the precision from your math 

instruction and applied it to pilates - you give instructions in such a concise and orderly manner 

that it is actually possible to follow them all at the same time - something that is not always 

possible with other instructors I have had. I really enjoy the workout and feel that I have had a 

good workout when it's over." 

 

- Joyce Edge, DSHM, Homeopathic Practitioner, Toronto, ON, 2009  

"Pilates offers a unique approach to total body conditioning of benefit to everyone from the 

absolute fitness novice to the most accomplished athlete. The exercises are continuously 

challenging and never become routine - the infinite variety of possibilities with both the mat and 
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reformer bring excitement to the workouts that is rarely achieved with more traditional types of 

exercise. I especially appreciate the respect one's body is given with pilates - a person is never 

expected to compromise the health of one's own muscles and joints in order to meet his or her 

goals. Lani herself could not be more passionate about pilates and the benefits it can bring to 

everyone. Her focused approach to each person's individual needs and goals makes her an 

outstanding instructor. Just as she is doing for me, she can help you achieve the kind of results 

you may never have thought possible." 

-Julie Zavagno, Massage Therapist, Toronto, ON, 2009  

 

"As an early 40's man with a history of 'traditional', 'manly' fitness experiences (you know, gyms, 

weights, football, cycling, etc.) but no significant exercise for several years and a white collar, 

somewhat sedentary lifestyle, I was in quite poor physical condition when convinced to try 

pilates. I had all sorts of misconceptions about pilates; it's for women, it's not real exercise, and 

so on, some of which were reinforced when I duly attended a large, professional pilates studio. I 

found that the level of concentration on my form (I was a complete beginner), my breath control, 

all the muscles involved and holding my breath and position as this was all explained to me in 

rapid, convoluted sentences to be overwhelming. The constant correction was somewhat off-

putting. The exercies, while hard, were boring. Sounds bad, I know. Then I took a one-on-one 

class with Lani. She approached teaching me with an interest in how I learned, what I enjoyed, 

and where I said I felt a benefit. Totally different! And it was fun. I have engaged in many types 

of physical activity, and rarely have smiled and laughed through every grueling workout. And 

grueling they were; though I felt no pain while I was working out, the next day I felt like I had 

been hit by a truck (but in a good hurt kind of way - a very effective workout). And I laughed all 

the way through. Due to her style of teaching (it is plain that she learns and enjoys as much as I 

do although she is the pilates expert) and interaction, I am a convert to this form of fitness. I 

have found changes in the strength and flexibility of my body, the endurance of my legs, and in 

my balance. Changes that I could feel in a week. I wouldn't hesitate to recommend pilates now to 

anyone. Anyone who had never tried it, anyone with challenges when facing a typical 'gym' 

environment, or anyone like myself, who is not a 'gym body' and would like a more comfortable, 

low-stress and fun way to approach fitness. Thank you Lani, for helping me to discover fitness 

that I can really enjoy." 

- Frank, Toronto, ON, 2009  

 

"Lani was an incredibly patient, prepared and knowledgeable instructor. She always had 

something new and interesting to practice, but was also very concerned with ensuring we 

practiced on the areas I wanted to improve on using the exercises I enjoyed most. I thoroughly 

enjoyed my lessons with her - can't wait to start back up again!" 

- Erica Carr, Insurance Institute, Toronto, ON, 2009  
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