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I dedicate this book to the creator, with gratitude and awe for giving us the miracle of the human body.






INTRODUCTION What Is Essentrics?


If you’re reading this book, you’re probably someone who loves to move, like me—and who wants to keep moving for life.

Or you’re someone who wishes you were moving more, who feels that the hours you spend immobilized over your phone or your laptop are harming your health, but who hasn’t yet found a complete, full-body workout that you can fit into your day that leaves you feeling energized and pain-free.

I’m about to tell you about a stretching and fitness revolution that will keep you moving, energized, and pain-free for life. It began with a simple insight: many exercise programs, including the ones I used to teach at my own studio, actually leave you with less mobility and restricted joints, which lead to premature aging and injury. Throwing out the idea of “no pain, no gain,” I spent years studying how we’re actually designed to move and creating a full-body program that stretches and strengthens all the muscles in a balanced way, enhances the range of motion of every joint, and unglues stuck connective tissue. The result is Essentrics, a groundbreaking practice of gentle movement, respecting the muscle chains and joint mobility of the body, that scientists from Harvard, Adelphi, and McGill Universities have validated as a way to keep us strong, flexible, and fit for life, as well as providing immense benefits for brain and digestive health.

From my own experience I know high-impact activities like running, team sports, and tennis are fun, social, take us out into the fresh air, and exercise our bodies. As exhilarating as these activities are, they’re also hard on us. Work, too, whether we’re sitting at a desk or constantly on our feet, creates wear and tear on our joints and muscles. We need to protect our bodies from permanent damage so we can live fulfilling, pain-free lives at any age.

We tend to reward men or women who display the strength and ability to keep going despite pain. Athletes, professional and amateur, push through pain and injury to finish marathons or triathlons, or to participate in sports like football, where the concussion and prescription drug use statistics are infamous.1 We’ve seen talented athletes sidelined by severe pain and injuries and high-intensity training participants who have suffered muscle damage so severe that the proteins and electrolytes released into their bloodstream as a result put them into kidney failure.2 But we don’t seem to learn the lesson that this kind of exercise prematurely ages the body; we just keep pushing ourselves to the breaking point. I danced with the National Ballet of Canada and know from personal experience that professional dancers ignore extreme pain and injuries up to the point at which their bodies can go no further.

Most fitness programs are designed to push young bodies to the limit; they are not designed to keep people injury- or pain-free. Quite the contrary: Pain is the gold standard for judging whether a workout is relevant. Over the years I’ve seen many people drop gym memberships because their bodies can’t handle the stress and pain. I’ve seen people stop exercising altogether because of injuries that led to chronic pain and surgeries. Unfortunately, many people equate exercising to pain and a sense of personal failure, and they don’t want to try again.

With Essentrics, I’ve discovered a way to be fit without ending up in pain. Suffering from chronic pain and healing slowly are not inevitable, even as we live well into our eighties and even nineties and beyond; we want those years to be as much fun and full of activity as the first part of our lives. But if we’re in pain when we’re young, it’s unlikely that we’ll be pain-free as we age. I’m here to show you how you can and should be pain-free and fully active for all the years of your life.

Injuries are another thing that age us. The human body is designed to last well into our nineties without overuse injuries or joint damage. Some fitness experts say the body gets stronger when it heals after injury. My long experience and the thousands of people I’ve worked with have shown me that this is not true: Injuries that occur in childhood and young adulthood often haunt people’s bodies throughout their entire lives. Injuries from repetitive strains or acute trauma often lead to increased risk of recurrent injuries or chronic pain if the source of the trauma is continuously reproduced.3

This is the problem: Life, many workout regimens, and many sports involve repetitive, high-impact movements that unbalance the 206 bones, 650 muscles, 360 joints, and connective tissue (fascia) of the human body. When you unbalance the body, you will injure it.4

In 2010 I was presenting a flexibility workshop at canfitpro, a major fitness convention in Toronto, Canada. I asked the two hundred participating coaches and fitness instructors to raise their hands if they were in pain. Ninety-six percent of the hands went up. If that many instructors were in pain, think of how their clients felt! Unfortunately, to this day in the fitness industry, some level of pain and injury are considered normal, acceptable, and even celebrated as evidence that you’ve worked hard. The pain, you’re often told, is good pain, strengthening pain. For the record, there is no such thing as good pain. Pain is a neurological message telling us that something is wrong. Despite what some experts say, pushing through pain will not ultimately make you stronger. Yes, for a time, your muscles will get stronger—until they start to break down.

Muscles make up one-third of the musculoskeletal system, which comprises three interdependent yet independent systems: the muscular system, the skeletal system, and connective tissue. Ignore one of these systems at your peril; this is when injury and pain occur. But when you work these systems as a trinity, pain and injury are rare. When your primary focus is strengthening muscles, you often stress the connective tissue that supports and protects those muscles, causing conditions like tendonitis and inflamed ligaments.5 This is why the repetitive actions found in many workouts systematically destroy the cartilage, a connective tissue, in the joints.6 Many people believe that much of the pain and immobility we endure are natural results of growing older, but there’s nothing natural about them. They’re actually the consequences of unbalancing our bodies.7

In the 1990s, many of the students at my fitness center who were turning forty began to complain to me that the high-impact aerobics routines we taught at the time were causing them injuries and pain. They asked me to create a workout that didn’t hurt, but they still wanted results. They wanted the good posture, elongated look, and stamina of a ballet dancer. As a former dancer, I thought I knew how to create both strength and length in muscles, but that assumption soon proved wrong, and I found myself doing an abrupt turn away from dance and fitness into the world of neurology, biology, science, and anatomy.

The program I created—now called Essentrics—was based on the ways our bodies are actually designed to move, which involves having full range of motion in all 360 joints, equal strength in all 650 muscles, and well-hydrated, malleable connective tissue. The best part of my discovery was that this objective could be achieved by doing a daily twenty- to thirty-minute workout that used gentle, active movements to stretch and strengthen the whole body, including joints, ligaments, and fascia. This discovery was so contrary to everything I had previously learned that it took me years of receiving testimonials from students and clients (tens of thousands of them by now) and the results of scientific studies to believe that the benefits of Essentrics were real.8

I studied anatomy, neurology, and physiology to reinforce my intuitive understanding of how the various parts of our body interact with one another. I looked at how the body was created to move and quickly realized that so many of our habits, workouts, types of physical labor, and sports distort our musculoskeletal system, and that this was the problem. We often do exactly the opposite of what the body needs to be physically fit.

When I began teaching classes based on these principles, my own horrendous chronic back pain disappeared. A recent X-ray showed that, at seventy-two, my lower spine had definite signs of arthritis, but I still have no pain—the reward for practicing what I preach for the past twenty-five years.


WHAT IS ESSENTRICS?

Essentrics is an injury-free, pain-free, age-supporting way to exercise. It’s exercise in a healing mode.

Time and again, I’ve witnessed the way the human body performs as a self-healing machine. With the correct method of exercising, it can self-repair.

Each workout (ranging from twenty to sixty minutes) is designed to engage all 650 muscles and 360 joints in the human body, with an emphasis on stretching and moving the full-body fascia. To achieve this, we use gentle, rotational, massage-like movements that slowly return every joint to its original full natural range of motion. Unlike many other programs, Essentrics’ primary goal is to stretch all the muscles equally, so there are no tight muscles to tug on other muscles, creating imbalances and injury.

It’s extremely important to never use external weights while doing Essentrics. You can strengthen yourself and stay fit simply by lifting the bones and muscles of your own body. Range-of-motion sequences in the Essentrics program use the principle of eccentric training, which is lengthening while strengthening. The joints of the human body are not designed to handle excessive weight and can be overstretched and damaged if you add external weights to Essentrics movements.

These sequences and workouts meet the demands of a wide spectrum of users, from people who are already in shape to people who are completely out of shape, from athletes to people of all ages who just want to be able to bend enough to slip on their shoes and remain independent.

Essentrics works by rebalancing the muscles to enhance functional mobility. I know this not only because it has transformed my own body but also from the thousands of testimonials I mentioned. Essentrics increases strength and flexibility without injury or pain using, among other techniques, eccentric training, which lengthens and strengthens. In addition to rebalancing every muscle and joint in the body, Essentrics improves posture by placing a special focus on the alignment and placement of the body. It can slow or even reverse symptoms of biological aging,9 from relieving arthritis and a multitude of aches and chronic pains to boosting energy. Clients in their twenties and thirties who work out the Essentrics way talk about how much better they feel in their bodies and how much more fun they have participating in their favorite sports. People in their sixties, seventies, and eighties report that they feel decades younger.10 Just twenty minutes of Essentrics every day can give you a strong, vibrant body free of pain and injury.

You may find it hard to believe that fitness can be easy and much less time-consuming than most fitness experts recommend. I had trouble believing that also. But it’s true: with Essentrics, your body can be both pain-free and powerful.
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CHAPTER 1 The Balanced Body


It’s our birthright to live in a pain-free, fully mobile body, and to have effortless flow in every movement we make. We’re born with incredible potential for healing and regeneration.1 We function most efficiently when all the many parts of our bodies are in balance.2 Whether our body has been damaged through diet, disease, a sedentary lifestyle, or excessive training, we can reverse much of the harm and trigger the healing process simply by rebalancing the musculoskeletal system.

We are all born with a natural range of joint motion, but we lose that range of motion as we remold our muscles and fascia every day through how we choose to move or not to move. Muscles can become imbalanced and stiff from sports or other activities, or from a life of sitting at a desk, on a couch, or in a car. As we get older, the choices we make can suddenly catch up to us. Activities that used to be effortless suddenly become difficult. We feel stiff and tight and notice that we don’t move as easily as we used to, we can’t play sports the way we did when we were younger, running has become painful, or that basic daily chores are challenging and exhausting. Even for people in their forties, getting up off the floor can become a major task, along with putting on pants and socks, pulling on sweaters, and tying shoes. The good news is that none of these limitations are destined to happen, and most are reversible through the full-body rebalancing range of motion exercises I outline in this book.

Rebalancing the body requires the engagement of the full musculoskeletal system, which includes the muscles, the bones and joints, and the connective tissues (peri-fascia, fascia, tendons, ligaments, cartilage, and lymph). I call the three systems in balance a trifecta. To create that balance, we need to simultaneously strengthen and stretch all our muscles as we move through the range of motion of our 360 joints. This may sound like an impossible feat, but it’s actually quite simple, as you’ll see in the sequences in the exercise section.


Within the concept of a balanced body, muscles play an important role and should not be extremely weak or extremely strong. Muscles have the potential to be strengthened from 0 percent to 100 percent, with a zone of total weakness at the lowest end of the scale and one of maximum strength at the top. In between the two extremes is a middle zone hovering closer to the 50 percent mark that I call the Golden Medium, and yes, this is the range within which the body is at its healthiest. Below you’ll find descriptions of the three zones, along with simple quizzes that will help you establish which zone you’re in. Your goal is to try to stay as close to the Golden Medium as possible.

ZONE ONE

Weak from a Sedentary Lifestyle

Many people who sought out Essentrics were in Zone One, and quickly transformed their health and are now in the Golden Medium. Zone One includes people who live a sedentary lifestyle and rarely exercise. They use between 1 and 25 percent of their potential muscle strength, which means that their muscles are often too weak to support good posture. They have accelerated muscle and fascia atrophy—if you don’t use it, you really do lose it. They have difficulty climbing or descending stairs, and/or getting on and off a toilet or chair. They often have poor circulation, heal slowly, and have low levels of energy. Their connective tissue sticks due to dehydration, which can lead to chronic joint inflammation, often requiring joint replacement. Ironically, a sedentary lifestyle causes the identical shrinkage, imbalance, and damage to muscles, tendons, and ligaments that extreme exercise does. This group tends to age prematurely.

Do you feel stiff all over?

Yes ___ No ___

Do you have low-grade chronic pain in one or several joints (for example, hips, shoulders, knees, or ankles)?

Yes ___ No ___

Do you have trouble walking at least fifteen minutes every day?

Yes ___ No ___

Do you have trouble adhering to a regular exercise program?

Yes ___ No ___

Do you find excuses to not get off your chair?

Yes ___ No ___

Are you too tired to visit friends?

Yes ___ No ___

Do you have trouble getting on and off a chair rapidly and with ease?

Yes ___ No ___

Do you have trouble running up and down stairs?

Yes ___ No ___

Have you changed your wardrobe to clothes that are easier to put on and take off?

Yes ___ No ___

Do you huff and puff when you get off a chair or do basic chores like housework, gardening, or getting dressed?

Yes ___ No ___

Does it take you a long time to recover from illnesses, even a cold?

Yes ___ No ___

Does it take you a long time to heal from cuts, burns, and bruises?

Yes ___ No ___

Have you had or do you expect to have a joint replacement?

Yes ___ No ___

Have you had steroid shots to relieve pain?

Yes ___ No ___

Do you take pain medication on a regular basis?

Yes ___ No ___

Do you need regular massages to relieve your pain?

Yes ___ No ___

If you answered yes to most of these questions, you’re in Zone One.

ZONE TWO

The Golden Medium

This is the zone that Essentrics is trying to achieve for your body. People in this zone have the full natural range of motion in all their joints. They’ve developed between 26 and 75 percent of their potential muscle strength. Those muscles are strong and flexible enough to handle any sporting activity they choose, as well as maintain good posture all day. People in this zone are generally healthy, heal rapidly, have good energy, rarely suffer from chronic pain, and live fully active lives. These people perform regular moderate exercise to maintain strong and mobile muscles, and rarely (though occasionally, for the fun of it) push their body to its extreme limits. These people look younger than their years and feel fit. They age slowly and remain active well into their senior years.

Do all your joints move through their designated ranges of motion?

Yes ___ No ___

Are you basically pain-free?

Yes ___ No ___

Do you have lots of energy throughout the day?

Yes ___ No ___

Do you have good posture?

Yes ___ No ___

Do you heal from cuts, bruises, and other minor injuries quickly?

Yes ___ No ___

If you answered yes to most of these questions, you’re in Zone Two.

Have you had or do you expect to have a joint replacement?

Yes ___ No ___

Have you had steroid shots to relieve pain?

Yes ___ No ___

Do you take pain medication on a regular basis?

Yes ___ No ___

Do you need regular massages to relieve your pain?

Yes ___ No ___

If you answered no to these questions, you’re still in Zone Two.

ZONE THREE

Extreme or High-Performance Living

I’ve trained thousands of people in this zone who had the best intentions of developing a healthy, fit body but got out of balance; Essentrics helped them achieve the Golden Medium. People in this zone regularly push themselves to their limits, driving their body through pain and damage, sometimes to the point of collapse from exhaustion or injury. Most people who participate in competitive sports or extreme physical activity—weight lifting, distance running, high-intensity training programs, professional sports, or dance training, for example—fall into this zone. These types of activities shorten muscle length and limit range of motion. Muscle imbalances can then distort alignment, stressing the joints, ligaments, and muscles to the point of chronic inflammation, chronic pain, permanent joint damage, and premature aging.

Do you train by pushing your muscles to their maximum more than four times a week?

Yes ___ No ___

Do you have chronic pain?

Yes ___ No ___

Do you have recurring injuries?

Yes ___ No ___

Are your muscles losing their flexibility?

Yes ___ No ___

Do you have limited range of motion in your spine? Shoulders? Hips? Knees?

Yes ___ No ___

Do you feel extremely stiff and in pain when you get out of bed?

Yes ___ No ___

Do you enjoy or feel proud of your pain?

Yes ___ No ___

Do you tell people that pain and injury don’t stop you?

Yes ___ No ___

Do you suffer from chronic back pain?

Yes ___ No ___

Have you had steroid shots to relieve pain?

Yes ___ No ___

Have you had or do you expect to have a joint replacement?

Yes ___ No ___

Do you take pain medication on a regular basis?

Yes ___ No ___

Do you need regular massages to relieve your pain?

Yes ___ No ___

If you answered yes to most of these questions, you’re in Zone Three. (Most athletes and people who regularly participate in physically strenuous activity are in Zone Three.)



In order to rebalance your body, you must change your focus from training individual muscles to improving the range of motion of each joint.3 Every joint is attached to the body by many muscles. If one of those muscles is weak, stiff, or injured, it will affect the range of motion of the entire joint.

To simplify this concept, let’s look at the hip joint. It’s attached to and uses all these muscles and more: the gluteus group, hamstrings, quadriceps, psoas, piriformis, gracilis, and long adductors, and to the IT band. When people focus on strengthening their glutes, quads, and hamstrings, they can’t be sure they’ve strengthened those muscles equally, for one, and they also ignore all the other muscles in the hip joint that are used to move their hips and legs. In time, the stronger muscles slowly overwhelm the weaker muscles, pulling the joint out of its socket. When this happens, the ligaments, which act as stabilizers to keep the joint in place, become overstretched and weakened and can’t do their job.

No matter your age, an unbalanced joint will be painful. When we flip our focus from strengthening individual muscles to improving the range of motion of the joints through multidirectional, whole-body movements, we’re able to pull the joints back into alignment, and the pain disappears.4 Depending on the degree of muscle-fascia imbalance, relief can occur immediately or over time. When we move the entire joint, the individual muscles are integrated as a system to support a continuous flow of movement. As the system works in synergy, the muscles of the joint are equally recruited to make the movement happen. This is why range-of-motion exercises are the safest, most efficient, and most painless way to strengthen your body.

Essentrics may give the illusion of being an easy workout, but people are always amazed at the strength they develop by doing it. It seems easy because all the muscles are doing the work. It’s like having fifty people doing a job instead of ten: the job is finished more quickly, and no one is exhausted.

The bonuses to rebalancing your joints are amazing posture, massive energy, and a pain-free body.






CHAPTER 2 Redefining Stretching


What is stretching? Stretching is the action we take in order to decrease the feeling of stiffness and increase our flexibility. The feeling of stiffness is caused when muscles shorten around their attached joint, limiting the joint’s ability to move easily or comfortably. The action of stretching the muscles pulls a tight joint apart with the objective of relieving the feeling of stiffness, tension, or pain. Unfortunately, in many cases the relief is temporary, which causes many people to lose faith in the potential of stretching.

We have viewed stretching through a very small lens, believing it can offer limited, short-term relief of stiffness and pain. Our new definition of stretching offers the potential to unleash explosive power and strength, reduce injuries, help slow the aging process, increase energy, and open the possibility of living in a pain-free body.

These objectives cannot be achieved by focusing on muscle flexibility alone. They can only be achieved when, in addition to muscles, we focus on full-body range of motion of the joints. This will automatically stretch, strengthen, and rebalance the body.

Some programs claim to be full-body workouts, but they aren’t. Some claim to rebalance the body, but they don’t. Many gyms are equipped with flexibility equipment. Unfortunately, no machine can calibrate an individual person’s sensitivities enough to adjust to every client’s level or potential flexibility. Traditional stretching, the kind we’re taught to do before we begin to exercise, targets specific muscle groups, and recommends that a stretch be held for twenty to sixty seconds. Studies by the University of Australia, among others, support my experience that such traditional, static stretching yields few benefits and can even impair performance if done prior to exercising.1

There is significant evidence that holding a stretch for a minute or more temporarily decreases strength and speed for up to an hour, likely due to changes in the neuromuscular signaling from brain to muscle and loss of contractile ability.2 Or simply because it unbalances a joint! The result is impaired performance. In a recent study conducted at the University of Nevada, Las Vegas, athletes generated less force from their leg muscles after static stretching than they did after not stretching at all. Other studies have found that static stretching decreases muscle strength by as much as 30 percent. “There is a neuromuscular inhibitory response to static stretching,” says Malachy McHugh, the director of research at the Nicholas Institute of Sports Medicine and Athletic Trauma at Lenox Hill Hospital in New York City.3 The straining muscle becomes less responsive and stays weakened for up to thirty minutes after stretching, which is not what an athlete needs before a rigorous training session.

Despite this, static stretching is the most common form of stretching used today. In fact, according to a 2016 study of 605 personal trainers in the US—virtually all of whom had certifications from the American College of Sports Medicine4 or the National Strength and Conditioning Association—80 percent still prescribed traditional static stretching to their clients. It’s discouraging to me that, despite decades of research showing its inefficacy, static stretching remains one of the prominent forms of flexibility training.

Yoga is a wonderful mind-body program that originated in India and that has been mislabeled as a flexibility program. Yoga was designed not to work through the full range of motion of all the joints but to help focus and calm the mind. To do so, it uses many static poses that practitioners are meant to hold. It can be painful to hold a pose for a long period of time, but after a while the body becomes numb and blocks out the pain. That’s the point: to discipline the participant’s mind to overcome the pain and discomfort caused by deliberately stressing joints when holding poses. Unfortunately, this also unbalances joints, which explains some of the most common injuries related to Westerners’ yoga practice: carpal tunnel syndrome, back pain, and chronic shoulder pain. I know many people who love yoga and find great benefit in regular practice; adding a program like Essentrics will make sure your muscles and joints stay in balance while maintaining full mobility.

Pilates, which many people also think of as a flexibility program, was created during World War I by Joseph Pilates as a rehabilitation program. Pilates was a true healer, and he created a powerful healing and strengthening technique that is still popular with professional ballet dancers, athletes, and physiotherapists. However, unlike Essentrics, it was not designed to be a full-body program. If you love Pilates, then to maintain the flexibility and mobility in your entire body and prevent injuries, an Essentrics workout is the ideal complement. Most of the Pilates classes offered today were not created by Joseph Pilates (who did not trademark his technique) but by hundreds of fitness instructors who are not obliged to follow his wise concepts. To get the best out of Pilates, people need to work with highly skilled therapists or trainers who safely supervise and guide them in the use of the equipment that Pilates designed. Common injuries from participating in Pilates workouts are shoulder, neck, and back pain. Adding Essentrics workouts to a Pilates regimen will help safeguard practitioners from such injuries, and, again, will balance the body.

Physiotherapy exercises are designed to target specific injuries and heal them; they are not suggested for use as a stand-alone workout. Under the guidance of a physiotherapist the injured area is targeted with rehabilitation exercises, but once the healing has occurred, it’s time to return to a full-body program. I studied with a sports physiotherapist for several years, and I’ve incorporated many physiotherapy techniques into the Essentrics program.

It’s very simple to judge whether a program is a full-body regimen: if it doesn’t use the full range of motion of every joint, engage movement on every plane, twist and bend, reach to the ceiling and floor with both slow and rapid movements, and use fingers, toes, and every other joint, then it isn’t full-body. So far, Essentrics is the only program that can make that claim, because I created it with that purpose in mind.

As I was developing Essentrics, I realized that the secret to flexibility (and a permanent increase in flexibility) is in rebalancing the joints. The flexibility in the dozens of muscles that are involved in the range of motion of any given joint will be automatically increased when the range of motion is improved. A healthy joint is one capable of moving effortlessly through its designated full range of motion. If a joint can rotate, bend, or swing effectively, then the muscles and fascia connected to that joint will be fully flexible, too, and there is no need to add individual muscle flexibility exercises. This is the trifecta in action: the muscles, connective tissue, and bones and joints working in harmony.

When joints cannot move through their designated range of motion, they need to be restored with range-of-motion exercises that automatically rebalance the muscles and connective tissue.5 Muscle flexibility is the by-product of a healthy range of motion, not the other way around.


Flexibility and hyperextension (or hypermobility) are two unrelated issues. Hyperextension/hypermobility is most often a genetic connective tissue condition in which the person has varying degrees of hyperextended or hypermobile joints. In most cases, the hyperextension is not extreme enough to cause an imbalance in joint stability. In rare cases when it’s extreme, a flexibility program is not advised.6 I’ve almost never come across dangerous hyperextension, but when I do I recommend beginner ballet, because it’s a slow and deliberate strengthening method.



We’ve been looking in the wrong place to relieve stiffness, which has less to do with individual muscles and everything to do with range of motion. When we feel stiff, it’s most likely that the range of motion of a joint has been reduced because the muscles and connective tissue around the joint are shrinking, shortening, and atrophying, limiting their movement. By doing range-of-motion exercises, you can prevent the muscles of that joint from shrinking and atrophying, making the stiffness disappear. Any improvement in our range of motion makes everyday activities easier. The best part is that a positive chain reaction takes place: The more the joints are liberated, the more we’ll use them, and the more we use them, the less likely they are to stiffen.

We also know from experience that people have trouble sticking with traditional stretching or flexibility programs. Most complain that they don’t get satisfactory results, or that stretching takes too long and is boring. Human beings are driven by immediate gratification, and when they don’t get it, they often simply quit. When it comes to many stretching programs, the instant gratification part is missing because most flexibility techniques focus on stretching specific tight muscles. But many scientific studies have shown that stretching one muscle at a time simply doesn’t produce lasting benefits;7 any muscle is only as flexible as the tightest muscle on its team. For example, it’s impossible to permanently increase the flexibility of the hamstring by isolating it with traditional targeted stretching, because any tension or stiffness in the other muscles and fascia of the hip joint, such as the glutes or psoas muscles, will limit the hamstring’s ability to maintain its flexibility. In order for the hamstring to maintain its flexibility, the entire chain of muscles related to the hamstring—the quadriceps, psoas, gluteus group, quadratus lumborum, and others—must be simultaneously stretched.


The human body is complex and needs a complex workout to effectively keep it fully mobile. We need to move but we need to move wisely and deliberately. There are many transformative benefits of improving the range of motion of all your joints, from toes to shoulders. Some are:


	Getting rid of scar tissue

	Releasing contracted muscles frozen in spasm. A spasm usually involves the contraction of an overworked muscle to force us to stop overusing it. The surrounding muscles stiffen to “splint” and protect the overworked muscle. If you’ve ever experienced the leg cramps known as charley horses, you know how painful this can be!

	Relaxing muscles

	Improving posture

	Improving mobility. The more mobile we are, the more we can move and the stronger our muscles will become.

	Stimulating healing

	Improving energy

	Improving circulation





To redefine stretching, we must see the body as a whole and not as individual parts, and work to return all those parts to their natural range of motion simultaneously. Essentrics shows how easily and rapidly this can be accomplished. Not only are your muscles awakened and stimulated when you twist, turn, reach, and bend in an Essentrics workout but your brain, your emotions, and your imagination are also. The effort of focusing on doing what are referred to as “complex movements” (as opposed to the simple, repetitive movements involved in something like running or walking, which don’t require conscious thought) gives you a holiday from everyday life issues. A break from stressful thoughts always puts you in a better mood, so by the end of a workout both your body and your mind feel happier. I’ve found that within days of starting Essentrics, most people begin looking forward to their sessions.

Another element in the quest for a more flexible and mobile body is exercising the connective tissue. With its slow pace, rotational movements, and focus on range of motion, Essentrics is as much a connective tissue workout as one for muscles and joint health. The power of connective tissue has been recognized scientifically only in the last decade or so. Made of collagen, connective tissue supports, binds, or separates every tissue and organ in the body. When it comes to strength, mobility, and how our body moves, healthy connective tissue is as important as healthy muscles and joints. Every time we move, an automatic adjustment of the distribution of effort and tension takes place throughout the connective tissue network, involving peri-fascia, fascia, ligaments, and tendons. This allows the body to withstand tremendous force. When we run, walk, climb stairs, catch a ball, or stumble and fall, the connective tissue of the greater body absorbs much of the tension, not just the knee, hand, or shoulder that takes the direct hit.

Extensive research begun by Dr. Helene M. Langevin when she was at Harvard Medical School and Brigham and Women’s Hospital and that she has continued at the NIH has raised awareness of the importance of healthy connective tissue, especially in improving mobility, reducing inflammation, and healing injuries.8

The complex, weblike structure of connective tissue that envelops our joints is composed of liquids called lymph and mesh-like fibers designed to absorb the weight and tension of our body as we shift from side to side or up and down, or twist or bend. When muscles contract or extend, the liquid space between the layers of tissue is where the movement happens. When we don’t use our full range of motion, these tissues become dehydrated and stiff, constricting our muscles and, in turn, making our joints feel stiff.


FITNESS MYTHS

Flexibility training weakens muscles.

FALSE. Passive or traditional flexibility programs may weaken muscles, but not Essentrics training! Active dynamic stretching, which combines strengthening with stretching, makes you stronger. For example, male ballet dancers are stronger, pound for pound, than professional boxers.9

Targeted training unbalances the joints.

TRUE. Targeted training is just that: working on specific major muscles to either stretch or strengthen them. You’ll often see a training program limited to repetitions that work five or six major muscle groups. Targeted muscle training, by definition, unbalances the natural integrity of joints. An unbalanced joint is a weak joint, which increases the chances of injury.



This tightness or stiffness is a connective tissue problem, not a muscle problem, so it needs a connective tissue solution. Introducing hydration into dehydrated connective tissue requires slow, gentle movements.

The slowness of Essentrics sequences permits the lymph fluids to enter and hydrate the layers of fascia. This hydration acts as a lubricant that facilitates the fascia’s smooth slipping and sliding over our muscles as we move.

Stretching can work only when you balance all the muscles of a joint. Muscle flexibility is the natural by-product of maximum range of motion. The opposite is not true: When an individual muscle is flexible, the full joint may still have limited range of motion. The greater the range of motion, the greater the muscle flexibility and strength. Ballet dancers are trained from childhood to perform hundreds of range-of-motion movements; that’s the basis of ballet. This explains why they’re some of the strongest and most flexible athletes. Unfortunately, the extreme training of ballet takes them out of the Golden Medium and into the danger zone.

A balanced body is the result of all joints enjoying their full range of motion!

In Aristotle’s Metaphysics, he suggests that the whole is greater than the sum of its parts. I agree; we need to treat the body as an integrated system, rather than just its individual parts.


The Interdependent Systems of the Human Body

[image: Image]
All the moving parts: If one part gets stuck, it affects the whole.








CHAPTER 3 The Musculoskeletal Trifecta


When I started developing a fitness program that would truly heal and energize my clients, I thought that fitness was all about exercising muscles, and that strong, healthy muscles would guarantee people’s ability to move. But as I dug deeper, I found that so much of what powers us and keeps us pain-free and mobile is centered in healthy, balanced joints and connective tissue that doesn’t tie itself in knots. I leaped into a study of anatomy and the way that joints, connective tissue, and muscles work together to create the miracle of movement that became fundamental to the exercise sequences at the heart of Essentrics. I’ve found that teaching people about how their musculoskeletal system works transforms the way they think about their bodies and helps them safeguard their all-important joints. So here’s a quick anatomy lesson for you.

Our joints work like door hinges. When a door doesn’t function properly, the first thing we check is the hinge. If the door doesn’t close properly, the hinge could be loose. If the door squeaks, most likely the hinge needs to be lubricated. If one hinge out of three isn’t functioning correctly, it will cause a drag on the other hinges, and the door won’t swing the way it should.

As with a door’s hinge, when a joint is unbalanced, the weight of the attendant limb will make it even more unbalanced. When a hinge is loose, the door pulls on the hinge, causing more damage every time it swings open. We recognize that the problem isn’t the door—it’s the unbalanced hinge that’s making the door difficult to open. When we lift our arms and our shoulders hurt, the problem isn’t that we’re lifting our arms, it’s that the joint is unbalanced. Don’t stop lifting the arm; fix the joint and the arm will lift pain-free!

Unbalanced muscles are similar to unbalanced hinges: They pull the limb out of alignment, leading to joint damage and pain. Rebalancing exercises will pull the joint back into alignment.

The key to moving with ease is recognizing that all movement occurs in our joints. There are 360 joints in our skeleton. Each movable joint has a designated range of motion, and the type of joint indicates that range. (The skull joints and some of the spine joints have very little to no ability to move.)

There are three main types of joints:


	Fibrous (immovable), such as the joints of our skull

	
Cartilaginous (partially movable), like our vertebrae

	Synovial (freely movable), like our hip or knee joints



Our body adjusts according to the physical demands that are placed on it on a daily basis. The type of those physical demands results in various physiological changes to the muscles, joints, and connective tissue.

The principle of adaptation describes the physiological changes that occur in the muscles, joints, and connective tissue as the body becomes accustomed to a particular sport, fitness regimen, or lifestyle.1 The body can adapt to the physical demands that are placed on it by growing stronger and more flexible or tighter and weaker.

We are the bosses of our body. We can make our body strong or weak, stiff or fully mobile, elongated or bulky simply by how we train our muscles and connective tissue. Learning to tolerate increased stress or tugging causes adaptative changes to take place in the muscles and connective tissue.2 If a muscle is stressed beyond its tolerable limits, it will try to adapt its ability to withstand that stress and either lengthen, shorten, or become injured accordingly.

In the study of sports and fitness, a tremendous focus has been placed on muscle strengthening, cardiovascular conditioning, and neuromuscular coordination.3 Very little attention is paid to connective tissue, which is the part of the musculoskeletal system that is designed to help our body cope with stress and change.

Connective tissue is like a web that reaches from head to toe. It’s made of collagenous protein and designed to hold our muscles in their designated shape. When we look in the mirror, we’re seeing the shape of our connective tissue, in particular our fascia, which is the glue that holds our body’s shape. Ounce for ounce, fascia, ligaments, and tendons are stronger than steel.

Movement and force are generated through the interactions between muscles and fascia. Tendons connect muscles to bones, while ligaments connect bones to bones. If muscles weren’t attached to bones or bones attached to each other, humans couldn’t move; we would simply be a puddle of flesh and bones on the floor.

Cartilage, a member of the connective tissue family, cushions and prevents wear and tear on the joints, making movement smooth and pain-free. We’ve all heard how painful joints can be when their cartilage is worn out. Our cartilage is designed to last a lifetime, but we can damage it through poor habits.

Fascia is a subset of the connective tissue system. Fascia gives muscles their shape and rebound tension, which doubles the power of the actual muscle. Our daily movements, lifestyle, and favorite activities are reflected in our fascia, because movement trains the fascia. Someone who spends much of the day sitting has a very different fascial body than an active person.

Healthy connective tissues have a three-dimensional weave that looks like a fishnet pattern. If you looked at that weave through a microscope, you’d see undulations called crimps, which resemble and function like little elastic springs. If you wanted to build a spring that would bounce far, you would make one with many coils smoothly lined up on top of one another. The same concept works for the crimp: a larger degree of crimp will have higher elastic capacity for optimal force production.4 It was recently found that within the fascia of our legs, humans have a kinetic storage capacity, used when we walk, run, or jump, similar to that of kangaroos and gazelles.5 It’s the crimp pattern that gives fascia, tendons, and ligaments their strength. It’s the source of the natural bounce and springiness in a healthy person’s movements, the “spring in your step.” It makes you feel and look young.

The fascia of inactive or sedentary people loses its crimp formation, so the person has no recoil tension, leading to a constant state of exhaustion every time they try to move. The good news? When lost through injury or inactivity, crimp can be substantially recovered through a proper connective tissue exercise program. Scientific studies have shown that regular exercise, done gently over time, can reorganize connective tissue fibers and lead to the return of a strong crimp formation.6 Essentrics is full of exercises designed to rebuild the crimp—in particular chair work for the feet and the pliés and lunges.

There is a direct link between our lifestyle and the health of this connective tissue. Unlike muscles, which can strengthen rapidly, fascia is designed to hold the same shape over our entire life span. Fascia is often referred to as a sleeve or a sac surrounding the muscles. The fascia sleeve is made of layers of cellophane-like tissue interspersed with liquid layers of collagenous protein. Muscles are limited in how much they can lengthen and shorten as they stretch or contract by the fascia sleeve. When we move our muscles, the lubrication layer allows the fascia sheets to effortlessly slide over one another. This sliding gives the illusion that the fascia is stretching. Fascia has a limited ability to lengthen or shorten (4 percent to 6 percent) as the muscles contract and relax within the fascia sac. If we’re sedentary or we overstretch the fascia, it becomes saggy and loses its powerful web shape.

When our muscles contract and relax, they pull on the fascia sleeve, which showers lubrication into the layers. Imagine the joints of an elevator door receiving a gentle shower of oil every time it opens and closes; that keeps the door sliding smoothly. Now imagine that no one uses the elevator. When this happens, the oil intended to lubricate the elevator door slowly hardens to the point that it prevents the door from opening. That’s what happens to our fascia when we don’t move our bodies. Moving is the miracle that draws in the lubrication and hydration, which in turn keeps you moving and prevents hardening of the fascia.
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