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Mixing Pilates & Football 
Pilates is a method of exercise developed by Joseph and Clara Pilates in the early 1900s as a study of movement. It includes over 500 controlled, multi-faceted movements that involve both the mind and body. An original student of Joe and Clara Pilates, Ron Fletcher states that his mentors stressed the importance of being more aware of and communicating with the body. Pilates has been a popular conditioning and rehabilitation method of dancers for a century, and its mystique is becoming attractive to competitive athletes with a desire to improve performance and prevent injury. 

Because Pilates is based more on an Eastern philosophy than a Western way of thinking, it requires a little bit of a different approach than traditional strength and conditioning programs. You can’t really label each Pilates exercise as being for either flexibility or strengthening. Each movement is about synchronizing the entire body. 

In addition, repetitions and load are not a measure of success. Exercises flow and build on one another with a focus on body alignment and control. Success is personal and the individual is compared only to their previous performance of the exercise. 

Although Pilates is very different than a traditional football strengthening program, we felt it could benefit our players in unique ways. To start, we looked at injury trends in the sport. Among injuries that football players may suffer, hamstring and groin injuries are two of the most debilitating and problematic. The mildest strain can take players out for weeks or even months. In addition, these injuries are recurrent in nature and tend to linger for long periods. 

Pilates has the unique ability to create muscle balance about the pelvic-hip-lumbar complex. Traditional conditioning and rehabilitation programs often emphasize one component of muscle balance at a time, such as hamstring flexibility or adductor strength. Pilates exercises are whole-body and functional in nature. They not only create flexibility, but increase strength and endurance in the opposing muscles at the same time. This allows the athlete to use their new range of motion immediately. This functional movement also encourages an active stretch very similar to the PNF stretching frequently used in conditioning. 

Another area of concern in football athletes is the large number of lumbar and thoracic spine injuries. It is important for offensive and defensive linemen, especially, to have strong oblique muscles to withstand the force of impact. Traditional abdominal crunches can set a player up for injury by creating an imbalance of the abdominal musculature. During a traditional crunch, the internal oblique and rectus abdominus muscles become short and strong, while the external oblique elongates and the transverse abdominus contraction is inhibited by an overpowering rectus abdominus. 

Engaging the external oblique with Pilates encourages a more balanced participation of the abdominal muscles for spinal stabilization. This starts with the most basic component of Pilates—breathing. To breathe Pilates style, athletes are directed to inhale by “expanding their ribcage laterally,” and on exhalation, “draw their navel to their spine and slide the ribs into the front pockets of the pants.” The Pilates method mimics a diaphragmatic breath, encouraging expansion of the rib cage on inhalation and contraction of the deep abdominal muscles on exhalation. Since exhalation is the only way to voluntarily contract the transverses abdominus, this is an efficient way to train the muscle to engage during certain activities. 

Along with injury prevention, we felt Pilates could help increase agility in our athletes. Although Pilates exercises will not directly affect speed, they do place an emphasis on body control and posture, two important elements of agility. The proper posture and control attained through Pilates maximizes the athlete’s efficiency of movement by optimizing length tension relationships of opposing muscle groups. Emphasis on body control through core strength increases the stability of the spine, which also leads to more efficient and agile movements.

