Stretching Guidance for Runners
Runners are bombarded with so much information that it is often difficult to sift through books, magazines, websites, coaches recommendations and other runners’ opinions to figure out what is best to do.   High mileage or low mileage?   Quality or quantity training?   Track sessions or fartlek running?   Tempo runs or long interval training?   The list is endless.   But one area has always seemed to perplex runners and coaches – stretching.   The main areas of discussion are whether stretching reduces the incidence of injury, if stretching increases or reduces speed, whether to stretch before or after running and what type of stretching to include in your regimen.   I will attempt to provide some guidance.

Stretching and Injury Reduction
Intuitively it seems that stretching your muscles will loosen them up and reduce injuries.   However, the opposite may be true.   Since our muscles are cold before exercising, stretching may actually cause micro tears than can increase the likelihood of injury.   A study conducted by Dr. Ian Shrier of SMBD-Jewish General Hospital in Montreal concurs with this opinion.   The easiest way to ‘stretch’ your muscles is to run the first mile of your training run at a very slow pace to allow the muscles to warm up.   It is a well-known practice of World Class Kenyan runners to start out at 9:00 minutes or 8:00 minutes per mile before settling into their pace which most runners can only dream about.   A recent USATF clinical trial involving nearly 3,000 runners found no difference in the risk of injury based on whether stretching was performed before running.   Age, gender, flexibility and mileage did not appear relevant.   But those who normally stretched and were assigned to the non-stretching group doubled their chance of injury.   So, if you currently stretch before you run this study suggests you continue, but after your easy warm up.
Stretching and its Effect on Speed

Our muscles can be compared to a rubber band.   There is stored energy that is released.   Just as a rubber band loses its ability to contract rapidly and quickly expend energy after it is stretched, our muscles can be susceptible to the same phenomenon.   A study in 2007 on track and field athletes at Louisiana State University indicated that stretching has a negative effect on high-power short-term exercise.   You may think this doesn’t matter if you are racing a 10k, half marathon or marathon, but if your top end speed is reduced there may be a similar reduction in your ‘cruising pace.’
Stretching Before or After Running

As long as your muscles are warm, passive stretching before your run shouldn’t cause any harm.   But if you want to improve your running performance, active stretching may help.   After a mile or two of easy warm up running, a series of running drills that exaggerate your range of motion can get your muscles ready for optimum utilization.   After running is a good time to do some light, passive stretching exercises to allow your muscles to cool down.   Stretch until you feel the muscle tightens; bring it back a little bit and hold for about five seconds.   Holding it longer may cause the muscle to fight you which is not desirable and may be harmful.
What Type of Stretching to Include in Your Regimen

As we have already noted, active stretching can be useful after you warm up with some light running.   Running with high knees, butt kicks, skipping with high knees, walking on your heels, crossovers and backwards running are a few active stretches that can improve your range of motion and power.   Be careful to add these slowly to your routine.   After running while you cool off you can passively stretch some of the larger groups of muscles including quadriceps, hamstrings, calves and your iliotibial bands.

What Should You Do?
By all means do include stretching in your exercise regimen.   Just rethink the type of stretching and when you stretch.   Before any speed session, hill repeats or long run loosen up for a mile or two, do some active stretching to prepare for the intense or lengthy period of running and then set out to complete your planned training session.   After running cool off with light stretching exercises that gently help your transition from movement to recovery mode.   Any element of training, such as high mileage, intensity, strength training or stretching can be helpful in increasing our fitness and readiness for competition.   Using these tools wisely is often neglected with a resulting negative effect.   I hope this information will help you to use stretching wisely.   There is much more information on this topic, so if you want more, then use your internet browser wisely!

