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Active vs. Passive Stretching

My guess is you know the difference between active and 
passive in general. Let’s apply that to stretching. 

Active stretching uses the muscles around that joint to 
stretch the tissues. In other words, the muscles that control 
the joint should do the stretching and strengthening around 
that joint. It’s all about muscle balance and control—we want 
the muscles around your spine, knee, shoulder, and each joint 
to do the stretching, strengthening, and build stability and 
control in the process.

Passive stretching, on the other hand, is stretching using 
external force. So, what does passive stretching look like? 
Look around you. Passive stretching is most common because 
people naturally use their strong muscles to do work that 
their weak muscles can’t do. When you passively stretch, you 
use one arm to pull on your neck, leg, or the other arm. Do 
you use that arm to move and control those joints? No—you 
have just stretched, loosened, or destabilized those areas with 
external force. You think you are stretching your hamstrings 
(the back of your thigh) by sitting on the floor, leaning over, 
and touching your toes when, in reality, you are probably 
stretching your lower back or sacroiliac tissues. The weight of 
your upper body will pull on the weakest area. Your hamstring 
muscles are larger and stronger than your spinal muscles, so, 
without protecting your back, those smaller, weaker back 
tissues will give and be stretched. Your hamstrings won’t be 
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touched. The strong get stronger, and the weak get weaker. 
Active stretching protects the weak, vulnerable areas while 
specifically stretching tight tissues. 

It’s not what you do but more how you do it that counts. 
Want to stretch your hamstrings? Good. Lie on your back on 
the floor with a rolled bath towel (about 1.5-2.0 inches thick) 
under your back at the waist. With your legs straight, pull one 
bent knee toward your chest, until your hip is bent 90 degrees. 
Use only your leg strength—no hands!—to hold your thigh 
vertical, at 90-degrees. Keep your other leg straight, flat on 
the floor and your back against the rolled towel. Hold the 
90-degree hip flexion position as you slowly straighten your
knee as far as you can without moving your thigh. You probably
cannot straighten your knee completely. In fact, your knee may
be bent quite a bit. But if you have kept your hip bent at 90
degrees, you are effectively stretching your hamstrings—you
are actively stretching! Your quadriceps muscles (on the front
of your thigh) are getting stronger as they stretch the opposing
hamstrings muscles, and these two muscle groups control your
knee motion. Hold your stretch for 30 seconds and repeat three
times on each leg. For best results, do this exercise at least three
times per day until you can straighten your knee while holding
your leg at 90-degrees of hip flexion for thirty seconds.




