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A

tennis player comes off the court and says
she has been having low back pain off and
on for a while. Although her back loosens
up when she stretches before practice
and play, she eventually becomes stiff again and
asks her athletic trainer if there are other exercises
besides stretching that can help decrease her low
back pain. Injuries to the low back can strike athletes
young, old, professional, or recreational. What most
athletes don’t realize, however, is their core could be
the key to preventing back injuries
What is the Core?
The core is where all movement begins in athletic
activities and where an athlete’s center of gravity is
located. It is made up of 29 muscles that attach to
the low back, pelvis, and hip region also known as
the lumbo-pelvic-hip complex. The main muscles of
the low back or lumbar group include erector spinae
(muscles along the spine), quadrates lumborum,
and latissimus dorsi (lats). The main muscles of
the abdominal group include the rectus abdominus
(the six pack), internal and external obliques, and
transverse abdominus. The main muscles of the hip
group include the glutes and the hip flexors. These
groups of muscles, when strengthened through core
stabilization activities, can play a significant role in
supporting the low back.
Core Stabilization Activities
When athletes are conditioning for a sport,
these types of activities are often ignored. Core
stabilization activities are not just crunches or
medicine ball throws, but include performing those
types of activities while maintaining a controlled
range of motion by using abdominal bracing to place
the pelvis in a more neutral position and placing less

strain on the low back. This is usually the first step to
learn in core stabilization.
• Lie on your back on the floor or mat with your
knees bent.
• Tilt the hips so that your lower back presses into
the floor or mat.
• Contract the abdominal muscle and glutes
simultaneously while tilting the hips.
Once the basic maneuver of abdominal bracing
is accomplished, try holding the position for five
seconds, remembering to breathe and doing 10
repetitions at a time. Work up to three sets of 10.
Try adding crunches while maintaining the
abdominal brace maneuver starting with 10
repetitions and working up to three sets of 10. Then
add crunches with a rotation working up to three sets
of 10. Challenge the abdominal bracing maneuver
even more by adding a balance ball while doing
crunches. Abdominal bracing is also a maneuver
that can be used while doing planks, side planks and
bridges on a flat surface or with a balance ball.
Once you practice the abdominal bracing of your
core and it becomes an unconscious response, it
can be added as part of a routine in any type of sport
specific activity like squatting into an athletic stance,
lateral shuffling, lunging, single leg hops, single leg
balancing, and even swinging a bat or a racquet.
The co-contraction of the abdominals, hips, and
low back muscle will help in using your entire body
and placing more force behind swinging an object
and even balance the body making it less prone to
injury.
Other Beneﬁts of Core Stabilization
Think of opening a jar. Is it easier to open the jar
arms length away or when you bring it in closer to
the body? Of course bringing it in closer to the body

would make it easier because you are allowing the
core to come into effect and getting more power
behind the twisting of the jar through not only the
muscles in the hands and arms, but the core as well.
Another benefit of core stabilization is power and
muscular control behind movements like swinging
a bat, pitching a ball, forehand swinging with a
racquet, and even swinging a golf club. If an athlete
has strong arms and legs and a weaker core, then
there is no support for those limbs and any power or
efficiency in their movement. This leads to injuries
of the arms and legs. Core stabilization also permits
proper posture control during athletic movements
such as running, therefore placing less stress on the
limbs and reducing risk of injury.
As an athlete, if you are experiencing back pain
or have other injuries that have developed over time,
the main cause of those problems may be having a
weak core. However, strengthening the core may not
be the end all to chronic injuries like back problems.
Sometimes there are other factors that play a part
that we can’t control in our genetics. Ask an athletic
trainer or sports medicine physician about any back
pain or chronic injuries that you may be experiencing
and if core stabilization will help to keep you in the
game. z
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