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FITNESS & EXERCISE

Stretching Helps, Just Not With Everything

Here is where stretching earns its place-and where strength, balance or broader exercise
may serve you better.

The ritual before the real thing

You bend toward your toes before a walk, pull an ankle behind you at the gym, or ease into a
stretch because that is what exercise is supposed to begin with. The ritual feels so familiar that
it can acquire powers nobody has proved it possesses. Flexibility, pain relief, protection from
falls: they blur into one promise that stretching is simply good for you.

The evidence tells a more useful story. Stretching is a form of flexibility exercise. It can help
your joints move more easily, improve posture and help your body stay limber. That is a real
purpose, especially when moving more freely is the thing you want.

But stretching is not a miniature version of every other kind of exercise. Aerobic activity
increases breathing and heart rate. Resistance exercise strengthens muscles. Balance work
improves stability and coordination. Most people benefit from combining exercise types
because each has a different job. Stretching belongs in that mix. It does not replace the rest of
it.

Flexibility is a specific win

If your aim is flexibility, stretching is not a consolation prize. It is the exercise category built
around that aim. Regular practice matters because your body adapts to the activity you do
most often, and physical activity guidance recommends building up slowly rather than pushing
hard all at once.

This can be particularly relevant as you get older. Flexibility exercises stretch muscles and may
help your body remain limber, while balance exercises have a different role: helping to prevent
falls. The distinction matters. Feeling less stiff is worthwhile, but it is not evidence that a
stretch-only routine will make you steadier or stronger.

Stretching may also be one accessible part of becoming more active. You do not need
elaborate equipment; a mat or resistance band can be used at home, and even small amounts
of exercise can be helpful. Yet the broader health benefits associated with regular physical
activity come from being active, not from stretching alone. Those benefits include possible
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improvements in mood, stress and strength, and lower risks of several long-term health
problems.

So decide what success means before you stretch. If you want joints to move more easily,
flexibility work fits the goal. If you want stronger muscles, better endurance or more stable
balance, choose exercise that directly trains those qualities as well. The name of the exercise
should match the job you are asking it to do.

Stretching is useful when flexibility is the destination.

Pain changes the question

Stretching often enters your life when something hurts. That is also where its reputation
outruns the research. A 2022 network meta-analysis combined 118 trials involving 9,710 adults
with chronic low back pain. Most forms of exercise improved pain and disability compared with
a control, but stretching was the exception for pain reduction.

In that analysis, Pilates, mind-body and core-based exercise ranked highest for reducing pain.
Pilates, strength and core-based exercise ranked highest for reducing disability. Rankings are
not guarantees for an individual, but the comparison is still important: for chronic low back
pain, stretching did not perform like a reliable pain treatment simply because it felt gentle or
targeted the sore area.

The picture is similarly unsettled for knee osteoarthritis. A 2022 systematic review found
beneficial effects of exercise on pain and strength, particularly from strengthening and aerobic
approaches. Aquatic and land-based programs showed improvements, but the researchers
could draw no concrete conclusions about stretching. That is not proof that stretching never
helps you. It means the trials do not support selling it as the answer.

Pain is the point where experimentation can stop being a casual lifestyle decision. If exercise
causes pain, or you feel extreme shortness of breath or dizziness, stop and seek help right
away. If you have trouble moving or balancing, have health concerns, or worry exercise may not
be safe, ask a health professional to help you choose an appropriate kind of activity.

A stretch is not a safety net

You may also stretch because you want to stay safe on your feet. Here the strongest evidence
points elsewhere. A 2019 review of 108 trials, involving 23,407 older people living in the
community, found that exercise reduced the rate of falls by 23% and the number of people
who fell at least once by 15%.
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The successful programs were not primarily about becoming more flexible. Balance and
functional exercise reduced the rate of falls by 24%. Programs combining several exercise
types-most often balance and functional work with resistance exercise-probably reduced it by
34%. No included trial compared flexibility exercise alone with a control, so the review could
not show that stretching by itself prevents falls.

This is an easy place to mistake one physical quality for another. A body that feels limber is not
necessarily a body trained to recover its balance, coordinate movement or produce strength.
Stretch if flexibility matters to you. For fall reduction, the evidence gives balance and
functional exercise the central role, often alongside resistance work.

Safety evidence was less complete than the falls evidence. Adverse events were reported in
only some trials and were not usually monitored closely in both groups. Most reported events
were non-serious and musculoskeletal, but that incomplete reporting is a reason for care-not a
reason to assume every exercise suits every person.

More movement, not more mythology

The same pattern appears when stretching is tested in a specific medical condition. A 2023
review included 156 randomized trials and 7,939 people with mostly mild to moderate
Parkinson's disease. Most exercise types showed benefits compared with a passive control,
while flexibility training might have had little or no effect on motor signs. Its effect on quality of
life was very uncertain.

That review found little evidence of meaningful differences among many exercise types
overall, and it emphasized the value of physical exercise itself. But it did not turn flexibility work
into a proven all-purpose intervention. The studies were generally small, and evidence about
adverse events was very uncertain. Falls and pain were the events reported most often.

Stretching is useful when flexibility is the destination. It becomes misleading when it is asked
to stand in for strength, aerobic fitness, balance training or condition-specific care. That is the
harder, cleaner line: a pleasant ritual may still be worthwhile without being a cure or a shield.

For the next week, notice why you are reaching for a stretch. Keep it if moving more easily is
the point and it feels right. If your real goal is strength, stamina, steadiness or relief from
persistent pain, let that goal choose the activity. And if movement brings pain, dizziness or
extreme breathlessness, stop rather than stretching through the warning.

Where this comes from
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- Exercise and Physical Fitness

MedlinePlus, U.S. National Library of Medicine - https://medlineplus.gov/exerciseandphysicalfitness.html

- Exercise for Older Adults

MedlinePlus, U.S. National Library of Medicine - https://medlineplus.gov/exerciseforolderadults.html

- Physical Activity and Your Heart

National Heart, Lung, and Blood Institute - https://www.nhlbi.nih.gov/health/heart/physical-activity
- Benefits of Physical Activity
National Institute of Diabetes and Digestive and Kidney Diseases -
https://www.niddk.nih.gov/health-information/weight-management/tips-get-active/benefits-physical-activity
- Best Exercise Options for Reducing Pain and Disability in Adults With Chronic Low Back
Pain: Pilates, Strength, Core-Based, and Mind-Body. A Network Meta-analysis.

The Journal of orthopaedic and sports physical therapy, 2022 - https://pubmed.ncbi.nim.nih.gov/35722759/
- Physical exercise for people with Parkinson's disease: a systematic review and network
meta-analysis.

The Cochrane database of systematic reviews, 2023 - https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/36602886/
- Effects of exercise on knee osteoarthritis: A systematic review.

Musculoskeletal care, 2022 - https://pubmed.ncbi.nim.nih.gov/33666347/
- Exercise for preventing falls in older people living in the community.

The Cochrane database of systematic reviews, 2019 - https://pubmed.ncbi.nim.nih.gov/30703272/
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