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Focus of Yoga-asana: Flexibility versus Range of Motion?

Flexibility is dependent upon structure. The shape of the join, how much cartilage is there to protect the joint, ligament/muscular support, and whether there is damage due to
disease or injury (ex., osteoarthritis and excessive repetitive motion), all contribute to the potential flexibility of the joint.

Flexibility is the ability of the joint to have appropriate movement of the ligament that holds the joint together, and the muscle surrounding the joint needs to be able to stretch to
accommodate the movement. There are different types of joints (i.e., ball and socket, pivot, hinge, and etc.), which will dictate the healthy stretch of the ligaments and muscles,
and the direction of movement. For example, a hinge joint (knee) has safe and healthy flexibility in flexing the knee so the heel of the foot moves towards the buttocks. Unhealthy
stretch is the knee moving into hyperextension so the knee buckles backward. This creates too much stretch on the ligaments and muscles that support the knee joint,
destabilizes the joint, and can lead to improper movement of the joints above and below the knee (hips and ankles).

So range of motion is combining strength with healthy flexibility of the joint. Someone who is very flexible may not have full or adequate range of motion due to lack of muscle
strength to take the joint through full range of motion unless assisted manually. For instance, lay on your back and flex one knee up to the chest while holding on the the back of
the thigh. You might be able to really take the joint through a lot of movement, but release your hands and try doing it with the power of your muscles and not the support of your
hands/arms. The range of motion may be very different than the flexibility of the joint.

In order to be flexible and increase range of motion in a joint, the nervous system has to believe the body is safe to execute the movement. The nervous system will immediately
contract the muscle to protect the joint if going to far, or too quickly. The joint needs to be pain free otherwise the nervous system will respond with contraction to protect the joint
from further injury or pain. When working with developing flexibility it’s important to remember the role of breath to help relax against this immediate reaction to contract. It is also
important that one stays within the pain free area of the joint. Burning, deep achy pain should always be avoided. That is not a good sign.

So flexibility doesn’t equate to being strong or coordinated. Range of motion needs the combination of healthy flexibility of the joint, the strength of the surrounding muscles, and
the willingness of the nervous system to be accepting of the increased movement. Range of motion is what keeps stability and balance within the body.

Yoga-asana should develop range of motion, not just flexibility. This is why the standing poses of yoga such as the warrior series, triangle, side angle and lunges are great places
to begin developing strength (unless there are issues, then non weight bearing would be the starting point). Holding the body upright in good posture, while breathing comfortably
and effectively through out the asana creates stamina, coordination, range of motion and flexibility. Not to mention the mind muscle that standing poses develop: awareness of
the state of the body, and the strength of mind to remain attentive and focused.
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About the Author
Though introduced to yoga over 30 years ago, Martha has been teaching yoga since 2001. She received her 200 hour yoga training in 2003 and is
now an E-RYT 500. Additional education: M.S. in Health Psychology, Integrative Health Coach and Mindful Awareness Meditation instructor (Duke
Integrative Medicine), and over 800 hours of Yoga Therapy training. She has a school for 200 hour and beginning in the winter of 2014, a 300 hour
advanced yoga certification which will award a cumulative 500 hour teacher training in compliance with Yoga Alliance. Martha's envisions yoga as a
form of health, healing and well being for all people. Her students range from health professionals to yoga practitioners seeking a deeper
understanding of the benefits of yoga. See all of our yoga classes.
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