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[image: image4.wmf]Imagine a man decides to begin to weight train.  He performs strength-training exercises daily, for several hours a day, because he wants to become very strong- with well well defined chest and arms.  However, in all his training, he neglects to strengthen his back and shoulder blade muscles.  You can imagine the result… 

a significant muscle imbalance!!!

This is what frequently occurs with people who use a manual wheelchair as their primary means of mobility.  They are constantly working out anterior musculature of the chest and arms, making these muscles strong and shortened, while their posterior muscles (f.g. back muscles and scapular stabilizers), become lengthened and weakened1. 
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Once again, this results in a significant muscle imbalance!!!!                                  

This muscle imbalance may have several negative consequences, including: poor posture, arm and back pain, and an inefficient propulsive stroke of the wheelchair. 

With this in mind, the objective of this article is to describe a few exercises that will help minimize, or retard the resulting muscle imbalance of manual wheelchair propulsion.

Ready???     Lets go!!!
The exercises are divided into two groups: 1) stretching; 2) strengthening

It is important to realize that both are equally important.

Stretching:
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1. Place both hands behind your head.  Bring the elbows back gently.  The stretch should be felt at the shoulder, and in the chest area.  Hold for 30 seconds, and then relax.  Repeat 5 times.
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2. Interlace the fingers behind your back, with your arms straight. Try to bring the hands gently upward.  Once again, the stretch should be felt in the front of your shoulders.  Hold for 30 seconds, and then relax.  Repeat 5 times.
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These stretches should be performed at least 2-3 times per week for the desired effect2.
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  If you are unable to perform these exercises independently, the stretching can be performed with the help of someone else (considered a passive stretch).  Make sure to give the person helping you continuous feedback so that they do not stretch beyond your tolerance.  You should feel a light stretch in your muscles, but it should not proceed to the extent of pain.
Strengthening:
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This is called an isometric exercise, because your arm will not move as you perform it. Bend your elbow to 90 degrees with your arms at your side.  As seen in the picture, place the back of your hand against the wall, and push outward into the wall in 5-second increments, and then relax.  Repeat 8-10 times.  Remember to never hold you breath as you perform this exercise.  As you progress, and notice the exercise becoming easier, you can increase the number of repetitions you perform.    If this exercise causes any pain, stop!

2. You can perform this exercise with an elastic band, or with no resistance at all.  With your arms at your side and with your elbows bent to 90 degrees, squeeze your shoulder blades together.  If you are using an elastic band for resistance, hook the band around a post or a bar so that one end of the band is in each hand.  Squeeze the shoulder blades together for 5 seconds, and then relax.  Repeat 8-10 times, again progressing the number of repetitions as you become stronger 3. 
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   Strengthening exercises should be performed at least 2-3 times per week3.
We recommend consulting your doctor or therapist before starting an exercise program. 
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