
126  127

statethe ready

W e’ve all done it. Spent a chunk of the day shaped like a chair, 
peeled on our suit, swung our arms around a bit and then 
paddled out. Sometimes it works, but other times, we pay the 
fiddler with that little tweak, or something worse.  

As a Chartered Physiotherapist working with elite athletes, inadequate 
preparation and recovery appear as two of the biggest pre-determinate 
factors for injury. Surfing can be a hard physical pursuit that slingshots us 
in and out of planes of movement that we probably haven’t visited at any 
other time in our week. Compared to other athletic endeavours, adequate 
preparation hasn’t always been a big part of the conversation. At whatever 
level, moving well on something that is moving is a fine art and needs some 
consideration.  What’s the point in waxing the best part of 800 quid on a 
board, when you feel stiffer than that board in the water?

We ‘prepare’ to improve performance, reduce injury risk and create 
longevity in doing what we do. However, if your life is anything like mine, 
with a busy job and two kids that periodically howl at the moon, you 
probably haven’t got time to unload the Watt Bike, gym ball and skipping 
rope into the car park and go through a WSL pre-heat routine. Thankfully, 
the vast majority of us don’t need to spend longer than 5-10 mins 
addressing the key factors of an evidence-based preparation routine. What 
follows is an outline of a simple, well documented ‘warm-up’ sequence and 
the rationale for each stage.

STAGE 1: THERMOREGULATION
The aim here is to raise our body temperature and increase blood flow to 
the muscles, preparing the neuromuscular and cardiovascular systems for 
the demands they will be placed under. This is the bit when Mick sits on the 
Watt Bike, headphones on. In our world, we can build this up slowly over 1-2 
minutes using simple strategies. Jog over to the parking meter, jog on the 
spot while checking the line-up – staying in one plane of motion for now. 
We should take it to the point of slightly elevating body temperature, heart 
rate and respiratory rate. If your suit isn’t on already, get it on and keep the 
heat in. At the same time a deep breathing routine will help to expand your 
thorax and open airways, getting ready for some hold downs!

STAGE 2: DYNAMIC MOBILITY
This involves accessing your full range of motion, which may have been 
dormant for most of the day! Once warm, we can prepare our joints and 
supporting tissue for the range of movement they are likely to be put 
through. This is the stage where we divert off into our sport specific 
movement demands – and it’s often the bit that is overlooked. A runner 
predominantly moves in one plane of motion – the sagittal plane – moving 
forward. As a result, within reason, they can get away with warming up by 
gently moving in that plane only. A surfer, by comparison, is moving in and 
out of flexed, extended and rotated positions, all with limited control.  
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Key areas are your hips, thoracic spine and shoulders. If we are stiff here, 
we compensate by looking for more movement above and below, which 
can lead to overload and problems in the aesthetics of our technique while 
also contributing to injury.  Hip mobility into rotation and extension can 
become restricted if we spend a lot of time in a seated position. To mobilise 
your hips, start in an offloaded horizontal position, so there’s reduced 
bodyweight going through them. ‘See how they feel’ building into their 
range and the intensity of the movement. 

Mid-back (thoracic spine) mobility plays a key role in the function of the 
shoulders. We spend a fair amount of time with our thoracic spine in flexion 
(leaning forward), meaning we lose the capacity to extend our thoracic 
spine and therefore the ability to rotate properly. Rotation is integral to 
an efficient paddling position and also for good turning technique, as we 
lead with the shoulders. To mobilise your thoracic spine, start with some 
offloaded movements whilst in a horizontal position. 
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Hip Mobility, get some rotation going, see how they feel.

Thoracic, shoulder and lumbar mobility
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Lower back mobility is also key – we can also become stiff here, and as we 
get older, we can get a little sensitive to extension, which is pretty key when 
we are lying prone on a surfboard. Gently acclimatising those lower back 
structures with some dynamic movements, to achieve end of range flexion 
and extension is a wise move.  

Lastly, maintaining our knee and ankle range is also important. We need 
our optimal range here to allow for better mechanics during the loaded and 
compressed positions we find ourselves in. Both can be effectively optimised 
through upright loaded movements in the next stage, but if they are a 
specific issue for you, spend some time getting them moving without load 
going through them first.

There is no strict prescription here. Feel it and work on what feels tight to 
you. Explore and find a routine that works. If something doesn’t feel right, 
get to the floor and build up the movement amplitude slowly before adding 
gravitational and bodyweight loading as things ease. Repetitions can vary 
in accordance with how you feel: 5-10 dynamic repetitions can be enough 
sometimes, other times you may need more – feel it!  If muscle groups are 
tight and sensitive, try a self-massage tool on the area to desensitise the 
tight tissue and therefore access to a greater range of motion. 

This stage is dynamic, to create range and prime your movement. Static 
stretching is not recommended during a warm up, long-holds don’t replicate 
what you're about to do. They don’t have a lasting effect on range and have 
even been shown to reduce short-term power output. So, keep it dynamic 
and fluid.

STAGE 3: PRE-ACTIVATION & STAGE 4: LOAD ACCEPTANCE
The next stages are to get your body ready for the stress and loading 
demands you are about to impose on it. We ask a lot of our shoulders, so 
priming the shoulder stabiliser muscles is key to reducing injury risk and 
improving efficiency. Activation bands can be useful to graduate load 
through the shoulders and effectively prepare muscle and tendons for the 
demands of paddling. As we build into the last phase, the aim is to ready 
the body for dynamic loading. Start with low load full body movements and 
build into explosive surf specific movements. This could start with a few 
bodyweight squats and some bear-crawls, progressing to reverse and lateral 
lunges, building into dynamic split jumps with trunk rotation and finishing 
with some explosive burpees. As little as five of each, building the dynamic 
nature throughout. Do not to get too hung up on technique here, these are 
bodyweight movements, so make them animalistic, flowing and explosive.  

This simple, staged routine gives you a framework, based on theory. It 
doesn’t need to be that complicated and can be squeezed into five minutes 
behind a sand dune. It goes without saying that there are wider factors 
to effective athletic preparation – a foundation of good sleep, nutrition, 
hydration and recovery, is certainly important.  Work to get those ducks in 
line, then directly pre-surf, give this a go. Experiment, tune in and reap the 
rewards. 
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"To prepare I use dynamic movement 
exercises, mimicking animal or surf 
movements, I find this a great way to 
prime my body, anything that keeps my 
spine moving and mobile and helps me 
feel a sense of expansion or spaciousness 
in my body. I like to do simple breathing 
exercises while I take a moment to pause 
and observe the ocean before I jump in."
- Easkey Britton

Build into low low task specific movements.

Desensitise tight tissue with a massage tool 

Activate your shoulders prior to a big paddle.

Combining movements.

Bear crawls.

For more info head to movewelluk.com or follow @movewell_uk




