The central role of core stability
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Do you spend hours slumped in front of your computer every day? If so, chances are your abdominal muscles may be fairly weak, and you may be at a high risk of back pain. What’s the solution? To train your inner “core”! 

What’s the solution? To train your inner “core”!

Core strengthening” has become a buzz-word in gyms, studios and sports clubs, and core stability exercises are a big hit – rightfully so.

All powerful movements we perform throughout the day originate from the centre – the core – of the body and are transferred to the arms and legs. For all such movements – bending, twisting, and reaching – we need a secure fixed point from which to apply the force. In many cases, this force comes from the muscular corset around our trunk, our core muscles.
What are the core muscles?
Your body’s “core” is made up of various muscles that surround and support the lower trunk and connect the pelvis to the ribs. These muscles stabilize the spine, helping it to keep its position, and create a solid base of support for movement.

· Transversus abdominis 

This is the deepest internal abdominal muscle that wraps round the lower trunk for protection and stability. It is activated by pulling the navel towards the spine in a move called "abdominal hollowing". This muscle almost always acts first to help stabilize the spine before any muscular exertion, and is therefore known as the primary stabilizer of the lower back. Make sure it is well conditioned to avoid any muscle weakness in your inner core.

· Internal and external obliques 

These are located on the side and front of the abdomen, running in opposite directions to each other.

· Rectus abdominis 

This muscle is located along the front of the abdomen and can be visible as the “six pack”.

· Diaphragm 

The most important muscle for breathing, it provides important core stability during moving and lifting.

· Multifidus muscle 

This muscle runs from one vertebra to another along the spine and supports the spine, together with the erector spinae.
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Why is core stability important?
The core muscles act as a bridge, a solid foundation between the arms and legs, making it possible for us to stand upright, move on two feet and produce smooth movement. They protect the back and distribute the stresses of bearing our weight.

Poor core stability can lead to posture problems like a forward-reaching head, rounded shoulders, arched lower back, protruding backside or a protruding abdomen. It can also increase the risk of having an injury or developing back pain during exercise or while performing our day-to-day activities.

Improved core stability achieves the following goals:

· Good muscle control around the lower spine, provided by the abdominals and back muscles, allows us to maintain stability while moving in any direction or shifting body weight. 

· Strong core muscles enable the lower spine and the pelvic-hip region to remain stable and to regain balance after it has been disrupted. 

People who have a strong core suffer from fewer postural problems and run a lower risk of injury and back pain. Therefore, strengthening this band of muscle is crucial!
Exercises to strengthen the core
The core muscles can be strengthened by performing exercises on unstable rather than stable surfaces, or by doing the exercises while standing rather than seated. Performing exercises lying on your side is also helpful.  In each instance, because of the instability created, the core muscles are activated or recruited; whereas if one’s body was in a stable position, the core muscles might not be called into action as much.

There are three major groups of core stability exercises
1. Exercises to strengthen the small, deep lying stabilizing muscles, including the lower abdominals and deep spinal muscles 

2. Static body weight exercises to develop stability and improve endurance in certain postures 

3. Dynamic strength exercises for the main movement muscles of the trunk. 

Equipment needed to strengthen core muscles
Using your own body weight as resistance is often enough to strengthen the core muscles. Examples include:

· Supermen – position yourself on all fours, lifting and holding alternate arms and legs 

· Side bridges – lie on your side, with your weight on your elbow (ie head and shoulder raised). Now lift your upper body up (as if you are doing a side press-up). Hold this extended press-up position, with one hand on the ground. 

The tendency in core stability training is to use free weights rather than machines. You can also make use of medicine balls, Swiss balls, dumbbells, wobble boards or pezzi balls, since all of these create “instability” which your body tries to address by activating the core muscles.

Technique is important to get the right effect
Note that technique is all important! In particular, isolating the exact muscles is essential for obtaining the proper training effect. If the entire stomach area is tensed up, the stability muscles do not strengthen optimally.

In fact, research shows that for the best effect, the core muscles must be tensed only up to about 25% to 30% of their maximum capacity. More tension than this, when performing core stability exercises, serves no useful purpose.

In summary
Your body’s “core” is made up of various muscles that surround and support the lower trunk and connect the pelvis to the ribs. 

· The core muscles act as a bridge, a solid foundation between the arms and legs, making it possible for us to stand upright, move on two feet and produce smooth movement. 

· People who have a strong core, suffer from fewer postural problems and run a lower risk of injury and back pain. 

· Isolating the exact muscles is essential for obtaining the proper training effect. 
· During training, muscles must be tensed only up to about 25 to 30% of their maximum capacity. Further tension serves no useful purpose.
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