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t e x t  b y  K r i s s  H e n d y  |  p h o t o g r a p h y  b y  s H u t t e r s t o c K . c o m  

This article isn’t about diagnosing, 

treating or prescribing initial rehab 

exercises, but rather addressing the period 

of time after the green light is given until 

you toe the line at your first race back. 

In a perfect world athletes will follow 

the guidance of their treating physician, 

perform their rehab exercises religiously 

and, progressively add load as they return 

to their usual training volume. But too 

often do I see athletes who have 

prematurely decided they are “good to go”, 

put the exercise band to the back of the 

cupboard and jumped back into full 

training, only for the same issue to flare up 

two months down the line. 

How can you expect your body to 

perform at the same intensity it once did, 

if that previously injured area has lost its 

ability to move correctly and with any 

reasonable force?

P
articipating in any sport has its 

associated risks. The majority 

of contact sports come with 

a guaranteed price tag in the 

form of a broken bone or several strained 

muscles. However unfortunately as many 

of you have probably experienced, being 

an endurance athlete certainly does not 

get you off the hook. 

Whether it’s swimming, riding or 

running related it’s highly likely you’ll suffer 

from some complaint that will sideline 

you for a period of your season. The 

severity of the injury however is often 

defined by the athlete themselves, with 

the majority ‘soldiering on through’ the 

inflammation, pinching or pulling that we 

naively think will go away if ignored.

The timeline of injury is greatly affected 

by the steps you take (or don’t take) with 

regards to injury management and will 

most definitely affect when and how well 

you return to full fitness. In reality, the 

majority of the athletes I talk to fall into 

two categories. The first group is the 

impatient one, those who haven’t fully 

rehabilitated their injuries and their bodies 

have had to compensate accordingly. 

What we have to remember is that our 

bodies are very efficient machines and 

they will adapt very quickly to “make 

good” of a bad situation. 

The second group, even though they 

may have correctly followed the 

prescribed rest, treatment and rehab, are 

still doing the same band exercises that 

they were given a year ago. The latter is 

certainly better than doing nothing at all, 

however to increase the strength of the 

area ready for our ‘usual training’ we need 

to work progressively and consistently by 

adding a sufficient weight or load.

Post Physio - Pre Performance
the timeline above will give you a guide as to the stages that we are talking about, 

with strength training commonly being ignored altogether. even though this is a 

timeline it is important that we see the strength training stage as ongoing, being 

maintained as a regular feature of your training week. 

Part 1: Upper Body

Filling 
the gaP:

Case Study
We recently worked with a triathlete who had 
ongoing problems with her shoulder. There was 
a significant loss of strength and correct scapular 
(shoulder blade) movement, which was addressed by rest (to reduce the 
inflammation) and band exercises to strengthen the rotator cuff muscles. 
The patient continued these same exercises for the next 8 months, 
but repeatedly had to break from her swim schedule as the shoulder 
problem seemed to reappear with any significant volume. 

We decided the action to take was to rest from the aggravating activity 
(swimming) and begin a program on strengthening the shoulder enough 
so that when she got back in the pool; her body could cope with the 
demands. The exercises she had been given were great for initial re-
education but the missing step was that of putting the joint under load. 

So, what ShoUld yoU Be doing 
in termS oF Strength work  
aS yoU retUrn to training 
PoSt injUry? 
Hopefully by this stage you have been able 

establish the cause of injury. Obviously if it 

was due to a fall, this is not such an 

important factor as it was out of your 

control. But if it was because of poor 

Injury to Full Fitness Timeline

diagnoSiS

treatment

rehaB & PhySiCal theraPy (PHYSIO)

Strength training (S&C)

SPORT/SKILL TRAINING (COACH)

ComPetition

technique, muscle overuse or a muscle 

weakness our approach must be to 

restore balance to the area to prevent it 

from occurring again. 

It is obviously impossible for me to 

know each one of your individual 

circumstances with regards to injury, 

course of treatment and to what degree it 

has debilitated you. Injuries are very rarely 

‘textbook’, as we are all made differently 

and therefore there is no ‘umbrella’ 

method for strengthening back to full 

fitness. If you do have access to a strength 

& conditioning coach or similar professional 

I would definitely recommend a few face 

to face sessions as nothing is more 

valuable than the ability to see the issue, 

imbalances and compensatory patterns 

(check out the Strength for Endurance 

Network to find a trainer near you).

That considered, here are a few 

guidelines to think about if you find 

yourself in this position.

the ProgreSSion From rehaB 
to PerFormanCe
rom - Look to ensure that you have full 

(pain free) range of motion within the 

shoulder joint, assessing your competence 

with a variety of resistance band & 

mobility exercises. 

activation & re-education - Here the 

focus is given to the musculature 

surrounding the injured area, ensuring that 

there is efficient activation. By doing both 

bilateral and single arm exercises we can 

observe any weaknesses, which are often 

highlighted through overcompensation. 

This is when an experienced set of eyes 

will come in handy!

Education plays an important role in 

this step, as we need to ensure that the 

athlete has a basic understanding of why 

they are doing these exercises and what 

they feel like. Being conscious or  

aware of the muscle group that you are 

targeting is one of the most important 

tips regarding activation work. So the key 

is body awareness and focus through  

the movement.

Strengthen through Progressive 
overload - By selecting exercises 

designed to bring balance and structural 

strength to the target area we can achieve 

strength that is both functional and 

supportive. Initially it is best to choose a 

load that is closed chain. By this we 

mean using a load that is fixed at one end 

like a cable machine or simply the ground. 

This will provide a degree of stability and 

guidance through the range of motion as 

your confidence builds and you become 

stronger. Once this has been achieved we 

can introduce free weights (dumbbells, 

barbells etc.) followed by gradually 

increasing to a weight or resistance that 

will challenge you. Adding intensity 

through progressively load throughout the 

return to sport and competition  

is vital.  
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Banded retraCtionS – 3 SeTS Of 10/15 RePeTITIONS 
try not to lift your shoulders. keep the band at chest height and 
try to close the gap between your shoulder blades as you spread 
your arm apart.

STReNGTH exeRCISe - SINGLe ARm beNT OveR ROw  
(dumb beLLS) – 3 SeTS Of 12/15 RePeTITIONS
a fantastic exercise for balancing single side strength whilst 
requiring core to maintain a stable position. allow scapula to 
retract but do not twist torso in an effort to throw the weight up

CLOSed CHAIN- SeATed ROw - 3 SeTS Of 12/15 RePeTITIONS  
maintaining an upright back and elbows close to body, pull ‘load’ back 
until arms are at 90 degrees.

ReveRSe fLIeS (ReSISTANCe bANd OR dumbbeLL)  
- 3 SeTS Of 12/15 RePeTITIONS
Lying flat on a bench with feet supporting, raise your arms out to the 
side, retracting your shoulder blades together, ensuring not to use  
any momentum. Choose a sensible weight.

take away meSSage: Too often we are talking to or 

training athletes who haven’t taken all the steps with the 

injury rehabilitation. More often than not, they have jumped 

back into training with an expectation that everything should 

be “good to go” however they have skipped probably the most 

important and most logical step and that is regain their lost 

strength and stability through resistance training.  
Banded PUll downS - 3 SeTS Of 12/15 RePeTITIONS   
- Standing tall feet shoulder width apart raise your arms up and out 
to the side, slowly pull the band down to close the gap between your 
shoulder blades.

lat. PUll downS - 3 SeTS Of 8/10 RePeTITIONS   
- a weighted progression of the band exercise this time in a seated  
and upright position. 

Strength and Conditioning

Below are some examples of progressive exercises that I would have my athletes perform.  
I would expect the athlete to be able to execute the band exercises comfortably and efficiently  

before moving onto the strength exercise equivalents.

These sets/reps are sufficient for the reintroduction of strength to the area. But remember a training program 
must ‘progressively overload’ the athlete to illicit any neural or physiological change. Therefore once you are 
confident with these numbers you will need to reconsider your training parameters (take a look at our recent 

Program Design Series to help workout what weights you need to be working at).

Once again I must reiterate that as well as spending quality time on the selected 
area we must not neglect the rest of the body, especially the opposite side.  
The risk of focusing all our attention on one area is that other areas will become 
weak, de-activated and most likely develop problems. 

For instance, when you train ‘legs’, we don’t just train our quadriceps, but 
both quads and hamstrings, to improve the overall performance and balance 
of our lower limbs. The same applies to our upper body. And remember the 
work doesn’t stop once the imbalances from the injury have been addressed. 
We need to maintain a whole body approach to strength training ensuring we 
prevent further imbalances and injury.

Kriss Hendy 
Strength & Performance Coach

Seeing the need for better athlete education and 
understanding with regards to Strength & Conditioning 
for the endurance athlete. Kriss works with a variety of 
athletes from age groupers to professionals, developing 
programs that support and heighten their endurance 
performance.  Kriss is based in Byron Bay with his wife 
(professional triathlete) Polly Hendy. He has an 
International client base that use his Online Strength 
Training Packages. 

Contact us at: www.krisshendy.com
Twitter: khendy3
Instagram: @kriss_hendy
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