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Ever had shoulder pain after a long paddle out to a break,
knowing it’s going to be a long session, wishing for every
wave, but cringing in pain? If so, you are not alone. Shoulder
injuries are the most common surf injury and are also linked
to neck, upper, and lower back pain. 

The following routine is one that I have seen time and again
help return surfers to pain-free sessions in the waves. It is
made up of a comprehensive look at not only the shoulder,
but the entire movement components of paddling, and
getting up. It is designed to return your body to its natural
pain-free movement patterns. 

The shoulder complex is complex. There are multiple joints
that need to work and move together with the muscles to
create functional movement patterns. These exercises focus
on the limitations at the different functional areas of mobility
and stability needed to surf at your best. These 5 exercises
address mobility and stability issues common with shoulder
problems. Mobility MUST always come first. You can have
the strongest shoulder in the world, but if you don’t have the
motion to get it out of the water with paddling, you will end
up going nowhere or will compensate through spinal rotation. 
This version has been expanded and revised from its original
2017 version with 5 added bonus exercises.  

INTRODUCTION



The muscles in the back of the shoulder are very important
shoulder stabilizers and often deactivate with pain from the
shoulder. These are 2 of your 4 rotator cuff muscles, our
main external rotators and shoulder stabilizers. These
muscles are mainly utilized as the arm is coming out of the
water, when the shoulder is at its most vulnerable position,
and with popping up as the shoulder needs maximum
stability. This is designed to decrease tension in the
muscle, allowing the muscle to become more active and
increase blood flow to the area. You are looking for the
muscle adhesions or road bumps while rolling with the
lacrosse ball. Soreness is ok, but it should not be painful, so
vary the pressure as needed. Too much pressure can break
down the muscle too much, so be cautious; more is not
better; better is better. 

My athletes typically perform this exercise for 1-2 minutes, 
1-2 times a day, 4-5 days a week. Click picture below to
view video of the exercise.  

POSTERIOR CUFF ROLLOUT

https://youtu.be/dm3dUWpJJEA


The biceps long head tendon is the most common pain area.
Although it is the most common for pain, it is a symptom, not
the cause of the pain. 

We need to address this to help with pain, but it cannot be
the only one, or the pain will come back. The long head of
the biceps muscle crosses the shoulder joint and can be
used as a stabilizer muscle when the small rotator cuff
muscles begin to shut down with overuse, pain, or injury to
the surrounding tissue. Stretching the muscle out will help
take the passive tension off the muscle, allowing the tendon
to heal. Tendon stretching must be different. If we put a
constant passive load through the tendon, it can put excess
stress and aggravate them. The tendon needs a short
duration stress creating stretch through the muscle, but not
long enough to place high stress through the tendon that is
already angry.

My athletes typically perform this exercise for 5-10 seconds,
for 10 reps, 1-2 times a day, 4-5 days a week. Click picture
below to view video of the exercise. 

SHOULDER 90/90

https://youtu.be/-zKaF49CM38


The pecs can be a substantial limiting factor in the ability to
move. Most of us live in a world of working on a computer,
sitting at a desk, or sitting with bad posture watching TV. 

Got to love that desk jockey life! These reasons and many
more cause the pecs to be tight and limit motion, especially
with activities that require good posture and our ability to
get our shoulders back. Overall, pec tightness can limit
upper back extension while not allowing the shoulders to
get in an optimal position. Pec stretching is a great option to
improve tightness along with the pec smash. I prefer
smashing because it can achieve quicker changes as well
as allow a neuromuscular reset that can help loosen the
pecs up. 

My athletes typically perform this exercise for 1-2 minutes, 
1-2 times a day, 4-5 days a week. Click picture below to
view video of the exercise. 

PEC SMASH

https://youtu.be/baFoEm1LVag


This exercise is focused on following up what we did with
the first exercise, and after loosening up the posterior cuff,
we then need to remind the muscles how they need to work. 
The biceps stretch mimics the shoulder when it is about to
come out of the water and then in the air transitioning to get
another power stroke to catch the wave, or just a long
paddle out to the break. These small muscles are shoulder
stabilizers that optimize large muscle shoulder functioning.
If the posterior cuff muscles aren’t activating and providing
stability, it affects overall shoulder functioning. Often these
muscles aren’t weak but just not firing well and need some
help to reconnect the brain and the muscles to get them
back to working at their best.

My athletes typically perform this exercise for 8-12 reps, 
2-3 sets, 1 time a day, 4-5 days a week. Click picture below
to view video of the exercise. 

BICEPS STRETCH

https://youtu.be/YYPuGCeVk8s


The upper back is perhaps the most essential link in the
chain. If you cannot arch your upper back, your shoulders
will never be in the best position to paddle. 

This will help get you there. Rolling the upper back will help
get all the little joints in the spine moving better to improve
extension (going backward). The upper back needs to be a
mobile part of the body that moves well to allow the areas
around it to function correctly. Because of this, many
people will also have some low back or neck issues that
impact optimal surfing. 

My athletes typically perform this exercise for 1-2 minutes, 
1-2 times a day 4-5 days a week. Click picture below to view
video of the exercise. 

UPPER BACK ROLLOUT

https://youtu.be/QK9KFBLkMVU


Add these 5 exercises to your current routine to drastically
help improve the overall health of your shoulder complex
and prevent injuries before they start. This is done by
optimizing movement and keeping your shoulders in the
strongest functional position possible. Consistency and
creating a routine are the keys to long-term relief.
Remember that changes don’t happen overnight. The
tissues that are pissed off need to calm down and heal back
up. The start should be slow and steady. As everything
heals, your new routine should be done 2-3 times a week or
as a quick warmup. 

Other daily tips and tricks that can have lasting effects.
•POSTURE: Watch your posture throughout the day to
decrease the amount of shoulder and upper back tightness.
•PRE-SURF WARM-UP: Get shoulders and upper back
loosened up before paddling out. Activate shoulder muscles
to help improve blood flow and muscle firing. 
•BACK PULLING STRENGTH EXERCISES: Perform regular
upper back strength exercises. Stay with higher reps since
paddling is typically done for longer periods of time. 

CONCLUSION

https://youtu.be/YoTVaVyvtSU
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At Surf & Shore we help active adults
and athletes in Hawai’i get back to the

workouts and sports they love... without
surgery, stopping activities, or relying on
pain medicine. Life is too short to avoid

doing the things that you love.

WHEN YOU ARE READY, 
WE ARE HERE

Call today for a free 15 minute
consultation

https://www.surfandshorept.com/contact-us/
https://www.surfandshorept.com/contact-us/

