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We explore 
the deepest 

muscle in 
our body... 
the psoas

Most active people probably wouldn’t know 

how to pronounce the name of the muscle 

profiled in this article – the psoas 

(pronounced so-as), let alone find it in the 

body. The most likely reasons for this is it’s 

the deepest muscle in our body (hidden from 

sight) and has been largely ignored by 

anatomists and largely disregarded by 

conventional medicine. Yet a lot of 

dysfunction in the body can be traced back to 

an unhealthy, constricted psoas muscle.

The psoas 
attaches 
onto the 

vertebral 
spine at T12 
and onto all 

of your 
lumbar 

vertebrae 
(L1 to L5) – 
its origin.

what kept us alive. The psoas 
therefore responds strongly to 
any major trauma in our lives 
(emotional or physical) or 
exposure to chronic stress. 
With car accidents, home 
invasions, assault, murder, 
violent crime and a fast paced 
lifestyle so prevalent in South 
African society it’s no wonder 
that most people I treat tend to 
have chronic psoas problems, 
of which they aren’t even 
aware. This psoas restriction 
will often masquerade as 
bodily dysfunction such as 
lower back pain, sacroiliac 
pain, sciatica, disc problems, 
scoliosis, hip degeneration, 
knee pain, menstruation pain, 
infertility, digestive problems, 
heartburn, jaw problems and 
even colic in new-born babies. 

FASCIAL 
CONNECTIONS
The psoas also shares fascial 
connections with the 
diaphragm, so abnormal or 
asymmetrical tension states 
through this muscle affect our 
breathing. A tight psoas will 
tend to pull down on the 
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vertebral spine 
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lumbar 
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runs downs 

through your abdominal cavity and 
attaches onto the inner thigh bone 
or femur (insertion). It looks 
similar to an upside down chicken 
wishbone and is the only muscle in 
the body to connect the spine to the 
legs. It plays a major role in spinal 
stabilisation and balance. It also 
holds us upright and allows us to 
lift our legs (hip flexion) so that we 
can walk. 

FEAR REFLEX
The amazing thing about this 
muscle is not in its mechanical 
function though, but rather its 
susceptibility to our primal fear 
reflex. The reason for this is the 
psoas shares direct connections 
with our ancient reptilian brain. This 
reptilian brain makes up the most 
interior part of our brain stem and 
spinal cord. Before we developed 
the ability to rationalise this brain is 



diaphragm preventing its full 
bellowing action. This, in turn, 
will prevent us from breathing 
deeply. It also explains why 
getting a fright “takes our 
breath away”, why panic 
attacks cause hyperventilation 
and why coughing and sneezing 
make lower back ache or disc 
problems worse. Most sporting 
endeavours tend to elevate 
heart rate and this in turn 
increases our breathing rate. 
Our ability to get air into our 
bodies is one of the most 
important things when it comes 
to sporting performance, and a 
psoas with abnormal tension 
states can hamper this ability.

So, if the psoas is the 
deepest muscle in our body, 
how do we access it to resolve 
dysfunction so that we can 
move closer to our health and 
performance goals? Its 
insertion can be felt on the 
inner thigh so if you lie on 
your back and bring the 
plantar aspect of your foot 
to rest on the inside of your 
opposite knee and let your 
leg fall out to the side the 
adductor and gracillis 
muscles should be quite 
tight and prominent. Follow 
the line of your groin to just 
above the adductor and press 
down in that area. You’ll know 
when you’re on the spot 
because it can feel like you’ve 
just pushed a red hot needle 
into your groin. Work can be 
done here to help ease the 
psoas. However, you often get 
better results working around 
the psoas as direct stimulation 
can trigger additional trauma. 

For this reason I was 
dumfounded the other day 
when a client told me how 
someone had tried to needle 
his psoas for relief before he 
came to see me. I asked him if 
he wanted to give away his 
house to make the pain stop. 
He laughed and said he’d have 

REST POSITION
The psoas is skittish, like a wild 

animal, distrusting of its 
keepers. It needs to be coaxed 

back to functionality, not forced. 
There are a few ways to help 

stretch and adjust tone through 
the psoas, one of them being the 
constructive rest position. In this 

position the psoas is free to 
relax, so it can often bring relief 

from backache and help 
maintain pelvic stability. Another 
approach is to do Forrest Yoga 

with its emphasis on pelvic 
function, stability and psoas 

tonal health. Obviously exposure 
to stress also needs to be 
minimised for a healthy 
functioning psoas, not to 

mention prolonged periods of 
sitting, as this automatically 

causes the psoas and other hip 
flexors to contract and shorten. 

thrown in his wife and kids if 
he could have.

WEAKENED GLUTES
Weakened gluteal muscles, 
weak abdominals and tension 
states in the adductors all 
cause the psoas to contract 
as well. This limits optimal 
biomechanical function in 
your body. Most of the power 
in our bodies is generated 
through our pelvis and core, 

CONSTRUCTIVE REST 
POSITION: Lie on the floor with 
your feet up on the couch or bed, 
with a 90 degree angle between 
your hips and thighs, and thighs 
and calves. 
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Yoga is a very good way of relaxing the 
psoas, bringing relief to backache.
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and a healthy, flexible 
psoas allows our hips to 
function freely without 
restriction. This 
translates into better 
movement and power 
generation.

Being physically active 
places a greater strain on 
our bodies and immune 
system, and a psoas with 
abnormal tension states 
can even influence our 
body’s ability to ward off 
sickness as we prepare 
for sporting events or 
races. “The psoas is so 
intimately involved in 
such basic physical and 
emotional reactions that 
a chronically tightened 
psoas continually signals 

your body that you’re 
in danger, eventually 
exhausting the 
adrenal glands and 
depleting the immune 
system,” says Liz 
Koch, who has written 
and presents 
workshops exclusively 
on the psoas muscle.

Your psoas muscle, 
because of the 

influence it exerts over 
your whole body, can 
influence your ability to 
achieve your fitness goals 
and improve 
performance. It is a 
rather unique muscle in 
its positioning and 
function but, if 
understood, will add 
significant benefit to any 
sporting activity. So, if you 
choose to train in a box, a 
ring, a gym, a pool, on a 
track or out on the road, 
always remember that a 
constricted psoas is to 
physical activity what 
kryptonite is to 
Superman.n 


