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By Werner Beukes, EditorTRAININGM.E

PILLAR OF 
STRENGTH

    THE IMPACT OF POSTURE  
ON BODYBUILDING PERFORMANCE

STRONGER, MORE FLEXIBLE 
AND EXPLOSIVE
The stronger, fitter and more mentally 
prepared you are, the harder you are to 
beat. This is universal in any sport but 
especially true when it comes to strength 
training. Bone resembles steel with the 
strength for endurance, substance and 
stiffness to resist compression and a 
degree of yielding to sustain shocks. The 
human skeleton is an architectural wonder 
of symmetry and functionality and its 
resistance to pressure is extraordinary.

A strength athlete who has increased 
stability and more support around the joints is 
also more flexible, mobile, elastic and explosive. 
Bodybuilders target muscles that win contests. 
Although there is a lot of pushing and pulling, 
exercises that target the hips, torso, pelvis 
and lower back – all key areas of almost all 
movement – also need to be integrated into a 
bodybuilder’s training regimen. 

When observing little children you’ll notice 
them crawl, pull, balance, squat and lunge. 
These are all natural movements and can be 
used by lifters to build a body that is stronger, 
more flexible and explosive. Bodybuilders don’t 
use their training time to address elements 
such as flexibility, mobility, strength and joint 
function and everything that contributes to 
posture. They train all out to look good in their 
twenties, thirties and forties but neglect to stop 

POSTURE RUNS LIKE A THREAD THROUGH THE ENTIRE 
HUMAN DEVELOPMENT. IT REFERS TO THE POSITION 
OF THE BODY AND ITS ORIENTATION IN SPACE. 
LIFTING WEIGHTS WITH THE PROPER POSTURE LEADS 

TO BETTER BALANCE, WHICH ALLOWS A LIFTER TO EXERT 

GREATER POWER AND STRENGTH, AND MOVE WITH SPEED 
AND EFFICIENCY. OBSERVING ANIMALS SUCH AS A LION 
TAKING DOWN ITS PREY OR A MONKEY LEAPING FROM TREE 
TO TREE ARE PERFECT EXAMPLES OF BODY MECHANICS AND 
THE IMPACT OF POSTURE ON MOVEMENT.
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PILLAR OF POWER
Perfect posture is the proper 

stance for optimal movement. 
Your shoulders should be 
pulled back and down. Your 
stomach should be drawn up 
and in. Your ears should be in 
line with your shoulders, hips 

with knees, and your knees with 
your ankles. When seated there 

should be a line between your ears 
and hips. Movement does not start 
from the legs or the arms but from 
the centre of the body. 

This is the reason amputees still 
function because their torso 

remains intact. The torso is the 
pillar – the structural centre of 
movement and life. The way 
people maintain that pillar and 
its alignment and function 
directly correlate to the health 
of organs and the rest of the 

body. Through a person’s torso, 
hips and shoulder stability, they 

are able to move. When a person 
is properly aligned, energy can be 

drawn effectively and transferred 
throughout the body.

Verstegen says: “The better 

the long-term damage and joint problems that 
they are bound to encounter in their sixties, 
seventies and eighties.

THREE DIMENSIONS
In his book Core Performance, Mark 
Verstegen explains that flexibility is vital 
in sports but also in life. Says Verstegen: 
“Pillar strength comes from dozens of 
muscles attached to the hips, pelvis, lower 
back, abdominals, ribs, and shoulder blades. 
These core muscles – though ignored by 
many trainers and athletes who focus on 
the biceps, triceps, and quadriceps – are 
the keys to all athletic movements. Not 
only that, they stabilize the body and 
improve its resistance to injury and long-
term ailments. Your body moves in three 
dimensions, across three physical planes, 
but conventional weight training and cardio 
work each address only one dimension.”

Verstegen writes about dividing the  
body from the top, straight down through 
the nose to the bottom so that there is 
a left and right side. “This is the sagittal 
plane, which covers flexing and extending 
movements.” The transverse plane, Verstegen 
describes as cutting straight across the  
waist so that a person has a top and a 
bottom. The transverse plane covers 
rotational movements.

“Now imagine dividing yourself in half so 
that you were left with a front and a back. This 
is the frontal plane,” says Verstegen.

The body moves with most activities 
through all three planes. According to 
Verstegen, traditional training does not 
address the body’s needs for joint support, 
endurance and new challenges. As such, 
he emphasises that most people train 
ineffectively, ignoring movements, body 
parts and joints that are vital to their  
quality of life.

you can transfer energy through your body, 
the more efficiently you will move and the less 
wear and tear there will be. If you have good 
pillar strength and take a step, force will pass 
evenly through your foot, calf, and hip – right 
up the pillar and through the top of your 
head. If you lack pillar strength, specifically hip 
stability, the energy “leaks out” at the hip, and 
the body must compensate. More pressure is 
placed down toward the knees and up toward 
the lower back, which over time can cause 
degenerative problems.”

‘WE DON’T MOVE ENOUGH’
When a bodybuilder examines a 
training split he should ask whether the 
recommended exercises will translate into 
the desired physiological adaptations –  
be that muscular endurance, hypertrophy 
or power.

“Posture plays a crucial role in training as it 
influences balance, flexibility and stability in 
the human body,” says soft tissue manipulation 
expert and founder of the Centre of Structural 
Medicine in Johannesburg, Sean Johnson. 
“There are many things that can cause bad 
posture in people. Our bodies are highly 
adaptable organisms and our posture can 
be affected by physical forces or repetitive 
movements, as well as mental processes and 
emotions. From a physical viewpoint, we live 
very sedentary lives. We don’t move enough 
throughout the day to eradicate any tensions 
that can affect posture. The fascia in our 
bodies has a big effect on our posture and this 
connective tissue adapts to the forces placed 
on it. The adaption can be either positive 
(enhancing posture and well-being) or negative 
(negatively affecting posture and limiting well-
being and physical performance) 

In the weightlifting world, the pursuit 
of physical symmetry is very important for 
bodybuilders. Physical symmetry through the 
musculature is only possible if the posture 
supports it. Having a good, balanced posture is 
therefore important to an overall aesthetically-
pleasing look,” states Johnson.

Incorrect skeletal alignment, according 
to Johnson, is a cause of poor posture and a 
symptom of asymmetrical tension states in 
the body. “Incorrect skeletal alignment can 
cause nerve and dural irritation. This leads to 
elevated tension or drag through the fascia 
which can lead to increased tension states and 
compensations throughout the body.”

Tension states affect the nervous system 
and can lead to musculoskeletal pain or 
physiological problems. These asymmetrical 
tension states can be rectified in a few ways, 
including exercise, rehabilitation, massage and 
fascial realignment, mobility work, chiropractic 
treatment and stretching.

BAD POSTURE PROBLEMS
The biggest cause of poor posture is 
prolonged sitting, which invariably leads 
to slouching and comes with a host of 
other problems that are typical of poor 
posture. These include muscle and joint 
damage, muscular imbalances, injury due to 

“PILLAR STRENGTH COMES FROM 
DOZENS OF MUSCLES ATTACHED 
TO THE HIPS, PELVIS, LOWER 
BACK, ABDOMINALS, RIBS, AND 
SHOULDER BLADES. THESE CORE 
MUSCLES ARE THE KEYS TO ALL 
ATHLETIC MOVEMENTS.”
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According to Johnson, there are many 
exercises and stretches out there but to use 
them would be taking “a very reductionist 
view of a holistic problem”. 

He explains: “The body functions 
holistically and in a large majority of cases, 
pain in a certain area is really symptomatic 
of a problem somewhere else in the body. 
So to stretch the back would be dealing 
with symptoms and not understanding 
what could be causing it. Root cause neck 
problems can lead to lower back pain, 
and root cause lower back problems can 
lead to neck pain, as examples. Having an 
understanding and awareness of how the 
body functions holistically will help more 
than knowing certain exercises.”

Johnson believes compound lifts are good 
functional movements but doing these with 
incorrect form or with a body with severe 
asymmetrical tensions can lead to injury or 
reinforce negative movement patterns. This in 
turn leads to building a physique that battles 
to achieve aesthetic symmetry. 

“WARM UPS ARE GOOD TO 
INCREASE BLOOD FLOW INTO 
THE MUSCLE, BUT TO ME,  
A WARM UP IS A GOOD WAY 
TO ACTIVATE THE NERVOUS 
SYSTEM AND TO ACTIVATE THE 
NEURAL PATHWAYS THAT ARE 
RELATED TO A PARTICULAR 
ACTIVITY LIKE WEIGHTLIFTING.”

“To correct this you could see 
someone who understands the 
tension and functional relationships 
within the body. Lifting weights 
should also be built on a solid 

foundation of knowledge and 
understanding of the body, as well as 

slow incremental increases in weights.”

WARM UP, COOL DOWN
Warming up and cooling down at the 
beginning and the end of exercise sessions 
are essential to lifting weights. A typical 
warm-up can consist of:
■  A light jog on the treadmill for 5 to  

10 minutes.
■  Dynamic flexibility and mobility  

movements such as lunging from one  
side to the other for 8 to 10 times.

■  The best way to gauge if you are properly 
warmed up is a bit of perspiration and  
a rise in heart rate.

The benefits of warming up properly are:
■  Increased blood temperature – this increase 

in temperature increases the volume of 
oxygen that is made available to muscles 
during activity, thereby enhancing 
performance.

■  Increase body temperature which will 
improve muscle flexibility and reduce the 
risk of injuries from strains and pulls.

■  Apart from raising core temperature, a good 
warm up also helps to increase focus and 
clear the mind ahead of exercise.

Don’t confuse a good warm up with 
exercise. The key of a good warm up is to 
loosen the muscles and other supporting 
structures like tendons and ligaments, 
increase temperature and clear the mind.

A cool down can take the form of a light 
jog for 5 to 10 minutes. It can also include 
static stretching where you hold a specific 
position for 15 to 30 seconds to relax specific 
muscles. An effective cool down helps with 
decreasing heart rate while lowering body 
temperature and reducing muscle soreness. 
Swimming can also form part of an effective 
cool down or on a rest day. It is excellent for 
the spine as there is no stress on the spinal 
vertebrae and the lumbar curve is perfectly 
maintained.

CONCLUSION
The human body is like a construction 
crane operating as a basic system of 
pulleys (muscles) and levers (bones). 
Humans have often borrowed from this 
ingenious design to create a variety of 
mechanical inventions that operate on a 
similar principle of pulleys and levers. 

Proper posture or neutral alignment 
is therefore the cornerstone of optimal 
performance in the gym. The body 
functions at its best when all segments 
are in a balanced state, where nerves 
are unobstructed and blood flows more 
efficiently, enabling muscles to work to their 
full potential.  M.E

mechanical faults, and even 
damage to organs such as 
the heart because abdominal 
nerves and blood vessels are 
under pressure in individuals whose 
bodies are out of alignment.

Doctors also noticed that people with bad 
posture displayed various cardiac problems 
due to impaired circulatory efficiency. Posture 
therefore directly impacts how well the body 
is able to circulate blood. The lack of decent 
blood flow can prevent vital nutrients and 
oxygen from reaching the brain which could 
slow cognitive function and lead to health 
problems such as a stroke. Poor posture can 
also contribute to a negative mood and lower 
self-esteem in some individuals.

POSTURE, MOVEMENT 
INTERLINKED
There is a relationship between posture, 
training and athletic performance as 
they are all interconnected. Posture and 
movement are interlinked and that is the 
main reason strength training athletes and 
bodybuilders should warm up before a 
weightlifting session. Enhanced flexibility 
and mobility enables you to release and 
open your hips, elongates muscles, retracts 
and depresses shoulder blades, extends the 
neck and head, and stabilises the body.

Johnson says bodybuilders can start by 
tossing aside their preconceived ideas about 
flexibility. They should look at the purpose of 
flexibility as improving performance in the gym 
because better posture will  lead to better gains 
in strength and power.

Flexibility refers to the body’s capacity to 
successfully bend and move without injury. 
Improving flexibility allows the body to 
increase its range of motion. It is a constant 
process and not a static point of achievement. 
Flexibility does not only enhance performance 
in the gym but it also equals agility because a 
flexible body requires less effort for extreme 
movements and allows for a wider range of 
motion. It also limits the potential for injury.

“There’s always logic in doing a warm up 
before any form of exercise. The warm up can 
take different forms and should obviously 
be specific to the activity you’re about to 
participate in. Warm ups are good to increase 
blood flow into the muscle, but to me, a warm 
up is a good way to activate the nervous 
system and to activate the neural pathways 
that are related to a particular activity like 
weightlifting,” Johnson adds.

SOLID FOUNDATION
Bodybuilding by its nature increases tension 
through the musculature and connective 
tissues of the body. However, this can be 
managed by ensuring your physique is 
symmetrical and by doing enough recovery 
work. Many young weightlifters in the gym 
like training the muscles they can see and 
ignore certain muscle groups, which can 
lead to asymmetrical tensions which affect 
the nervous system.


