Why Men Need Pilates

Ask the average man what he knows about Pilates and-if he's even heard of it-he will likely dismiss it as a pursuit for ballerinas and female celebrities, or he will say Pilates is "like yoga" and only for the most flexible of creatures.

The sad irony is that despite the method's explosive growth, Pilates  started as the creation of a tough boxer with a following of male practitioners but has given way to willowy women. Pilates' most remarkable asset is its malleability: It was designed to be a universal fitness regimen that can benefit the healthy and the injured, the young and the old, and of course, men and women. Moreover, given the specifics of men's biome​chanical and physical needs, many physiotherapists, doctors and sports coaches would argue that men need Pilates perhaps even more than women.


Poor sports training, early in life rarely allows boys to properly develop core strength and correct exercise habits. Over time, chronic lower abdominal weaknesses and destructive workout routines can manifest themselves in adulthood through such symptoms as back pain, instability and most significantly, inflex​ibility, especially in the hamstrings. That chronic tightness is because men traditionally start in athletics a lot younger than girls.  Men typically don't bother to stretch after they've participated in an activity. And if they do stretch, it's haphazard or incomplete at best, so over time they develop microscopic tears in the mus​cles. As time progresses, scar tissue develops, and when the muscle is fatigued, it loses flexibility.

The Pilates method's simultaneous core strengthening and stretching principles are a great way to regain flexibility and treat many of the injuries, misalignments and bad habits that men frequently impose on themselves.  For all the time some men spend trying to sculpt six-pack abs, they often do not understand the fundamental connec​tion between core strength and how their extremities work. For many of the golfers with rotator cuff injuries, basketball players with tom anterior cruciate ligament [ACL] syndrome and weightlifters and baseball players with both problems, the issue comes down to one basic problem: They aren't using their abs correctly.

Often, men don't know how to engage the transversus abdominis properly referring to the deep. abdominal muscle targeted in Pilates. It's the critical muscle for supporting movement in the trunk and shoulders, as well as the lower body. When the transversus is weak, it increases the stress on the arms and legs, which leads to more persistent long-term problems, like instability in the knee, upper leg and hip, chronic tightness and pain in the lower back and lack of balance and coordination.

"Guys sit all week long in a chair, or their car," says Bob Liekens, senior program director for Power Pilates in New York. "Then on the weekend, they play tennis or soccer and all of a sudden they have to move from side to side, outside the plane they're used to sitting in. So they pull their groins, they whack their knees, they need ACL reconstruction. Pilates teaches men how to stabilize their center and then gradually go out in different planes and stretch and strengthen. It's in all the exercises. It's complete and can be the toughest workout they'll ever have."

As a few trainers of big-league sports teams have incorporated Pilates into their work​out regimens, the method has moved beyond being simply a rehabilitative alternative for injured warriors to a preferred training technique. Pro players who practice Pilates include Boston Red Sox pitcher Curt Schilling, New Jersey Nets captain Jason Kidd, Buffalo Bills offensive guard Ruben Brown and Washington Redskins lineman Ray Brown (at 42, the oldest such player in NFL history). All of these standouts tell similar stories of being so floored and humbled by the challenge of Pilates that they became converts. Not only are they seeing improvement in their game-day finesse, they have realized that Pilates can help them eke more years out of their careers-a fact that should convince any million ​dollar baby to take up the almost l00-year-old discipline. The attraction has gone beyond ballplayers. After Tiger Woods noted how Pilates helped improve his swing, and other pro golfers, such as Rich Beem and Rocco, Mediate, have discussed how Pilates has improved their health and technique. Even NASCAR, once the domain of guys who placed more faith in fast engines than strong abs, is evolving into a sport where young drivers need to be in top shape. But where Pilates can help the most is in prevention and mini​mizing the impact of injury, rather than just being the rehab option after the fact--a detail not lost on

Bruno Junqueira, a Champ Car World Series champion and racer for Paul Newman's Newman-Haas Racing team.  When Junqueira shattered two vertebrae in a crash at the Indianapolis , he and his medical attendants were struck by what Pilates conditioning prevented. "The doctors were extremely impressed with the condition of how strong the muscles around my spine were,' says Junqueira, who has been doing Pilates for two years.  “There's no doubt that the core strength it creates prepares your body for whatever can happen. About three weeks after the crash, I started working out again. This is all thanks to Pilates." 
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