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Many of us dancers and teachers have had the unpleasant experience of injuring our hamstrings at 

some point in our career.  We may be enjoying a deep stretch, doing a high grand battement, 

illusions in jazz or grand jete … and then we feel that awful deep pull from our sitz bone.  OH NO! 
 

BASIC ANATOMY: 

 
The hamstrings consist of three muscles: 

the biceps femoris, semimembranosus 

and semitendinosus. The three muscles 

originate at the ischial tuberosity (sitz 
bones). All three muscles act to flex the 

knee and also extend the hip (as in a 

arabesque). The hamstring muscles 

have a two-joint action at the hip and 
knee making them more vulnerable to 

injury in movement.  From my clinical 

experience and from case study reports 
the hamstring is mostly likely injured at 

the ischial tuberosity in dancers.  But I have seen of few cases of injury to the muscles belly (the 

bulky part of the hamstring muscle in the mid posterior thigh.  

 
The sciatic nerve can also be irritated near the hamstring attachment at the sitz bone.  Sciatic nerve 

irritation can prolong the sensation of a strained hamstring.  

 

WHY DO HAMSTRING MUSCLE INJURIES OCCUR IN DANCERS? 
 

1. Tight hip flexors and quads: In order for the body to maintain optimal alignment and 

accommodate movement safely, the muscles in the front of the body need to balance the 
muscles in the back of the body.  A dancer will be more likely to injure their hamstring if their 

hip flexors and quadriceps muscles are tight or shortened because this exerts increased tension 

on the hamstrings, making it vulnerable to injury.  

2. Improper Warm-Up: A dynamic warm-up is essential to get the mind and body ready for the 
demands of dance.  Without a proper warm-up muscles have decreased blood flow and unable 

to meet the demands of dancing. 

3. Rapid Overstretch of the Hamstring: I am coming back to those ‘lovely’ illusions in jazz or 

high grand battements! Dancers need exceptionally flexible hamstrings; if the hamstrings are 
under too much tension they may fail or tear (just like a frayed rope would tear if you 

continually pulled on it).  Please see prevention tips below to avoid this type of injury.  Hint: Do 

not hold a prolonged stretch and then try a high battement immediately after. Also training the 

hamstrings in extension can better prepare the hamstrings for the demands of dancing.  
4. Sitting in long sustained stretch when our bodies are cold: Often dancers are stretching 

when they are cold.  When we are cold we have decreased blood flow and circulation to 

muscles.  Placing the hamstrings on extended stretch when we are cold can place a lot of 
tension on parts of the muscle that are already weak.  



5. Incorrect pelvic alignment and poor posture: Incorrect pelvic alignment puts the hamstrings 

at a disadvantage.  If a dancers stands with their pelvis tipped forward the hamstrings are in a 
shortened position. When the dancers does a movement that extends the hamstrings like a 

battement, the hamstring are put on an even greater stretch than necessary.   

 

HOW CAN YOU PREVENT A HAMSTRING INJURY? 
 

1. Dynamic Warm-up: A dynamic warm up increases circulation to muscles and joints, allowing 

them to become more elastic.  Do 3-4 sun salutations from yoga, a 2 minute gentle jog or gallop, 
and end with some relaxing neck, arm, hip, knee and ankles circles as an example.  Your mind 

and body needs about 5-10 minutes to achieve a more ideal state before dancing or stretching.  

2. Don’t stretch when you are cold: Please do not sit in long sustained stretches when you are 

cold.  The problem with this is that when we hold a muscle on a sustained stretch, the load is 
often taken at the weakest part of the muscle, putting it at risk of injury.  Add the fact that you 

have inadequate blood flow to the area because you are cold. Your hamstrings can easily be 

pushed beyond their length-tension capabilities.  

3. Stretch at the end of dance class when you are warm: Please do not hold sustained stretches 
right before you go on stage or into dance class! If you hold a static stretch for more than 20 

seconds you can actually lose power and strength in that muscles for up to 30 minutes.   

4. Train the hamstrings in extended positions: Most people think of stretching their 

hamstrings, but most dancers rarely think of strengthening them. This is really important to get 
strength in the end ranges of mobility.  

5. Core strengthening: Strengthening the deep core stabilizers in the trunk will help the body 

maintain optimal alignment and prevent length-tension problems.  I love Pilates type exercises 
to achieve neutral alignment and strong deep core stabilizers.  

6. Strengthening your gluteal muscles: The gluteal muscles often work with the hamstring 

muscles.  For example, during an arabesque your buttocks and hamstring work to lift your leg.  

If the gluteal muscles are weak, the hamstrings will overcompensate, work too hard and 
become more susceptible to injury. 

7. Stretch your quadriceps and hip flexors after dance classes. As discussed, it is important to 

stretch the quadriceps and hip flexor muscles as well as the hamstrings to insure the body is 

balanced.   
 

I hope this helps with all your training and teaching. Be kind to your hamstrings! Join us next time for 

pictures and descriptions of some great hamstring and core exercises for dancers.  

 

Lisa Mills-Hutton is a physiotherapist with over 20 years of dance training and over 15 years of dance 

teaching experience. She is passionate about dance and thrilled to be combining her education, skills, and 

dance experience to provide treatment and rehabilitation for dancers. If you have any questions, interested 

in booking an appointment or an injury prevention workshop at your studio, please call Donna Sarna 

Physiotherapy and Rehabilitation at (204) 452-2608 or email directly at lisamillshutton@dsphysio.com. 

 

 


