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CALF STRETCHING: THE BASICS
Calf stretching is important to people no matter age and no matter lifestyle. It is likely that your specific
problem is due to - or even made worse - by calf tightness, or shortening. Additionally, for prevention
purposes, calf stretching, done the right way, is good for everyone to do, with or without foot problems.
There are a whole variety of treatments for the problems that tight calves may cause, a few of which you
may have already tried. These would include physical therapy, orthotics, rest, immobilization, injections,
and non-steroidal anti-inflammatory medicines. While these treatments may help the symptoms, none
correct the actual cause at hand and, therefore, are usually not long-lasting.
If you follow my blog, then you know that tight calves are a major (if not “the” major) cause of many foot
and ankle problems. Usually the calf contracture (tight calves) is “silent”, so you are not aware, until your
symptoms - and the pain - start. The calf muscle and Achilles tendon are a continuous structure on the
back of the leg, which in turn causes increased stress on most areas of your foot and ankle when the
calf is too tight. As people age, tightness (contracture) is almost inevitable.
There are several reasons this occurs such as:
1. Decreased daily activities. As we become more sedentary, we have less daily stretch of the
calf muscles. (But remember, on the opposite end for people who are very active, we have a
similar problem.)
2. Age-related decrease in the elasticity of the calf connective tissue. While this is inevitable,
we can “work against” it becoming an actual problem.
3. Higher heeled shoes will put the calf in a shortened position and it tends to stay there. What
can I say, our body adapts!
4. Athlete’s/runner’s calves shorten for reasons outside the scope of this handout, as alluded
to.
The solution is calf stretching. Calf stretching is not a short-term fix: it is the solution to improve or
resolve your calves that are too tight. Let’s dig deeper to see how you can get started on daily calf
stretching.

HOW TO GET STARTED
With calf stretching, I see relief in 90% of patients with these issues. Some patients may require as little
as 2 weeks to see improvement, while others may need upwards of 5-6 months to change the longstanding calf tightness.
The big picture is this: in the beginning, the amount you stretch will vary due to pain or soreness of the
calf muscles, heels, or where you are experiencing pain. This stretch will be done with both feet,
therefore you may experience increased new pain in both heels but this new pain will resolve as well.
This stretching should be done 3 times a day; building up to three minutes of hang time for each

session as detailed below.
DURATION & FREQUENCY: It doesn’t matter what time of the day you stretch, except that it is best
to do stretching apart from any exercise. (Static calf stretching has been shown to reduce ballistic
strength/power for the next hour or so, so keep that in mind.) Here’s the thing: if you stretch everyday,
consistently, you will get your calf back out to its intended length.
Through years of tinkering and observation, I have determined that 9 minutes a day is the right number.
It’s best to do it 3 minutes, 3 times per day. You can cluster your stretching like sets. In other words, do
a 3 minute stretch, go away for a few minutes (brush your teeth, etc.), then do your next 3 minute
stretch, go away for a bit, and then completely your final, 3 minutes, and you are done for the day. I find
that setting it up this way makes people more likely to just get the stretching done. It’s easy and done,
and you are on to the next thing. Less time stretching does not seem to work for people, and more is a
waste.
THE HOW TO: Although you want to find what works for you, people have found success with an
aerobics step, which works well since it is about 8 inches tall or so. It also has a rounded edge. If you
perform the stretching on stairs, as many do, use the bottom stair and hold onto the railing for support.
Athletic shoes with traction seem to work best. Then slowly relax your ankles, and let your heels go
downward. Remember the contact point on the step is your arch, not the balls of your feet. Now you
should be feeling a pulling (or a tightness) in your upper calf muscle – which is what we want. You
should be feeling this stretch high in your calf, just below your knee. I always tell people, no need to
over-do it with the intensity of your stretch!
So where do people go wrong? Don’t stop stretching after just a week or two. One of the biggest
mistakes I see is that people either want an overnight change, or they “give up” when the pain goes
away.
Remember this takes time. I’ll tell you again: you have to be consistent. Fortunately, but maybe not in
your particular case, the problems we are solving are manageable, until the stretching finally does its
job. I see people take 2 weeks, to as much as 6 months for their calf stretching to “undo” the powerful,
damaging eﬀects of your tight calves. Set your sight on one to four months, if you must, but you should
continue calf stretching after, or you’re problems will just return.
Stay healthy my friends,
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Typical pattern of recovery
Advancement schedule
Week I – 15 seconds 3 times/day
Week II - -30 seconds 3 times/day
Week III - -1 minute 3 times/day
Week IV - -1 ½ minutes 3 times/day
Week V - -2 minutes 3 times/day
Week VI - -2 ½ minutes 3 times/day
Week VII 3 minutes 3 times/day

Don’t expect your problem to go away, right away. Sometimes your
pain persists, then all of a sudden, it will begin to resolve.

Correct
Contact point should be
under center of your arch to
achieve the most powerful
stretch high in your calf where
you need it.

Incorrect
Even though it would appear
the contact point should be
under the “ball” of your foot to
get better leverage this
method is inferior and places
more strain on your foot and
Achilles tendon (lower).

