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CAWEBS THERAFY




 Dr Rod Dunn
The Popliteus muscle

“The what? I have never heard of it!” That is what many athletes say when I tell them the cause of their knee pain.

Function

Compared to the more commonly known muscles such as the calf (back of lower leg), hamstrings (back of upper leg) or quadriceps (front of upper leg) the popliteus is a relatively small little known muscle that is often overlooked in knee and lower leg injuries. It isn’t a very strong muscle but because of its central role in unlocking the knee from full extension and its importance as a controller of knee rotation during running, it is of great significance to the runner.

Symptoms

The pain is often felt deep in the knee. It can be painful when walking downstairs or running downhill. A sharp pain can be felt on either the outside or, more commonly, on the inside of the knee and may be associated with other problems such as tightness in the adductors (inner thigh). 

Acute Injury

Any acute sprain or strain to the knee will involve the popliteus muscle. Car accidents and falls when the knee is extended are the most common cause of damage to the popliteus. Another cause is the forced hyperextension (over straightening) and twisting of the knee. Severe knee ligament injuries such as the posterior cruciate ligament may involve a tear to the popliteus tendon.

Chronic Injury

Unless the runner has a reasonably balanced gait chronic overuse of this muscle is likely to occur.

A tightness or shortening of the popliteus will prevent the knee from straightening completely and thus reduce stride length. It will also have a knock on effect on other muscles such as the weakening or wasting of the inner front thigh (medial quadriceps) muscle. Shortness of the popliteus muscle can also lead to improper foot plant and excess pronation (rolling in of the foot). Conversely over pronation or running in badly worn shoes will cause excessive lower leg rotation and overstress this muscle. The common practice among runners to knock around in old running shoes will be adding stress to the Popliteus as well as the rest of your body. The weekly long run over rough or uneven ground can have the same effect!

Poor Hamstring or Quadriceps function can also cause problems with the Popliteus muscle, as can an imbalance between your Hamstrings and Quadriceps.  

Treatment

 Unfortunately the position of the popliteus makes self massage very difficult. However stretching the popliteus as shown in fig 1and 2 would be helpful. This should be combined with SIWR where:

S = Stretch, I = Ice, W = Warm, R = Repeat.

 The best way to treat the increased tightness in this muscle is through a combination of myofascial manipulation and ischemic pressure techniques. To find out more please look at www.cambstherapy.co.uk
           Stretching

It is however possible to reduce the tension in the popliteus muscle with a program of static stretching. 

Starting Position:  [Fig 1] lie flat on your back, head and neck supported with a pillow. Flex or bend both of your knees so that both of your feet are flat on the floor and close to your buttocks. Draw the knee with the tight popliteus muscle up towards your chest. Hook a rope, towel or belt around the middle of this foot. Then straighten this leg so that it is roughly perpendicular to your body. How well you can do this will depend to some extent on how tight your hamstrings are! Slightly flex or bend the knee, keeping the rope reasonably tight, rotate the whole of the lower leg i.e. not just the foot, inwards. 
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Figure 1 Start Position


Figure 2 Stretching Position

Stretching action: Straighten the lower leg and at the same time rotate the lower leg and foot outwards. [Fig 2]

Finishing position: The leg should now be fully straight and the lower leg and foot rotated outwards.

Stretching time: Hold this position for at least two minutes.

Important Stretching Notes 

If there is a sharp pain behind the back of the knee, either when you moved from the starting position to the end position, or while holding the stretch STOP. There should never be any pain involved when stretching. You should only feel a mild stretch of the muscle not a sharp pain.

Go back to the starting position and move the flexed leg a little further away from your body so that your starting position is further away from you and then move to the finishing position. 

 If on the other hand you do not feel anything when you moved from the starting position to the finishing position then you need to STOP because you are not stretching the muscle significantly.

Go back to the starting position and this time move the flexed knee nearer to body and try again.

Keep trying the above until you get to a position that is not painful but you can feel a mild stretch.

You should try to do this stretch at least two or three times a day followed by icing the muscle for 5 minutes then warming it for the same to increase the circulation of blood to the area. This will result in an increase in blood flowing through the area which will stimulate the healing process.

Stretching is held for at least two minutes in order to stretch the muscle and the surrounding connective tissue (fascia).
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