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The Shoulder: Implications for the Overhead Athlete & Beyond, Disc Two of Two 

This transcript has been edited for smoother reading. 
Editorial decisions were made to retain Sue’s meaning while converting the live lecture format to text. 

For more information on this lecture DVD, please visit 
movementlectures.com or otpbooks.com.

I have my friends with me today, Lindsay Whipple and Krysten Axelson, who are going to help me demonstrate 
shoulder compensations and exercises to correct the common compensations we often see when dealing with our athletes 
and patients.

The first thing I want to talk about in this session is the compensation of upward rotation and poor control coming 
back into downward rotation. 

When people raise their arms up in the air, we need to see a smooth upward rotation of the shoulder blade and a 
controlled downward rotation of that shoulder blade. As they raise the arm up, we want see a nice, smooth upward rota-
tion, and when they bring the arm back down, it’s smooth on the way down.

However, what we often see in the presence of some type of shoulder dysfunction is a nice, easy upward rotation of 
the shoulder blade, but when they go to bring the arm down, we see that shoulder blade literally fall. There’s absolutely no 
control into the downward rotation, so that really is poor control or poor eccentric control of upward rotation. 

As someone is lifting the arm up over the head, we have a concentric upward rotation. When lowering the arm back 
down, we have an eccentric action of the muscles for upward rotation, so we have this concentric and eccentric type of 
motion. 
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Following her in-depth discussion 
of the anatomy of the shoulder and 
upper torso, Sue then describes and 
demonstrates her favorite exercises, 
stretches and drills for addressing 
common shoulder issues.

You’ll learn what to look for and 
more importantly, you’ll discover 
the most direct way to help your 
clients, athletes and patients who 
have movement-based shoulder 
issues.

In this two-part lecture, Sue 
Falsone discusses the key anatomy 
you need to know to understand 
some of the common shoulder 
problems seen in both athletes and 
in the general population. 

Many shoulder problems are 
movement issues—not medical—
and it’s important to be able to 
recognize inhibited muscular 
function that might aff ect the 
shoulder.
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When the person goes to lift the arm up 
overhead and then simply—boom—it falls right 
back down, that’s because of some poor eccentric 
control in the scapular stabilizers or in the scapular 
controlled-mobilizers. We want to fix that com-
pensation or dysfunction, and I’ve found the best 
way to do that is through closed-chain exercises for 
the upper extremity. 

I’m going to have Lindsay and Krysten dem-
onstrate some of my favorite exercises to help com-
bat this compensation. The first thing we’re going 
to do is a “downward dog to plank,” which is fit-
ting considering we’re filming in my yoga studio. 

Go ahead and get to a plank position, ladies.

What we want to see is exactly what we typically look at when we begin in a plank position—a nice neutral spine. 
There’s a slight push away in their hands. They’re pushing themselves away just a tad in order to put a little tension in the 
shoulder blades. 

They are going to drive the hips back and upward toward the sky. We’re going to see a nice extension of the thoracic 
spine, a stretch of the shoulder,  and a co-contraction of all the muscles around the shoulder complex.

And back down to plank.

Again, a nice co-contraction of all those muscles around the shoulder complex. 

Push back again. 

Not only that, we’re getting some core activation abdominal work. 

And back down. 

Go ahead and repeat that for me about five times, ladies. 

We’re getting a nice posterior chain stretch and we’ll be able to see where they begin to fatigue. It may be in the core. 
It may be in the shoulders. 

Lindsay gives us a nice demonstration of the 
scapular winging we’ve talked about.

Go ahead and push back. 

We can get some nice co-contraction of all 
those muscles in order to help with the eccentric 
control of the shoulder blade.

And last one, ladies. Take a break. Nice job. 

Those are not easy. Especially with some of 
the athletes I work with who don’t have the shoul-
der mobility to do that. Actually, they don’t even 
have the trunk stability to do that, so that’s a great, 
big “bang for your buck” exercise I do with a lot of 
my shoulder athletes. 

The second one is everybody’s favorite, which is plank rolling. What they’re going to do here is be in a plank posi-
tion, hands to elbow.

Go ahead and go up, ladies.

The same thing, they’re going to be in a nice, neutral spine position. They are going to drive their elbows into the 
ground and push themselves to one side, opening up…
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And back down. 

Very nice! Same thing to the other side.

Go ahead and do about three on each side, ladies, and back down.

As we look at Krysten, she’s doing a really 
nice job of driving from her elbow, keeping her 
hips in line. She’s doing a great job with that. What 
we will often see—Lindsay is demonstrating for 
us—we’ll see a hip shift first. 

This is what we’re typically going to see in 
our athletes who struggle with this exercise. The 
hip is going to shift, and then the motion is going 
to happen at the shoulder. We see her hip shift and 
then she turns from the shoulder, as opposed to 
Krysten who keeps everything in a nice, easy line.

Ideally, what we do with these athletes…

Go ahead and come back toward me, Lindsay, so 
you’ll be facing the other way.  

I’ll simply stand here and try to block the 
body and force the person to use the shoulder first.

Rest for me.

That’s not easy for the athletes I typically work 
with who have eccentric control problems in the 
shoulder blade.

My third favorite exercise is another yoga fa-
vorite called “the dolphin.” In this exercise, before 
they even go up onto a plank…

Ladies, just go ahead and go into quadruped for 
me. Come down on your forearms. The hands are going to be flat. 

Ideally, their forearms look like the number 
“11.” Oftentimes, they will have difficulty even 
getting into this position. 

Our athletes are going to want to be slightly 
rotated with their elbows out. That’s going to feel 
more comfortable to them, but  we really want 
them to get this relative external rotation of the 
shoulders by maintaining a parallel position be-
tween the forearms. 

That alone is going to be difficult for them to 
achieve. Once they’re able to achieve that, they go 
back into a plank position. I’m going to have them 
walk their feet up toward their hands, elevating the 
hips toward the ceiling and back down. 

Go ahead and repeat that about three or four times, ladies.   

You can see what’s happening. As they come up, their arms are beginning to rotate in, so we’ve got some mobility 
issues going on in the shoulder complex. We’ve got some strength issues going on in the posterior cuff because they’re un-
able to maintain that position.
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This is a tough exercise, but one I really like. Even if it’s simply starting from the quadruped position and having 
them move the arms—we’ll demonstrate that next. If this is just too hard for your athlete or patient, try this. 

Go down to your knees. You’re going to try to get your forearms parallel. 

That’s going to be a big stretch for some of them. They may not be able to get there and that’s okay. If this is still too 
difficult for them, we move them to the wall. I’m going to have Krysten take the yellow Thera-band and wrap it around 
her hands, so she’s not gripping the band.

Go ahead and turn around. 

The forearms are going to be flat against 
the wall. The elbows can be anywhere from chin-
to-chest height, so somewhere just sort of in the 
middle. 

The tendency for an athlete in this position 
is to arch the back to get the arms up, so I usu-
ally offer just a simple cue of bringing those ribs in 
just a bit. That way, they contract the abdominal 
musculature and take any excessive sway out of the 
low back, so we can really focus on the shoulder 
movement. 

All she’s going to do here is a simple wind-
shield-wiper type of movement. The movement is 

going to come from her shoulders, and in. 

Go ahead and do about five or six of those for me.

Again, the tendency is to extend the wrist. We want to make sure they’re keeping the wrist neutral. They’re pivoting 
almost at the elbow, and the motion is happening from the shoulder. This is going to begin to strengthen the posterior cuff, 
as well as stretch some of the anterior musculature that’s limiting them in the position on the ground.

Another common compensatory pattern we 
often see at the shoulder is excessive shoulder com-
plex elevation. We often see this when somebody 
is post-operative or if having significant shoulder 
pain, shoulder impingement or any type of ten-
donitis or bursitis. 

What we see instead of an easy elevation of 
the shoulder, we see the movement initiate with 
the upper trapezius. We begin to see excessive 
shoulder elevation where the shoulder is coming 
up into the ear. 

That upper trapezius is really overactive, so 
what we want to try to do is to activate and stimu-
late some of the depressors of the scapula including 
the lower trapezius. We want to try to activate the serratus anterior, so we can begin to even out that force couple. 

As we elevate the arm, we have a force couple working with the upper trapezius, the lower trapezius and the serratus 
anterior. These three muscles work together to upwardly rotate and control downward rotation of the scapula. When one 
of those gets excessively activated, as we see in this compensation, the upper trapezius starts to get overly activated. 

The lower trapezius and the serratus anterior aren’t doing as much work. We want to try to wake up those two 
muscles, see if we can balance out this force couple and give them better and more efficient mobility, so we can begin to 
build strength and power on top of it.   

Lindsay and Krysten are going demonstrate a few of my favorite exercises to help combat this specific compensatory 
pattern. The first one they’re going to do is a simple shoulder flexion exercise with a Thera-band wrapped around the body.



5—Sue Falsone: The Shoulder Disc Two DVD transcript 
For more information on this lecture DVD, please visit movementlectures.com or otpbooks.com. For more from Sue, visit suefalsone.com.

I don’t like people to grip onto the band, so I’ll have them wrap the band around their hands or put their hands 
through a loop. What they’re going to do is extend the arms forward and protract just a tad. That way, they kick in the 
serratus anterior a bit. 

Make sure the band is right up underneath the armpit. As they bring the arm down and up, it’s really sort of acting 
as an external serratus anterior. 

Ladies, go ahead and elevate your arms for me. 

The person will have to maintain a bit of 
protraction and a bit of depression to do this exer-
cise properly. Sometimes, I have my clients do this 
exercise in front of the mirror, so they can watch 
themselves begin to get rid of that compensatory 
pattern of excessive shoulder elevation. They really 
have to activate the lower trapezius and the serratus 
anterior to do this exercise correctly. 

If not, if they begin to lose that…

Krysten is going to demonstrate what happens.

…the band is going to roll straight up the 
back. They’ll have to come back down. We’ll re-
set it. They have to initiate with protraction and 
maintain that protraction throughout the entire 
exercise.

Great job, ladies, and rest.  

The second exercise we can do is the same 
movement. All we’re doing now is putting the 
hands on the ground and turning the same exercise 
into a closed-chain activity. 

I’m going to have you get into the downward 
dog position. Find yourself a nice plank position first. 

This band is going to be high up in the arm-
pit, so that way it’s acting as an external serratus anterior. 

Find that good neutral trunk position. Push your hands away. There you go, and go back.

It’s not going to be as full of a downward dog as it was before, and that’s okay. This time, it’s not about how much 
mobility they can get. It’s about creating some stability and creating a little bit more activation of the serratus anterior and 
of that lower trapezius to combat the overactive upper trapezius.

Even though the range of motion is a little bit less than when we do it without the Thera-band, that’s totally fine. 
We’re doing it for a completely different reason. That’s why we’ve added the band.

Great, and rest for me. 

A third exercise, we’re going to get rid of the Thera-band. 

Go ahead and toss that to the side, ladies, and you’re going to lie on your back.

Another one of my favorite exercises to combat this specific compensatory pattern, as well as many other dysfunc-
tions I often see, is the “floor slide.” 

What I’m going to have the girls do is lie on their backs. Their knees are going to be bent exactly as you see them. 
They’re going to bring their arms up for me at about a 90/90 degree angle. 

When they begin to do this, they’ll want to arch the back up, so we really want to be careful not to let them do this. 
I’m going to have them, at first, just practice breathing.
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Go ahead and take a nice inhale…and exhale. 
Keep exhaling. Keep exhaling. Keep exhaling.

As they use that exhalation…

And relax for me. 

…they start to use their expiratory reserve 
volume of the lungs. When they are using the 
expiratory reserve volume, their obliques have to 
contract. Their abdominals have to contract. 

We can use that abdominal contraction to 
help maintain a neutral lumbar position and a 
neutral pelvic position while they’re doing the ex-
ercise. What they’re going to do is on the exhale, 

they’ll raise the arms up into a diamond position.

Go ahead and raise those arms up on an exhale.

What they’re going to have to do is maintain 
and keep the entire forearm, shoulder, wrist and 
hand in contact with the ground. On the inhale, 
they’ll bring the arms back down to about 90 de-
grees and repeat.

What they’re doing here is really activating 
the posterior cuff by maintaining the entire fore-
arm and humerus in contact with the ground. 
They have to activate the entire posterior cuff, and 
it’s difficult to elevate or over-elevate in this posi-
tion. We’re getting a lot of different activities going 
on here. 

This is a great chest opener, as well. On top 
of that, we’re getting a great stretch of the pec area—the pec minor, the pec major. All of those different musculatures are 
activating. If they’re not protruding the head a little, we can get a little bit of a chin tuck. That’s going to activate some of 
the deep neck flexors. 

If we want to challenge this and make it even more difficult, we are going to have them bring their legs down. This 
places the pelvis in a more anteriorly tilted position. This is going to challenge the core more. On an exhale, they’ll bring 
the arms up. 

They really have to activate those abdominal muscles to maintain a neutral pelvic position. Again, because of that 
extra challenge, it’s even more difficult to fire the posterior cuff and to keep the entire arm in contact with the ground—a 
big anterior stretch, a big posterior activation. Once this becomes too easy, we’re going to move them to the wall.

Go ahead, ladies. Sit up for me.  We’re going to 
go back toward the wall.

Once we move them to the wall, this exercise 
becomes even more challenging. The first thing I 
have them do is scoot their butts all the way back 
to the wall. They’re up against the wall as much as 
possible. 

They’ve got their knees tucked up. That’s go-
ing to help give a little extra stability even though 
they are now up against gravity. Their arms are go-
ing to be in the same overhead position. 
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Before I have them move, I’m going to make sure they are really externally rotating in order to get the entire forearm 
flat against the wall. 

Once they’re able to do that,  on an exhale, they’re going to raise the arms into a diamond position. They only get to 
go as far as they can maintain contact with the wall and they don’t arch the back off the wall. 

I always tell my athletes they have to earn their mobility. I don’t care how high they go up when they’re in this ex-
ercise. They only get to go up as high as they can control it and as high as their bodies can stabilize it. They have to earn 
their mobility. 

If they can’t go all the way up, that’s fine. That’s one of our goals. 

If you need one more progression, which very few of my athletes get to, we’ll have them straighten out their legs.

Scoot back toward the wall one more inch—the same exercise.

Again, we have changed the position of the pelvis, which adds a little bit more difficulty to the core. On an exhale, 
they’re going to bring the arms up. The challenge is to keep the forearm, elbow, wrist and hand all on the wall—again, 
earning the mobility they have. 

This is a huge anterior stretch, a great stretch 
for the suboccipital muscles, and small activation 
of the deep cervical neck flexors. There’s huge ac-
tivation of the posterior musculature of the upper 
quarter challenging that core. This is a huge “bang 
for your buck” exercise, and is definitely one of my 
favorites. 

Good job, ladies.

The next common compensatory pattern we 
often see at the upper quarter is simply external 
rotation. One of the jobs of the rotator cuff is defi-
nitely external rotation even though as a group, it’s 
to centrate that humeral head. 

We can do the classic external and internal ro-
tation with bands or cuff weights. Those exercises are totally acceptable and fine to do. I like to add some more stability 
and some more components to posterior cuff or external rotation work to get a little more out of the exercise.

What we will see—especially if someone is post-operative, or especially if someone is having pain—we may see a 
dominance of the posterior deltoid. 

If they have a very weak rotator cuff in the posterior aspect, we may see them try to substitute with excessive scapular 
retraction, or we may see them substitute with excessive thoracolumbar extension—anything they can do in order to not 
use that posterior cuff that, for whatever reason, is weak or not functioning as part of the group. 

Here are some of my favorite ways to do some 
posterior cuff external rotation exercises. 

The first is going to be a “wall walk.” It’s really 
a progression of the windshield wiper we demon-
strated earlier. It’s going to be the same wrap and 
the same hand setup as we used for the windshield 
wiper.

Krysten is going to go ahead and turn around.

It’s the same position to begin with. The arms 
are in that parallel position. The abdominals are 
going to be activated, so we’re taking any sway out 
of the low back. 
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This exercise is going to go from just below shoulder height maybe up to her eyes, so her elbows are most likely not 
going to come any higher than her eyes. 

What I’m going to have her do first is slightly 
externally rotate. She is going to proceed to walk 
up the wall. As she walks up, she is going to have a 
tendency to arch her back and to sway her back in 
order to help her get higher. We really want her to 
combat that so again, she has to earn her mobility. 
She’s firing that posterior rotator cuff, all of those 
external rotators. She’s working that core. 

We’ve done a study with this exercise specifi-
cally with EMG, which showed we have a much 
greater activation of the lower trapezius, and it ac-
tually helped shut this upper trapezius off. We have 
a greater activation of the lower trapezius here than 
we do in the upper trapezius. 

This is also a great exercise for the previous compensation for excessive shoulder elevation, but  I really like this one 
to activate the posterior cuff.

The second exercise we’re going to do is a “Bruegger’s extension exercise.” What I’m going to have Krysten do is a 
very similar wrap around her hands. It may take a couple of times to do this exercise to find the right amount of tension. 

This exercise is really going to focus on the entire posterior chain, on the entire extensor system, on the entire “new 
system” of the upper quarter. I’m not going to have her clench. I’m not going to have her hold the band. We need to have 
the fingers active in this exercise, as well. 

The first part of the exercise, her hands are 
going to be up and the palms are going to be supi-
nated. She’s going to open up her fingers, extend 
her fingers and her wrists. Once those are extend-
ed, she’s going to externally rotate her arms. 

Once that happens, she’s going to extend 
her elbows. Then, she’s going to reverse the exer-
cise as slowly as possible, bending her elbows and 
allowing slow controlled internal rotation, which 
is really eccentric external rotation. She will then 
release her hands. 

Now this time, as she begins to come down 
and extend out, I’m going to have her keep her 

arms down a little bit closer to her body. 

Go ahead. Slowly bend. Slow controlled released position and released hands.

I’m going to have her go one more time.

Keep those elbows right next to your body, Krysten. Externally rotate. Keep those elbows where they are. Just extend your 
palms down. Good.

So, she gets all of that activation of the entire posterior chain. 

A nice, slow return…and rest.

The big thing with this exercise, as with most of these exercises, is when they’re in that bottom position…

Go ahead and get to that extended position for me.
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Often the athlete will want to extend at the thoracolumbar junction. We don’t want to let them, so we can use 
the breath to help facilitate stability. We can have them do this motion on an exhale and return to neutral or the resting 
position on an inhale. That will help use the core stabilizers and help keep the thoracolumbar junction in a more neutral 
position.

A third exercise I like to do if I specifically want to focus on external rotation of the shoulder is to get them in a posi-
tion that challenges the entire body—not just working the external rotators of their shoulder. 

Here, what I’m going to have Krysten do is to get into a modified side plank. 

Her elbow is going to be right under her shoul-
der here, so we’re going to get some stability of this 
downward side. 

I’m going to have her lift up into a half side 
plank here. 

She’s driving this knee into the ground. She’s 
getting some stability through this foot. She’s el-
evating these hips. We’re getting some nice activa-
tion of her trunk and in this side body right here. 
Her head is a natural extension of her spine. Her 
elbow is going to be slightly off of her body and she 
is going to externally rotate, aiming for my hand.

And back down. Go ahead and come up 
again…and back down. 

Yes, we are working on a classic external rotation exercise, but there are so many other things going on here. We’re 
incorporating a lot of different stability components including these deep neck flexors, which is a really nice thing to add. 
I love this activity for my athletes if I simply want to work on strengthening the external rotators.

And rest…good job.

Our fourth and final compensation we’re 
going to talk about today is for internal rotation. 
When we’re specifically talking about the rotator 
cuff, again they all work together to centrate that 
humeral head within the shoulder joint, but when 
we break them out into parts, the subscapularis 
specifically is the one that focuses on internal rota-
tion. 

However, we have so many more powerful 
internal rotators than the subscapularis. When you 
start to think about the actions of all these other 
muscles—the latissimus, the teres major, the pec-
toralis—all of those muscles are huge internal ro-
tators of the shoulder. The subscapularis does not 
have a chance to really exert its power against all of those other muscles that are way bigger, way broader and way stronger 
than the subscapularis. 

What I do want to demonstrate is the constant internally rotated position of someone’s shoulder can really start to 
become a problem. The internal rotators are so powerful—not to mention the body’s tendency to always go toward that 
“old system.” Everything is bringing these shoulders forward. 

Also, think about the throwing athlete. Everything is bringing them forward, so how do we open this up? One way 
to do that is to place the upper extremity in an internally rotated position and then in scapular retraction, so we can begin 
to stretch some of these anterior structures. 

Ladies, I’m going to have you go ahead and put your hands behind your back. 
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This is a very simple exercise for them. All 
they’re going to do is simply retract their shoulder 
blade while they’re in an internally rotated position 
and relax.

Go ahead and repeat that about eight times.

We can see the shoulder blades sit a little flat-
ter against the thorax. We’re getting a big stretch of 
the anterior musculature in the front. 

Again, look out for that excessive thoraco-
lumbar dorsal extension as they retract. We want 
them to contract the abdominals, maintain a neu-
tral pelvis and maintain a neutral lumbar spine as 
they contract. 

This really isn’t a strengthening exercise. It’s an activation exercise and an active mobility exercise to begin to help 
with that active mobility of internal rotation, stretching out the anterior structures of the chest.

Another exercise I like to do is a simple lat 
stretch. When we start to think about all the things 
our latissimus is involved in, whether it’s mobility, 
power or strength—all those different things—it’s 
nice to just get an easy lat stretch. We can do this 
while focusing on trunk stability at the same time. 

When we think about what that latissimus 
does, where it attaches and where it goes to, we 
can incorporate the entire body to add some length 
to this area while giving the body some stability. 
Again, the body has to earn its mobility, so we’re 
going to challenge this area with stability at the 
same time as we lengthen the muscle out.

The latissimus starts at that iliac crest via the 
lumbar dorsal fascia and comes across the entire back. It crosses over the inferior angle of the scapula, dives underneath 
the arm and attaches onto the front part of the humerus. To stretch this, we want to do the opposite motions of what that 
muscle does. If that muscle contracts, we are going to go into some lumbar extension. We are going to go into shoulder 
flexion, internal rotation and adduction. 

In order to get some length in this area, with some stability, we’re going to do exactly the opposite of that. We’re 
going to go into a neutral spine for this, but it’s going to be a little bit of relative flexion. We’re not going to let extension 
happen at the lumbar spine at all.  

The knees are going to be up. The stomach is 
going to contract. We’re going to contract the ab-
dominals. The arms are going to be up. The palms 
are going to be facing the floor. On an exhale, they 
are going to elevate their arms, and they’re going 
to aim the hands back toward the mat. What this 
is going to do is kind of stretch out and give them 
some length of those powerful internal rotators.
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Go ahead and inhale. Bring those arms back down. Repeat that for me about three or four times, ladies. 

On the exhale, we can again use that expiratory reserve volume and abdominal contractions to help maintain a neu-
tral spine at the thoracolumbar junction. We’re going to get some length, in that powerful internal rotator. 

This will also help with the execution of the dolphin exercise, which we demonstrated earlier and that’s another 
favorite exercise of mine for this specific compensation.

Keep in mind we outlined four common 
compensatory movement dysfunctions we see at 
the upper extremity, but this by no means is all-
encompassing. There are definitely other compen-
satory patterns you might see. 

There are other ways to categorize them—
not to mention all the compensatory patterns we 
can see at the trunk, at the hips, at the feet—all the 
things that can really contribute to dysfunction of 
the overhead athlete. 

I hope this gives a little bit of organization 
and insight to your planning process for when 
you’re working with an overhead athlete. 

  

   

 

   

 

 

 


