
When it comes to exer cise, muscles and bones are clearly the stars of the show. But to feel your best
and age well, you also need to take a little time each week to exer cise the body’s sup port ing cast: con -
nect ive tis sues like lig a ments and ten dons, espe cially if you’ve injured them in the past.

How you do it mat ters. What works for lig a ments doesn’t work for ten dons, and vice versa.
“Each part responds to di� er ent stim u lus,” said Jay Dicharry, a pro fessor of phys ical ther apy at Ore -
gon State Uni versity and the author of Run
ning Rewired. “Just as you don’t treat each of your chil dren the same, you shouldn’t treat all of your
body parts the same way.”
Here’s how to keep your ten dons, lig a ments and joints healthy and less likely to su� er injury. As with
any new exer cise, con sult your phys i cian or phys ical ther ap ist if you have con cerns.
TENDONS
Ten dons con nect muscles to bones. It’s a tough job — trans mit ting force gen er ated by the muscles
con nec ted to them.
“Think of ten dons as springs,” said Joel Sat tgast, an assist ant pro fessor at East ern Wash ing ton Uni -
versity. “As with any spring, over time they stretch out and lose some of that spring i ness.”
With age, ten don tis sues become sti� and brittle, mak ing them sus cept ible to tear ing, through gradual
degen er a tion from over use or sud den rup tures.
HOW TO IMPROVE TENDON HEALTH
Doc tors once pre scribed rest f or ten don pain, but more recent research has shown that exer cising
ten dons — poten tially even if they are sore — is far more e�ect ive.
Com mon prob lem ten dons include the Achilles and those around the elbow and knee. To pre vent
injur ies or keep them from return ing, you need to train the ten dons and the muscle they con nect to
slowly and with weights.

Exer cising ten dons, lig a ments and joints can go a long way
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“Body weight isn’t enough,” Sat tgast said. “You need external, weighted res ist ance.”
For example, run ning farther or faster than your body is pre pared for can dam age the Achilles ten don.
To help pre vent this, do some slow calf raises (three seconds up, three seconds down) for 25 repe ti -
tions two times a week. Do them all at once or broken up. As this becomes easy, pro gress to rais ing one
leg at a time and even tu ally hold a medium-weight dumb bell on the side you’re work ing.
Sim il arly, if you are wor ried about your biceps ten don (on the inside of your elbow), do slow biceps
curls, even tu ally increas ing the weight. These same prin ciples apply to any ten don in your body, espe -
cially if you notice one becom ing aggrav ated.
LIGAMENTS
Lig a ments con nect bones and provide sta bil ity. But they also help cre ate an aware ness of your body’s
pos i tion in space, called proprio cep tion. Thus, healthy lig a ments can keep an ankle turn from becom -
ing an ankle sprain or lessen the chances of an ACL tear.
Unlike ten dons, lig a ments don’t degrade from chronic over use; rather, they usu ally strain or tear sud -
denly. Lig a ment tears also dam age nerves, which never come back fully, dam aging their spe cial con -
nec tion to the brain. So you need to retrain the lig a ments and sur round ing muscles with repeat ing
move ment pat terns to help them “make smarter decisions” as they move and become more stable,
Dicharry said.
HOW TO IMPROVE LIGAMENT HEALTH
As long as your lig a ment hasn’t su�ered dam age, you can usu ally leave it alone. If you’ve su�ered a
lig a ment injury in the past, however, you should restore its sta bil ity with exer cises tar get ing the sur -
round ing muscles. Where ten dons love high loads and lower repe ti tions, lig a ments respond bet ter to
low loads and high repe ti tions.
If you’ve ever sprained your wrist, for example, use a ten nis racket and ball. With the racket in your
hand and the inside of your wrist point ing up, gently bounce the ball up and down on the racket.
To retrain the tis sues sur round ing a com mon ankle sprain, try a single-leg bal ance. With bare feet, lift
one leg in the air for 30 seconds without wob bling. Keep your foot �at by con sciously press ing your big
toe �rmly into the ground. For an added chal lenge, stretch an exer cise band around a table leg and
hold down the other end with your toe as you bal ance. As you get bet ter, try it with your eyes closed.
JOINTS
Any place where two bones meet and move — knees, elbows, hips — could be con sidered a joint. As
you age, the �uid in joints decreases, pro tect ive car til age thins out, and you might feel sti� and
“creaky” or even su� er from osteoarth ritis.
For many years, experts assumed that too much move ment dam aged joints. Run ning will ruin your
knees, the the ory went. The truth is that joints love move ment, as long as it is mod er ate.
HOW TO IMPROVE JOINT HEALTH
The key to healthy joints is giv ing them a vari ety of motions across mul tiple planes, Dicharry said. For
example, if your hand and wrist joints are sore, �nd motions that move them in the max imum num ber
of dir ec tions.
For instance, take a wad of Silly Putty in one hand and roll it into a ball, and then a hot dog shape, and
then make a loop. Put your �n gers inside the loop, open them up and stretch out the loop. Repeat this
sequence again and again for about two minutes per side.
This same mul ti planar, mul ti direc tional strategy can be applied to other joints. Move ments like
stand ing rota tions can be good for your hips, which tend to mostly move back and forth. Because most
of our shoulder move ment rotates towards your body, try work ing your rotator cu� extern ally instead.
Like lig a ments, joints strengthen with high repe ti tions and low loads. When tar get ing your joints, try
40 repe ti tions of the move ment before switch ing sides, aim ing for two ses sions each week.
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