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What is the core and why do so many magazines and personal  trainers 

espouse this term, explaining that it is the most important part of one’s 

physical structure; proclaiming avoidance of injury and increase in athletic 

performance? Many of these “core” proponents forget that they are trying to 

isolate one segment of the body, whereas stability can be regarded as a 

multi-faceted co-activation of muscular systems required for both peripheral 

and core stability. As this system becomes more efficient as a whole, 

increases in stability, strength and power can be seen as well as decreased 

injury potential.  To think of the core as a single muscle group is a recipe for 

disaster for the competitive athlete.   

Horizontal isometric core exercises have planted their roots into 

strength and conditioning programs, but are the returns on investment really 

worth the time and energy? Could these exercises create faulty muscular 

recruitment patterns leading to at the very best, minimum transfer effects 

onto the field of play. 

 

Evolution  

 Are we more similar to our vine swinging, leaf eating, knuckle 

dragging ancestors than we think? Looking in 

the mirror, I am sure some of us will find we 

are only a few notches up the evolutionary 

ladder. The similarities become quite visible when comparing core strength.        



To see this point one must look no further than the core strength of a 

gymnast. Generally regarded as some of the strongest pound for pound 

athletes in the world, gymnasts are unrivaled in their core strength. The 

ability to control one’s body from a hanging position requires tremendous 

amounts of strength, never mind controlling and stabilizing the body in such 

positions as the superman on the rings, handstands on the uneven bars, or 

lower body control during pommel horse rotations. 

 The fact that these athletes perform so much of their work from 

various hanging position poses the question, is this one of the major reasons 

for their unrivaled core strength. Studies have shown that when compared to 

other athletes, the core strength of gymnasts was far superior(5).  This brings 

us back to the monkey; have you ever watched a monkey swing effortlessly 

from branch to branch controlling it’s body with the 

greatest of ease? From work on the bars to the 

grueling capacity to stabilize on the rings, 

gymnastic training should be a model for core 

strengthening, rather than the current fads of 

unstable surface training and long duration isometric plank holds.  Have you 

ever noticed that the kids who took gymnastics when they were young 

typically had greater control and balance when competing in various other 

sports as they grew older. Instead of isometric plank holds on BOSU balls, 

athletes should consider incorporating more hanging abdominal exercises 

and chin-up variations to their workouts.  

 

The World Record Plank Holder vs Mariusz Pudzianowski 

 It would be interesting to see who would win in a battle of core 

strength, the best plank holder in the world or the current Met-Rx World’s 

Strongest Man, Mariusz Pudzianowski. Since it seems many mainstream 

media publications have crowned the prone plank hold as an exemplary core 



exercise, it only makes sense to challenge this wisdom from a more 

functional perspective.  Over the years strength coaches and personal 

trainers have witnessed many individuals whom were “freaks” at performing 

horizontal “circus acts” and stabilizing exercises, hoping to increase their 

core strength. Everything from balancing on multiple “gimmicks” at one time 

(the trainer in the video said this helps with TVA activation) to holding 

isometric plank holds for as long as humanly possible, these exercises have 

swelled in popularity.  

 

 

 

 

 

When these “freaks” with their incredible horizontal core endurance are 

asked to walk with a compressive force down their spine, their cores seem to 

crumble, along with their egos. When performing a Super Yoke walk, one 

would think they are practicing a new dance move for the next season of 

America’s Best Dance Crew. It would seem that all those countless hours of 

mindlessly staring at the floor while holding a plank have led to exactly zero 

transfer of core strength and stability in the standing position. 

Coaches and trainers may want to reassess their training methods and 

decrease the usage of horizontal isometric plank holds they: 

• Require different muscle action and activation levels than standing movements 

(4,9,10,12) 

• Segmental stability not normally found in normal standing postures 

• There is simply not enough load to generate progressive strengthening, so these are 

typically done for duration which trains isometric muscle endurance, not strength 

• Gravitational force vector are perpendicular through the spine while in a plank 

   vs     

Which makes more sense for standing upright based contact sports? 



position, whereas standing postures have a vertical force vector traveling down 

through the spinal column. 

• Standing postures allow for the pull of the pelvic musculature and intra-abdominal 

pressurization to disperse excessive loads while allowing upright stability (10,11). 

While the abdominals do play a role in static trunk stabilization, it is the 

activation of the erector spinae musculature that keeps us upright.  In 

upright stabilization the abdominal/oblique muscles are merely a part of a 

looping system; when contracted, the anterior carriage muscles create intra-

abdominal pressurization leading to spinal stability (4,10,11).  But without 

peripheral, hip, and spinal erector co-activation, stability is unattainable.  In 

today’s sports world, too many coaches and trainers emphasize anterior 

abdominal training, while neglecting the spinal erectors, which can 

effectively lead to a break down in the body’s overall stability. 

 By focusing their time and effort on more efficient means of 

training, athletes can achieve a greater transfer of training effect. The 

methods should be upright standing, load 

bearing, and preferably dynamic. Recently, an 

excellent study by Dr. Stuart McGill and 

colleagues, set out to establish trunk 

musculature activation of Strongman training 

modalities. Dr. McGill and his team found 

tremendous supporting evidence toward the 

usage of upright loaded strongman exercises 

and transferable activation of the “core” 

musculature. Peak muscle activation of the rectus abdominis, internal and 

external obliques was found in all of the events, but was found to be 

highest in the walking phase of the Farmer Walk, Super Yoke Walk, 

and the Suitcase Carry (11). (Speaking of the super Yoke, hasn’t coach 

Poliquin stated for years that the ability to run with a load on one’s spine is 

one of the greatest predictors of physical ability!).  



 A study by Anderson et al 2007 had similar findings with regards to 

trunk activation and object holding/carrying. The researchers had 11 male 

subjects walk between 1.9 and 3.3 mph while carrying a barbell at 3 

different heights and then a bucket of potatoes at 3 different heights. The 

researchers found 33%, 49%, and 47% increase in erector spinae 

musculature in the walking barbell group versus the standing barbell group. 

The walking group also had a 51% and 65% greater activation in the 

rectus abdominis and external oblique when compared to standing 

group(1).   

Of even greater significance was the abdominal activity of the group 

walking with the bucket of potatoes. The 

researchers found a 132% increase in 

rectus abdominis activity in the walking 

group compared with the standing 

group(1). When walking with the bucket at 

knuckle or elbow height there was a two fold 

increase in rectus abdominis activity. 

 Conventional lifts such as squats and dead lifts have also shown 

to have much greater core activation than many of the now popular 

horizontal “core” stabilization exercise.  Hamlyn et al (2007) performed a 

comparison study between squats, dead 

lifts and 30s horizontal isometric holds on 

trunk musculature activation. The 

researchers found a statistically 

significant greater activation of the 

“core” musculature when performing 

80% 1RM squats and dead lifts 

compared to 30s horizontal isometric holds(8). One could assume the 

differences would have been even greater had the researchers required the 

subjects to perform full squats, rather than the parallel squats used in the 



study.  

So why is this important for athletes? In 2009 McBride et al performed 

a study on 17 college football players, correlating their 1 rep max squat to 

their performance in 5, 10, and 40 yard sprints. The researchers found a 

significant positive correlation between the relative 1RM squat 

strength of the athlete and their performance in the 10, and 40 yard 

sprints(9). 

In essence, for transfer of training effect onto the field 

of play, a common sense approach must be taken toward 

“core” training and athletic development.  Hanging 

abdominal exercises and chin up variations, standing 

exercises such as squats, dead lifts, and Olympic lifts as well 

as more dynamic strongman exercises including farmer 

carriers, super yoke walks, tire flips and keg carries have all 

been shown to be highly effective as well as efficient 

methods for training the core musculature. These 

exercises should take precedent over time consuming 

horizontal isometric exercises that may have little or no 

transfer to the competitive field.  
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