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Chapter 1

The shoulder complex is composed of 3 separate joints:
the Acromioclavicular joint, the Glenohumeral joint, and the
Scapulo-thoracic joint. We are going to primarily look at the last
two.
The glenohumeral joint refers to the connection between the arm
and the shoulder blade. Several muscles and ligaments work
together to keep it stable, but this ball and socket joint
is designed to have plenty of motion.
The Scapulo-thoracic joint is not a “true” joint, but rather the area
where the shoulder blade moves on top of the back of the rib
cage. The quality of motion here can tell us a lot about the overall
stability of the shoulder. Proper scapular movement and
stability are foundational for building high performing shoulders.

BLUEPRINT

TO

HIGH

PERFORMING

SHOULDERS

|

1

There are a total of 17 different muscles that attach to the
scapula. The shoulder blade has very minimal connection to other
bones in the body, and is primarily held in place by the various
muscular attachments. With just what we have talked about so far,
you can start to see why shoulder mechanics are so important.
The position of the scapula plays a huge role in overall shoulder
health and performance, so we are going to look into what
muscles typically limit scapular motion.
The Glenohumeral joint, or just the shoulder joint as it is typically
referred to, is our arm’s only attachment to the rest of our body. Its
design favors mobility over stability. This can be contrasted to the
hip, whose structure predisposes it to be more stable than mobile.
The Glenohumeral joint has often been compared to a golf ball
on a tee. In this analogy, the tee is the concave part of the scapula
called the glenoid fossa. This is where the arm meets and moves
on the shoulder. The golf ball represents the humeral head, which
is the round, proximal part of your arm that moves inside the
shoulder joint. It can be helpful to visualize it this way to drive
home the importance of developing both stability and mobility
at the shoulder. The ball needs to be positioned on the center of
the tee and free to rotate without compromising that position.
As an athlete, you are putting your shoulder through
a lot of repetitive motions with varying degrees of external load.
To ensure maximal performance and longevity, all aspects of how
the shoulder moves and produces force should be analyzed and
optimized.
The primary goal of this book is to create a
concise and applicable approach to improving your shoulder
function and mobility. In other words, it’s a blueprint of what the

shoulder is designed to do, how to assess the current state of your
shoulder movements, and what steps to take to build strong,
functional, and high performing shoulders .
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Motions of the Scapula

Elevation - Bringing the shoulder blades towards your ears. Think shrugging
your shoulders.
Depression - This is the opposite of a shoulder shrug, and also a difficult
movement for most people to master.
Protraction - This is when the shoulder blades slide forward on the rib cage.
When you sit slouched with rounded shoulders, your scapulae are in a
protracted position. The ability to actively protract without the scapula lifting
off the rib cage is an essential movement pattern for any athlete.
Retraction - This refers to bringing the inside border of both shoulder blades
together. Again, this is an essential motion to properly “place" the shoulder
blade before, and during, many shoulder exercises.
Upward rotation - For proper upward rotation, you need a balance of upper
and lower trap. An imbalance of these two muscles will limit your ability to
upwardly rotate, which is a primary contributor to developing subacromial
impingement. When the scapula upwardly rotates, it creates needed space
for your arm to move in the shoulder joint without excessive contact with the
acromion (a roof like structure over the outside top portion of your shoulder
joint).
Downward rotation - With poor upper body posture and altered resting
muscle length, many people tend to start in a downwardly rotated scapular
position, instead of neutral. This can be an obstacle in creating the needed
upward rotation when reaching overhead.
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The Trapezius is a large diamond shaped muscle running from
our neck to our shoulders, as well as down to the hips. It can be
broken down further into 3 separate sections based on fiber
direction and function.
The Upper Trap’s primary contribution to shoulder motion is
scapular elevation. When we sit with poor posture our shoulders
tend to protract (round) and elevate. This puts the upper trap in a
shortened position. When muscles become chronically shortened,
they become overactive and start to inhibit other muscles they are
designed to work together with. In this case, the lower and middle
portions of the trapezius become inhibited. This essentially means
the brain has a harder time recognizing and activating the
inhibited muscles.
Mid and Lower Trap - These have different actions, but I grouped
them together because of their propensity towards being
underactive. The middle trap assists in scapular retraction, and the
lower trap contributes to scapular depression and upward
rotation. Being able to depress and upwardly rotate the scapula is
essential to achieving proper shoulder mechanics. As we said
before, the upper trap tends to become overactive, therefore
inhibiting the lower trap. This makes these two scapular motions
difficult for many people.
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The Pectoralis Minor sits
underneath the much larger
Pectorals Major, meaning you
can’t see it in the mirror.
Spending a lot of time with
rounded shoulders can lead to
chronic shortening of this
muscle. A tight Pec Minor will
cause anterior tipping of the
scapula. This alters the
movement mechanics of the
shoulder. It’s also worth noting
that the brachial plexus, the
bundle of nerves that innervates
your entire arm, runs directly
underneath this muscle. A
shortened Pec Minor is very

Biceps Brachii - Yes, the biceps

common and should be

can be considered a shoulder

addressed as part of your
shoulder mobility program. I will
show you how to do that shortly!

muscle. In this book we are just
going to focus on the long head
of the biceps. The long head
tendon runs in a small groove in
the front of your upper arm, where
it keeps going to attach to the top
of the shoulder. This is a common
site of tendinopathy. There are
many theories as to why this
develops, but most attribute it to
repetitive use with poor shoulder
mechanics. This tendon also plays
a role in shoulder stabilization, but
should only be an assister.

When we look more deeply into the Rotator Cuff, we will see that stability
is designed to come from that group of muscles, not the biceps tendon.
This excess demand can lead to tendinopathy and pain in the front of the
shoulder. This is another example of why shoulder positioning and proper
muscle activation patterns are essential for a healthy shoulder.
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Serratus Anterior - This muscle runs
from the front, inside border of the
scapula to the first 9 ribs. Its main
job is to keep your shoulder blade
properly placed against your rib
cage during upper extremity
movements.
Its highest level of activation occurs
during protraction of the scapula,
which happens when you press
your arm straight out in front of you.

The Latissimus Dorsi is

When this muscle fails to perform its

responsible for producing

job properly, you will see a “winging

shoulder extension, adduction,

scapula”. This will look like the

and humeral internal rotation.

shoulder blade is poking up and out

Tightness here can be a huge

from the back of the rib cage.

contributor to limited shoulder
mobility. You can usually spot this

If the scapula is winged when we

limitation when trying to lift the

reach overhead, the entire position

arm straight overhead. In an

of the shoulder joint is thrown off.

attempt to get full shoulder

Over time this will limit your

flexion range of motion, someone

performance and increase your risk

with tight lats will start to extend

of injury.

at their lumbar spine. This is a

The Rhomboids can be further
broken down into major and
minor, but they serve very similar
roles in movement. The
Rhomboids pull the shoulder
blades together towards the

compensation for lack of true
shoulder range of motion.
Spotting this is a good indicator
that the Lats needs to be
addressed to restore full
functional shoulder mobility.

spine. These tend to be overly
stretched due to poor sitting
posture, and can be a common
source of pain and perceived
tightness.
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The Rotator Cuff is a group of 4
different muscles that all work
together to actively stabilize your
shoulder joint. While these muscles
can function independently to move
the arm in different directions, they
are first and foremost stabilizers.
Their ability to stabilize becomes
critical when you reach overhead,
throw a ball, bench press, clean and
press, etc. During these dynamic arm
movements, it is the rotator cuff’s
collective job to keep your arm
secured in the glenohumeral joint.
The Supraspinatus initiates humeral abduction (think lateral raise). It
works in a "force couple" with the Deltoid, which also abducts the arm.
This essentially means that it helps pull the humerus close to the glenoid
fossa during abduction for greater stability and improved joint
kinematics. We want these two muscles to work in tandem. The
Supraspinatus should initiate and stabilize, while the deltoid acts as the
primary force producer.
The Teres Minor and Infraspinatus are both external rotators of the arm.
The last rotator cuff muscle, the Subscapularis, sits on the inside of the
scapula and contributes to internal rotation of the arm. This also has a
propensity to becoming tight, and limit shoulder motion. We will look at a
way to address this later in the book. The take away here is that we want
the rotator cuff muscles to primarily provide the prerequisite stability,
while the larger muscles provide the gross arm movement.

The Rotator Cuff’s primary job is to
dynamically STABILIZE your Shoulder!
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Levator Scapulae - This muscle tends to fly under the radar, but is
problematic for many of us. The Levator Scapulae helps us turn
our head, but more importantly it brings the upper middle border of
the shoulder blade up. If chronically overactive and tight, the scapula
will rest in a relatively downwardly rotated position. When we reach
overhead we need the opposite to happen. This will open up space
for the arm to move inside the shoulder joint. Tightness here can be
caused by a lot of things, but poor upper body posture and improper
shoulder muscle activation patterns are typical culprits I see. If left
unaddressed, a tight, overactive Levator Scapulae can limit scapular
motion and lead to things like shoulder and neck pain.
Deltoid - This muscle is broken into 3 parts: anterior, middle, and
posterior. The deltoid is the primary mover into shoulder flexion and
abduction. The anterior deltoid produces shoulder flexion and
internal rotation, the middle deltoid produces shoulder abduction,
and the posterior deltoid assists in shoulder extension and external
rotation. As mentioned before, the Deltoid is designed to work in
harmony with the rotator cuff. Any deltoid action needs to be paired
with active stabilization from the rotator cuff to ensure proper
humeral head positioning when reaching, throwing, lifting overhead,
etc.
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Chapter 2

Screening for
Shoulder Mobility
Now it's time to start putting all of this shoulder knowledge to good
use.
The screening section begins the practical, hands-on portion of the
book.
If we have not screened the client/athlete's shoulder movement,
then we are just guessing at what needs to be addressed in order
to perform at a high level.
We need to:
1) observe their movements
2) know where to look, and...
3) be able to interpret what we see.
Let's look at a quick and easy overhead mobility screen. This test
should take no more than 3 minutes, and can tell you a lot about
where the athlete's limitations lie.
So let's jump into it...
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Supine 90/90 Overhead Mobility
Test - This is our primary screen
for overhead mobility. It will
streamline our shoulder
assessment and help us locate
muscular restrictions.
Have the client/athlete get into
the top pictured position.
They should attempt to make as
much contact as possible with
their trunk and arms, and keep
that contact as they reach up into
an overhead position.
Things to look for:
Can they keep hands, arms, and elbows from lifting off the ground
without arching their back? If not, move to chapter 2 to implement the
stretching and releasing techniques before going on to part 2 of this
screen. If they can, progress to the standing wall slide test below.
Standing Wall Slide Test - If you
passed the supine 90/90 test, that's
a good sign, but we aren't done yet!
Let's progress to our second screen
and determine if there are any

Don't let low
back arch

movement restrictions we may
have missed.
Moving from supine to standing is
more difficult due to our change in
hip position. This also exposes
shoulder limitations that may have
been less apparent in the last
screen.

Can You Keep
UE Contact?

Begin with your sacrum, elbows,
head, and hands all touching the
wall. Now slide arms up, keeping all
contact points.

If unable to perform this movement without losing one or more contact
points, there are shoulder restrictions that need to be addressed.
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Chapter 3

Stretching + Releasing
Muscular Restrictions
Now that we have screened our client's overhead shoulder motion,
we need to address any muscular limitations we found.
Inability to pass those screens typically indicates tightness of
muscles such as the Pectoralis Major/Minor, Latissimus Dorsi, and
Subscapularis.
We will use a combination of active and passive stretching, as well
as self-myofascial release to relax these muscles, and restore them
to a more optimal resting length.
Many factors play a role in how we develop tightness and
overactivity in certain muscles, with posture being one of them. As
tightness develops, we start to form new movement patterns to
accommodate for our changing joint position and range of motion.
If we do not address these muscular limitations, we will continue to
work inside of our own compensation patterns. We need to regain
functional range of motion, and retrain our brain to use the correct
muscles in that new range.
Here are some of my favorite targeted muscular release techniques...
BLUEPRINT

TO

HIGH

PERFORMING

SHOULDERS

|

11

Posterior Shoulder Release - We
are going to start our selfmyofascial release at the posterior
shoulder. Here we are targeting
muscles like the Infraspinatus,
Teres Major/Minor, and the proximal
Lat.
Using a lacrosse ball or any other
SMR tool, locate any tender spots
like in the top picture.
From there, keep pressure on that
spot while actively internally and
externally rotating the arm.
Do this for approximately 30
seconds, then move to a new spot.

Active Pec Release We talked before about how
rounded shoulders often leads to a
shortened Pec Minor. Tightness
here can significantly limit shoulder
mobility, so we are going to use the
same SMR tool as the last drill to
address this.
Start by pinning the ball between
the wall and just under the lateral
aspect of your clavicle. It helps to
have your arm behind your back to
find this tender spot.
Then move to the position shown
in the middle picture. While
keeping pressure into the ball, raise
your arm straight overhead.
Keep the elbow out and arm externally rotated. Go slow and controlled
to get the best results. Perform 2 sets of 30 seconds each arm.
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Levator Scap and Upper Trap

Levator Scap Stretch

Stretch - These two muscles have
a propensity towards tightness
and overactivity. When this is the
case, they limit the amount of
upward rotation the scapula can
perform. Not to mention they are
often sources of referred neck and

Upper Trap Stretch

upper back pain.
Start this stretch by holding onto a
chair or bench with the opposite
hand, and bringing your head into
the positions shown to the right.
Add slight overpressure from the
same side arm as needed.
Perform 2 sets of 30 seconds each
side.

Lat Stretching - I have shown two
options for Lat stretches. Both are
very effective, but each require
different equipment.
The first is very versatile and can be
done using a ball or bench. Slowly
lower down and back until you feel
tension develop in the same side
Lat.
The second one is more intricate,
but doubles as a Lat and
Subscapularis stretch. Start by
holding a bar/PVC pipe using an
underhand grip, with elbows resting
on a hard surface. Slowly walk your
hands out, externally rotating your
arms. Stop when you feel tension
develop and hold for 30 seconds.
To increase this stretch simply lean back and flex more at the trunk.
This will bring your shoulders into more extension.
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Chapter 4

Activating the
Shoulder Muscles
Now that we have located and addressed the primary overhead
movement restrictions, it's time to retrain the correct movement
patterns.
When a muscle is inhibited for a prolonged period of time, the
brain has more difficulty connecting to, and activating it.
That is why we need to perform a few specific isolated
movements. This increases the strength and neural connection to
those previously inhibited muscles.
Before we return to externally loaded, high demand movements, it
is beneficial to ensure each muscle is firing properly.
Form is absolutely critical in this stage. It's not about speed or
hypertrophy here. Rather, our focus should be on feeling that the
targeted muscle is being activated.
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Dumbbell External and Internal
Rotation - This exercise is
designed to strengthen the rotator
cuff external rotators, while
passively stretching into internal
rotation.
Start with a light dumbbell
propped up on your knee. Slowly
lower the arm into internal
rotation, staying very controlled.
Pause at end range for a stretch,
and then externally rotate back to
the starting position.
Perform 2 sets of 8 reps each arm.
Mid and Low Trap Activations These two divisions of the
trapezius are often inhibited by the
upper trap. Now that we have
released the tightness, we need to
activate the mid and low trap for
proper balance.
Start in a quadruped position and
bring your arm up into an overhead
position (approx 30 degrees of
abduction).
Make sure to pull the shoulder
blade down and back, in order to
activate the correct muscles. It will
be easy for the shoulder to elevate
here as a compensation, so make
sure this doesn't happen.
Now bring the arm to the side, so that it is positioned like the bottom
picture. Lower the arm down to rest, and then reverse the motion.
Perform 2 sets of 5 each arm.
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Prone Y Lift-Off - This exercise is
designed to strengthen the lower
traps in the context of lifting the
arms overhead. Now that we have
improved our overhead mobility,
we need to learn how to use the
correct muscles inside of that new
range of motion.
Start lying prone with arms
overhead in about 30 degrees of
abduction. Lift arms off the
ground, squeeze the shoulder
blades down and back, and hold
for 5 seconds.
Don't let Upper Trap take over!
Perform 2 sets of 8 reps.
Serratus Roll Ups - We talked earlier
about the Serratus Anterior's large
role in scapular stabilization. This
exercise activates the Serratus as
well as other humeral external
rotators.
Start with a light band around your
wrists, pushing your forearms into a
foam roll against the wall.
Your shoulder blades should be
slightly protracted in order to
activate Serratus Anterior. As you
roll your arms up on the foam roll,
make sure the arms stay parallel to
each other. Your hands will want to
move together, so work against that.
This actively involves our shoulder
external rotators.
Like always, slow and controlled is the goal here. If done correctly these
should be difficult and fatiguing. Perform 2 sets of 8.
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Chapter 5

Putting It All Together
Now the fun part!
It's time to put all of the puzzle pieces together.
If you have successfully implemented all of the stages leading up
to this one, you have built the foundation for strong, high
performing shoulders.
We have restored proper motion, and activated inhibited muscles.
Let's move on to loading up the shoulder joint, and putting your
new mobility to the test.
These last exercises are designed to reinforce the proper
movement and activation patterns learned in the previous
chapters.
Let's get after it...
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Sideplank KB Screwdrivers - In
most athletic movements, we need
core stability and shoulder
activation simultaneously. That is
what we are working for in this one.
Our starting position is a side plank.

m
r
A
e
t
a
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o
R

With the free arm, hold a kettlebell
perpendicular to your body in the
bottoms-up position.While keeping
the arm stable, rotate the arm like a
screwdriver.
This requires dynamic stability from
the rotator cuff while also engaging
your core. Make sure the kettlebell is
not too light. Perform 2 sets of 30
seconds on each side.

High Plank Floor Clocks - This is
similar to an exercise called "wall
clocks", with this being the more
difficult of the two. This requires
a large amount of scapular and
core stabilization. It is also a
great exercise to strengthen your
Serratus Anterior.
Start in a pushup position with a
light band around your wrists.
While limiting trunk shifting,
move your hand from the starting
position to each of the three
targets shown in the top picture.
If too difficult to do with good
form, remove the band.
Keep the core engaged and push the thoracic spine towards the
ceiling to maximize Serratus Anterior engagement. Do 3 sets of 5 each
arm.
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Half Kneel Single Arm KB Press We have finally reintegrated
weighted overhead pressing. What
I like about this one is the focus it
allows you to put on both core
engagement and shoulder stability.
The half kneel gives you stability,
and a chance to practice
maintaining a neutral spine while
pressing overhead. The upside
down kettlebell challenges your
rotator cuff in the context of a

Perform 2 sets of 10 each arm.

shoulder press.

Well, That's the Blueprint to
High Performing Shoulders...
Here are Some Recommendations
and Take-Aways
Use this as a framework through which you view your
client's/athlete's shoulder programming. No person or
shoulder is the same. Use your judgment and assessment
findings to decide which techniques will be most helpful. I do
recommend sticking to the overall progression of interventions
though.
Re-assess shoulder mobility after approximately one week to track
progress. Perform the same test used in our initial screening.
Once someone has adequate shoulder mobility and scapular
stability, it is important to load the joint properly and
consistently in order to maintain high performing shoulders.
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What to Do Next...
Follow Me!
Join Thousands of others and don't miss out
on the FREE content updated regularly!

Also, make sure you are on the email list so you don't miss
out on any updates!
Join the team at:

ThePTInitiative.com

Credits, Copyrights, Permissions
Copyright © 2017 by Adam McCluskey and The PT Initiative
All rights reserved. This book or any portion thereof
may not be reproduced or used in any manner whatsoever
without the express written permission of the publisher.
This is not intended to be medical advice. Always consult a physician before beginning an exercise program.
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