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What do you hear when you ask someone, “what’s wrong with your shoulder?”  The most 
common response is: "...well the doctor thinks it’s my Rotator Cuff muscle, but that’s it." 
Typically, rest followed by ice and/or aspirin is recommended.  This might work if it’s the first 
time you have strained you Rotator Cuff(s); however, when it becomes a  recurring condition, 
then it needs to be re-addressed beyond the ‘rest/ice/aspirin’ remedy.

There is a lot of information out there about Rotator Cuff injuries and the various methods for 
recovery.  I too have  experienced these problems, especially while doing extensive high 
intensity training and specifically during the Bench Press exercise.  This article gives priority to 
several key aspects; first, how the Rotator Cuff muscles function during the performance of the 
Bench Press exercise. Second, I have included muscle testing information to help you pinpoint 
which one, the muscle or the Rotator Cuff is truly the culprit. Third,  I will teach you which 
stretching exercises to use before and after performing the Bench Press.  Finally, I will provide 
you with specific strengthening exercises to enhance the overall health and stability of the 
shoulder. 

Part One:  Rotator Cuff Muscle Functionality in Relation to the Bench Press Exercise

The Bench Press exercise is classified as a double-joint 
exercise, in which one performs the exercise by laying 
down on a bench, lowering the bar to the chest and then 
pressing it up. The basic bio-mechanics are explained as: 
lowering of the bar is “Retraction of the Shoulder 
Girdle” and the Pressing is “Protraction of the Shoulder 
Girdle.” The muscles most susceptible to stress or injury 
(in both actions) are the Rotator Cuff muscles, 
Supraspinatus (underneath the Trapezius muscle) and 
the Subscapularis (underneath the shoulder blade). 

Another common injury area associated with the Bench 
Press, but not related to the Rotator Cuff muscles are the 
Bicep Tendons and the Pectoral Minor-a novelty 
finding! The lifter or health practitioner often mistakes a 
Rotator Cuff problem when in fact, it can be related to a bicep tendon or pectoral minor concern. 
There are two reasons why this could occur.  One, the lifter does not stretch this area properly 
and/or the lifter's upper body development (chest/shoulders) is such that the anterior shoulder 
area (Bicep Tendons underneath) sits too high while the lower pecs are underdeveloped, thereby 
putting too much strain on the front shoulder area and not enough lower pectoral muscle is being 
used.  Example:  A novice lifter complains that he does not feel the “Pecs” working while at the 
same time, feeling too much of the stress in his shoulder area - case in point!



Part II:  Practical Steps to Determine which Muscle is the Source of the Pain:

Rotator Cuff Supraspinatus:  The shoulder hurts or aches when you raise your arm 
over your head and when you would perform the “press” action of the Bench Press.

Rotator Cuff Subscapularis:  The stronger shoulder area experiences pain when 
lowering the bar to the chest during the Bench Press exercise (eccentric phase). Secondly, it 
continually feels tight in the back of the shoulder area after a workout or, another example 
would be experiencing tightness in the shoulder when you are trying to talk on the cell 
phone.

This problem is most commonly referred to as the “Frozen Shoulder” condition.

Pectoralis Minor:  This muscle condition is tricky to identify; one, because it involves 
both bone and muscle and two, because it mimics another type of strain. Usually, this 
condition affects the muscle in the stronger arm.  The tightness will be in the front of the 
shoulder giving you the impression it is a bicep tendon strain.  A good method of verifying a 
Pectoral strain would be while laying on your back, your training partner notices that you 
have one shoulder resting higher than the other.  Another muscle condition indicating a pec 
minor strain can be experienced in the collarbone region.  If you are feeling tightness or 
discomfort in this area, it is likely that your collarbone attachment (located directly below the 
throat) is out of alignment.  This will noticeable as a swelling or protrusion.  NOTE:   At this 
point, it would be advisable to consult a sports chiropractor for the misalignment, as well as 
stretch and strengthen the Pec Minor area with the exercises below.

Bicep Tendon:   The Bicep Tendons attach underneath the shoulder towards the end of 
the Humerus bone.  If you are experiencing pain directly in front of the shoulder while 
lowering the bar (this is an “Eccentric” motion) during the Bench Press exercise; you have 
strained your Bicep Tendon.  Another example would be pain caused by simply picking up 
your gym bag or suitcase or, while reaching into the backseat of your car.

Part III :  Stretching the Rotator Cuff Muscles:

Dynamic Stretching:   This form of stretching should be done before workouts to warm 
up the major and minor Rotator Cuff muscles.  The benefits of Dynamic (Active) 
Stretching are: improved  range of motion, enhanced circulation and the “activation” of 
the muscle fibers.  Examples of dynamic stretching are: jumping jacks, body weight 
squats, lunges and arm swings.

 Arm Swings:  This is a great warm up for shoulders. Below are four variations of 
arm swings: 

i. With arms straight, position the thumbs downward (palms out) and 
move the arms forward in a circular fashion.  If you are tight you may 
only be able to perform the stretches in small circles.  As the shoulders 
loosen you will be able to increase the circular motion.  Perform 20 reps.



ii. Maintaining the same hand position now go backward for 20 reps.

iii. Change the hand position to thumbs up (hand shake position).  Perform 
20 reps. going forward 

iv. Maintaining the same hand shake position going backward 20 reps.

Note: Rest 30 seconds to a minute between stretching exercises.

Static Stretching:  The purpose of this type of stretching is to improve mobility and 
range of movement. It involves placing the muscle in a maximally lengthened position 
and holding it there for a sustained time interval.  Research has shown that holding the 
stretch at the end for 30-90 seconds is the optimal time period.  These stretches are 
“passive” in nature and should be done after workouts.  However, in some cases if the 
muscles are really tight, it is best to perform them before and after workouts.

 Supraspinatus - Seated, tilt the head forward and away from the shoulder you are 
stretching.  Grasp the bench keeping the arm straight with minimal tension in the 
hand/arm. Lean away from the shoulder; you should feel a stretch in the lower 
neck (Trapezius muscle) area.  While your head is in the tilt/away position have 
your partner press gently down on the shoulder being stretched. Most of the 
stretching will be experienced in the “Traps”.  Repeat.

 Subscapularis – (Lying Rotator Cuff Stretch)  Start by laying on your side. 
Position the arm closest to the floor so it is perpendicular to your torso.  Bend this 
arm at the elbow to form a 90 degree angle (fingertips pointing toward the 
ceiling).  With your free arm push the wrist and forearm of the opposite arm 
toward the floor until you feel a stretch in your shoulder.  Those with adequate 
flexibility will be able to touch their wrists to the floor.  Hold the bottom position 
for 30 seconds before switching sides.  Release and relax.  Attempt again for 
another 30 seconds applying more pressure if necessary.  Perform this stretch for 
several intervals of 30 seconds. The range of motion to accomplish is when the 
forearm is parallel to the floor.  Change sides and repeat.



  Pectoralis Minor –  In a standing position; place the arm up against a pole or 
doorway keeping the forearm firmly against the pole.  Maintain an “L” position 
(90 degree angle) with the arm.  Slowly press forward and rotate away from the 
shoulder to allow a stretch in the pecs.  Hold 30-60 seconds and release.  Repeat.

 Bicep Tendons - Using the Bench Press rack, grasp the bar while facing away 
from the bar allowing your hands to be ‘open’ (palms facing away).  Gently squat 
down while bending the elbows and lowering the arms.  This creates a stretch in 
the front of the shoulders and into the bicep attachments.  Hold for 10-30 seconds. 
Repeat.

     Warning: This stretch is uncomfortable and holding for 30 seconds will take a few 
attempts. It is an intensive stretch to be used if the biceps are tight.

Step Three:  Strengthening Exercises for Rotator Cuff Muscles.

Rotator Cuff strengthening exercises are essential for shoulder stabilization during heavy 
lifting in the Bench Press exercise.  They are designed to strengthen the Rotator Cuff, 
Supraspinatus and Subscapularis.  As mentioned earlier, it is the Supraspinatus and the 
Subscapularis that are afflicted the most during the Bench Press exercise.

1.      Straight Arm Laterals (for the Supraspinatus):  Sit at the end of a bench, 
lean forward and grasp two light dumbbells (5-10lbs) with palms facing toward the 
body.  Position the dumbbells below your legs (arms against the mid-thigh).  Raise 
the dumbbells straight out maintaining the prone position (no bend in the elbows). 
Raise the arms almost parallel position to the floor. NOTE: Raising the arms past 
parallel may cause an impingement in the shoulder.  Lower the dumbbells in a slow, 



controlled manner back to the starting position.  You will know you are performing 
this exercise properly if you feel a muscle burn in the back of the shoulder. 

2. Internal Rotation/Mid-Line Position (for the Subscapularis):  The 
Subscapularis is located inside a large muscle group that is housed within the Rotator 
Cuff muscles; therefore strengthening this muscle from two different positions is not 
much more effective.

Use either a pulley handle device or a resistance band.  Grasp the pulley handle/band 
and place your arm in an L-position (elbow bent at a 90 
degree angle) directly against your body.   Take two or 
three steps out away from the device.  Pull the 
handle/band in toward your mid-section until you feel the 
effort in the shoulder  (fist should be in line with the 
navel).  It is imperative you maintain the L-position at the 
arm in order to isolate the Subscapularis muscle! Do not 
pass the mid-line of the body or you will lose the 
effectiveness of the exercise.  

Tip: For more resistance and effectiveness try stepping further away from the device. 

3.       Internal Rotation/Overhead Position (for the Subscapularis): 

*Using an adjustable pulley handle or a resistance band attached to a pole or door 
above your head.
Face away from the device, grasp the handle creating a 90 
degree/L-position with the arm (your hand should be 
parallel with the top of your head) and pull downward from 
the elbow.  The forearm will be parallel to the floor at the 
bottom of the movement.  

You will feel a tightness in the back of the shoulder, this is 
a good indicator you are exercising the muscle effectively.



Part III:  Identifying the Muscles that Stabilize the Shoulder Joint:

1. Supraspinatus:  This muscle is located underneath the Trapezius muscles.  It originates 
in the Scapula and inserts at the Humerus and shoulder joint capsule attaching at the upper 
arm/Humerus.

Action: Raises the arm laterally (away from the body) along with the 
deltoids and stabilizes the Humerus in the Glenoid Cavity.  During the pressing 
action of the Bench Press the Supraspinatus muscle stabilizes the shoulder joint.

2. Subscapularis:  Located in the shoulder blade, the origin is in the middle region of the 
shoulder blade and inserts at the head of the Humerus.

 Action: Rotates the shoulder-medially (towards the body) and stabilizes 
the shoulder joint.  Example:  activates primarily during the pressing motion of 
the Bench Press.

3. Infraspinatus:  Located in the Shoulder Blade and inserts in the Humerus. 
 Action: Laterally rotates the shoulder joint and stabilizes the head of the 
Humerus in the Glenoid Cavity.  For example, as the arm is raised away from the 
body and a throwing motion is created (i.e. throwing a baseball).

4. Teres Minor:  Originates in the upper region of the Shoulder Blade and inserts in the 
Humerus and shoulder joint capsule.  It works with the Infraspinatus to laterally rotate the 
shoulder joint (i.e. baseball pitch).

5. Pectoralis Minor:  Located underneath the Pectoralis Major, its' origin is in the third, 
fourth and fifth ribs and attaches at the anterior region of the Scapula.  

 Action: Creates the pressing motion along with the chest muscles.

6. Bicep Tendon:  Originates at the elbow and attaches on the anterior region of the 
Humerus Head.  They are positioned in a groove of the Humerus and tend to move or shorten 
under heavy stress caused by shoulder pressing exercises.  



Conclusion:

For years physical therapists and athletic trainers discouraged strength coaches from 
implementing the Bench Press exercise because of the strong opinion that it actually caused 
injury to the shoulder.  Today, equipped with the knowledge of proper techniques and preventive 
measures an athlete can use the Bench Press long term without wearing out the shoulder.  

The inspiration for this article came from personal experience and fellow lifters I have worked 
with over the years.  I really wanted to break down all the information out there and explain the 
most important elements such as:  the shoulder anatomy, how to identify the source of the pain 
and how to stretch and strengthen those muscles in an attempt to alleviate any discomfort, 
prevent further aggravation to the muscle(s),  improve the overall health of the shoulder and 
ultimately, increase your strength and power as you perform the Bench Press exercise.  

I know you are asking yourself, … “why I am putting so much effort into this when anyone can 
now surf the internet superhighway for the answers?”  Well, it's because so much is either 
misunderstood or simply not known about the correlation between the shoulder/Rotator Cuff 
muscles and the Bench Press exercise.  Believe me when I tell you, I had no idea of the 
aggravation and frustration I would experience with my injury, however, with my 25 years of 
training and experience I was able to determine the source of my shoulder problem 
(Subscapularis muscle) and, in a relatively short period of time I was able to return to one of my 
favorite exercises - the Bench Press.  As a result of this experience I wanted to share my 
knowledge and expertise with you, the reader,  in the hope that you might not have to endure the 
set backs and discomfort that it has caused me in the past.
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