
“Why Crunch FREE = PAIN 
FREE!” or  

The SAFE way to train your 
abdomen! 

– Part I 
By Gordon Waddell 

Hi Everyone! 

With spring fast approaching and summer right behind many of you may be 
contemplating or already engaged in an exercise program, which is a great thing but 
exercise really needs to be treated as a form of physical medicine to ensure the health & 
safety of the participants.  

 
Due to many media falsehoods and the ultimate goal being product sales and not 

health many people are lead to believe that you can spot reduce the abdomen and 
eliminate “belly” fat with “crunch” and sit-up type exercises. THIS IS WRONG and 
leads to many back, shoulder & neck injuries. It is physiologically IMPOSSIBLE to spot 
reduce fat deposits anywhere on the body, especially the abdomen; anyone who tells you 
different has NO understanding of human physiology. There are no pathways between 
the abdominal muscles and stored fat to convert the fat to energy and fat CANNOT 
become muscle! (1). The ONLY TWO ways (not including surgery) to reduce body fat 
are to expend more calories through increased activity and reduce caloric intake with a 
proper nutrition program.  

 
So all those late night infomercials are lying to you and misrepresenting pseudo-

scientific studies to SELL you things that can’t work the way they claim, if at all. Besides 
being a complete waste of time & money many of these devices lead to overuse injuries 
primarily in the lumbar & cervical spines. Performing hundreds if not thousands of 
crunches and their variations are the exact mechanism the top researchers have 
determined lead to back and neck injuries (2,3,4,5,6,) THIS ALSO INCLUDES ALL 
THE CRUNCH MACHINES IN THE GYM AND ALL THE PROGRAMS, BOOKS, 
MAGAZINES, CLASSES AND TRAINERS WHO PRESCRIBE THESE EXERCISES 
WITH NO ASSESSMENT! Everyone is unique and needs their own exercise program 
based on an assessment of their physical capabilities, injuries and overall health status – 
Think of it this way, “Would you take someone else’s prescription medicine?” SO NONE 
OF YOU SHOULD DO SOMEONE ELSE’S WORKOUT! 

 
To properly choose and perform abdominal exercises you first need to understand 

the basic function of the muscles. The PRIMARY function of the abdominal muscles is 
TO PREVENT UNWANTED MOVEMENT IN THE LOW BACK!! IT IS NOT TO 
FLEX AND EXTEND THE SPINE OR TO ROTATE IT! Crunches, sit-ups, twisting 
crunches are not good for many of you! The true function of the abdominal muscles is to 
prevent these motions (2,3). Now, the abs can flex, extend and rotate the spine but these 



are often UNWANTED or HAZARDOUS MOTIONS and should NOT be in an exercise 
program if anyone has a current or past history of back or neck pain! Think of your spine 
like holding a credit card between your thumb and index finger; you can only bend the 
card so many times before it cracks – your spine is the same, especially if you have or 
had back pain or injuries!  

 
To understand the abdominal wall and its function we need to look at how it is designed. 
The best analogy I have heard is by Dr. Stuart McGill, one of the foremost experts in 
spine biomechanics. Think of the abs as a lattice work; they are a series of SHORT 
muscles, encased in connective tissue and each has it own pair of nerves (this allows each 
segment to stabilize a particular area of the spine) So why do we put a lattice work in a 
window or wall – to prevent compression and collapse of the structure. Guess 
what?  Your abs serve the same purpose for your spine! If the true function of the abs was 
to bend the torso forward then we would have a LONG muscle like a hamstring running 
down the front of the body, not the “six-pack” arrangement we all are born with. We 
ALL have a “six-pack” it is just hidden below body fat. BODY FAT LEVELS HAVE 
NOTHING TO DO WITH ABDOMINAL OR CORE STRENGTH.  Some of the people 
who are the strongest & most powerful athletes (male AND female) DO NOT have 
visible abs- Sumo wrestlers, Football linemen, Powerlifters, Olympic weightlifters etc. 
Body fat levels are primarily the result of 2 things – nutrition and genetics. Body fat is 
NEVER an indicator of strength, power or athleticism. 
 

In part 2, I will further elaborate on the current research pertaining to true 
abdominal function and give some examples of great exercises that are safe for the back 
& neck. If you have questions, please feel free to contact me. 

 

Gordon Waddell, PES, CSCS, CES is a local Exercise Physiologist 

specializing in human performance & corrective exercise. He can be 

reached by e-mail at: Gordon@Advanced-Fitness-Concepts.com For 

more exercise tips and information please visit his blog at 

www.FITMONTCLAIR.com 
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