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Exercises + routines to reduce tension, 

improve flexibility and enhance recovery
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Suggested Sequences

Neck and shoulder tension 

Good for thoracic mobility and rounded 
shoulders.

These are some sequences that I've found to be beneficial for different areas of interest, based on 
common tension patterns. They can be done before or after a workout and work well in conjunction 
with stability exercises. 

None of these sequences are set in stone, so feel free to play with variations and substitutions and the 
order of the exercises. Likewise, stop and avoid any movements that create excessive discomfort or 
pain (aka if something hurts or feels off, don't do it).

Stiff hips and ankles 

Great for squat mobility and lower body tightness 
(e.g. calves, hamstrings or hip flexors)

Inner thighs
Upper back
Shoulder blades
Lats (advanced move. optional)
Pecs

Upper back
Glutes (advanced move. optional)
Quads
Hamstrings
Calves
Shins (advanced move. optional)

Cranky knees 

For better knee alignment or knee stiffness/ 
soreness during exercise

Quads
Inner thighs
Hamstrings
Calves
Shins

Upper back
Shoulder blades
Lats (advanced move. optional)
Quadriceps
Inner thighs
Hamstrings

Lower back tension 

Good after long car/plane rides or sitting at 
your desk

What kind of foam roller should you use?

When shopping for a foam roller, there's three main things you want to consider: length, diameter and 
density. 

Rollers usually come in two lengths. 12" or 31". The 12" roller is great for traveling to the gym and on 
trips. However, you can't lie lengthwise on it, which makes it harder to do some exercises. 

Rollers can also come in different diameters. The standard diameter is 6 inches, but some rollers are 5" 
or less. The 6" one works for most people. However, the smaller diameter can be more comfortable 
under the neck or hips and will also feel like it creates deeper or more specific pressure. 

Finally, you want to consider roller density or hardness. Harder rollers are more sensation worthy and 
work well for strength work. However, on the harder the roller, it's easier to overdo it. If you are prone to 
injury, sensitive to touch or experience a lot of pain, then you may want to invest in a softer roller. 

Final tip: Slow down when you foam roll. You'll get a better result and it won't hurt as much. 



Shoulder blades

Lats

1. Start with the roller at the middle of your shoulder blades with hips on the 
ground and elbows tucked in gently by your ears. 
2. Point your elbows to the right so you roll onto the inside border of your right 
shoulder blade. 
3. Pushing through your feet, move the roller up and down the bottom two thirds of 
your shoulder blade. Perform 4 to 6 times. 
4. To cross fiber, pause on the edge of a point of tension and gently roll forward 
and back (this should be a tiny one inch movement). Repeat on left side. 

Precautions and contraindications: Avoid with osteoporosis. Caution with neck and 
spine injuries. Avoid if nervy or painful. Avoid rolling on the lower back and neck.

1. Start lying on your right side with the roller slightly below your arm pit 
(think a little above the bra line) and your hands behind your head with 
elbows wide. 
2. Create a small, gentle up and down motion 4 to 6 times working along 
the outer edge of the shoulder blade and ribs. 
3. To cross fiber, pause on the edge of a point of tension and roll gently 
forward and back in a two inch motion. 

This is an advanced move that you want to be careful not to overdo it. 
Spend no more than 30 seconds on one side. The rule is 1,2,3 get out! 

Precautions and contraindications: Avoid with osteoporosis. Caution with 
neck and spine injuries or neural impingements. Avoid if nervy or painful. 
Avoid rolling into the arm pit or onto the floating ribs.

Pecs
1. Place the roller between your left hand and the left side of your chest 
with your right hand on the wall for support. 
2. Bend and straighten your knees to run the roller in small motions along 
your chest and the front of your shoulder 4 to 6 times.
3.To cross fiber, pause on the edge of a point of tension and gently rock 
your body left and right in small one inch motions. 
4. Repeat on right side. 

Precautions and contraindications: Caution with neck, shoulder and wrist 
injuries. Avoid if nervy or painful.

1. Start with the roller at the upper third of your shoulder blades and hands 
behind head to support the neck. 
2. Being mindful that you don't pull on your head, start to move the roller up and 
down your upper back running from the upper third of the shoulder blades to the 
broadest part of your rib cage. Perform 4 to 6 times. 
3. To cross fiber an area, pause on the edge of a point of tension and gently 
side bend your ribs side to side (think right elbow to right hip, left elbow to left 
hip. 

*This can be done with elbows wide or elbows close to your ears. 

Precautions and contraindications: Avoid with osteoporosis. Caution with neck 
and spine injuries. Avoid if nervy or painful. Avoid rolling on the lower back and 
neck.

Upper back
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Hamstrings

1. Start seated with your right leg extended with the roller a little above your knee 
and your left bent with your left foot on the floor. Hands should be by your sides 
and chest should be open. 
2. Pushing through your arms and your right foot, start to run the roller up and 
down your left hamstring. Turn your left leg in and out as you to this to work the 
entire muscle group. You can keep your butt scooting along the floor to reduce 
over working the arms and wrists. Perform this 4 to 6 times.
3. To cross fiber an area, pause on the edge of a point of tension and roll your left 
leg in and out (aka left and right). Repeat on right leg. 

*For wrist and shoulder discomfort (or if you have a hard time sitting up straight), 
you can modify step 2 by coming down onto your forearms and bending and 
straightening the knee of the leg that's on the roller. 

Precautions and contraindications: Avoid rolling directly over varicose veins. Use 
caution with spine, shoulder and wrist injuries. 

1. Come onto your forearms with the roller just above your right knee, so your 
leg and your roller make a T. 
2. Slowly work the roller up and down your inner thigh 4 to 6 times. 
3. To work more specifically into the tissue, pause on the edge of a point of 
tension and bend and straighten your knee. 
4. Repeat on second leg. 

*To modify for wrist, shoulder or SI discomfort, you can perform this side lying 
working in a small range of motion. 

Precautions and contraindications: Caution with wrist, shoulder and spine 
injuries or SI joint pain/dysfunction. Avoid rolling on varicose veins. Avoid areas 
that are excessively tender or painful. 

Inner thighs

Quadriceps

1. Start on your forearms with the roller a little above your knees and your toes 
on the ground. 
2. Pushing through your forearms and feet, start to run the roller up and down 
your quads, working onto the inside and outside of the front of your thigh, so you 
hit the whole muscle group. Perform 4 to 6 times. 
4. To work more specifically, pause on the edge of an area of tension along the 
right leg and bend and straighten your right knee. Repeat on left side. 

Precautions and contraindications: Use caution with neck, shoulder or back 
issues and injuries. Make sure you stay lifted in your abs/avoid sagging in your 
lower back as you perform this move.
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1. Start with your left forearm on the ground with your left leg extended and 
your right knee bent. The roller should be under your left glute (aka the left 
side of your pelvis between your leg bone and your sacrum). 
2. Push through your left arm and legs to move the roller up, down and 
around the left side of your pelvis. Perform 4 to 6 times. 
3. To cross fiber, pause on the edge of a point of tension and gently roll 
your body forward and back. 
4. Repeat on right side. 

Precautions and contraindications: Be careful that you don't collapse into 
your shoulder. May be contradinicated for spinal injuries, sciatica, SI joint 
problems and pelvic instability. Stop/avoid if nervy or painful. 

Glutes

Calves

Shins
1. Start on hands and knees with the roller underneath your right shin. 
2. Pushing through your hands and your left foot, run the roller up and down the 
outer third of your right shin. Perform 4 to 6 times. 
3. To cross fiber, pause on the edge of an area of tension, sit your hips back 
towards your heels and windshield wiper your right shin side to side (right foot 
should be off the floor). 
4. Repeat on left leg. 

Advanced option: When working on the right leg, cross the left ankle over the right 
to create more pressure (and vice versa, so when working on the left leg, cross 
the right ankle over left). 

Precautions and contraindications: Avoid rolling directly on your shin bone. Use 
caution with wrist, shoulder, spine and knee injuries.

1. Start seated with your right leg extended with the roller half way down 
your calf and your left bent with your left foot on the floor. Hands should be 
by your sides with your chest open. 
2. Pushing through your arms and your right foot, start to run the roller up 
and down your left calf. Turn your left leg in and out as you to this to work 
the entire muscle group. You can keep your butt scooting along the floor to 
reduce over working the arms and wrists. Perform this 4 to 6 times. 
3. To cross fiber an area, pause on the edge of a point of tension and roll 
your left leg in and out (aka left and right) or flex and point your foot. 
Repeat on right leg. 

*For wrist and shoulder discomfort (or if you have a hard time sitting up 
straight), you can modify step 2 by coming down onto your forearms and 
bending and straightening the knee of the leg that's on the roller. 

*Advanced option: Cross one leg over the other to create more 
pressure/compression during steps 2 and 3. 

Precautions and contraindications: Avoid rolling directly over varicose 
veins. Use caution with spine, shoulder and wrist injuries. 

Modification
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In case we haven't met...

Hey, I’m Nikki. I’m a Pilates teacher, fitness educator and massage therapist in Tacoma, 
WA. 

I’ve got 10+ years experience in the fitness industry and I show people who struggle with 
injury how to move better, so they can get fit with less pain (and if you’d like to avoid 
injury in the first place I can help you do that too!) 

My fitness wisdom has been featured in the Seattle Times, The Huffington Post, and 
Men’s Fitness and I’ve helped everyone from professional athletes to 90 year olds 
expand their physical abilities. 

I adore an oversized cup of coffee coupled with a good book or Netflix binge, everything 
fall (plaid, pumpkin lattes, pie, scarves) and I sometimes wonder if I started teaching 
fitness, because it gave me an excuse to live in yoga pants. 

Want to learn more about how we can work together or gotta question? 

Visit my site NaabLevy.com or send me an email at Nikki@naablevy.com and I'd be 
happy to help you any way I can!


