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The Warm up  

Have you ever lunged for a pickleball shot only to feel a sharp twinge that halted 

you mid-game? That split-second pain can turn a fun match into weeks of 

recovery. Pickleball’s explosive, high-energy moves thrill players but punish 

unprepared bodies. 

This fast-growing sport demands agility, power, and quick reflexes—qualities 

that can strain muscles and joints without proper prep. Skipping a warmup is 

like playing injury roulette, and the stakes are high: strains, sprains, or even 

long-term damage. This article reveals five high-risk pickleball moves that can 

sideline you if you’re not warmed up and equips you with strategies to stay safe 

and dominate the court. Whether you’re a newbie or a seasoned player, these 

insights will keep you moving and winning. 

Why Warmups Are Non-Negotiable in 
Pickleball 
Pickleball looks deceptively easy, but its physical demands are intense. Quick 

lateral shifts, sudden stops, and powerful swings engage your entire body—

muscles, tendons, ligaments, and joints. Without a warmup, these systems are 

cold, stiff, and prone to injury. A proper warm up boosts blood flow, enhances 

flexibility, and activates your nervous system, slashing the risk of pulls or tears. 

Research shows dynamic warmups can reduce sports-related injuries by up to 

40%. 

Cold muscles lack elasticity, making them susceptible to microtears during 

explosive actions. Joints, too, rely on synovial fluid for lubrication, which only 



flows adequately after movement. Skipping this prep invites pain, downtime, 

and frustration. The five moves below amplify these risks, each requiring a 

warmup tailored to their unique demands. 

1. The Lateral Lunge for Low Dinks 
The low dink—a soft, precise shot near the net—forces players into a deep 

lateral lunge to reach low balls. This move stresses your inner thighs 

(adductors), glutes, and knees, especially when you’re off-balance or 

reacting fast. Without a warmup, your adductors can strain under the sudden 

stretch, and unprepared knees may buckle, risking ligament damage. 

Why it’s risky: The lateral lunge demands flexibility and strength in muscles 

that are often tight from sitting or inactivity. Cold adductors are less pliable, 

increasing the chance of a pull. Unwarmed knees lack the stability to handle the 

torque of a quick shift. 

 Injury risks: Adductor strain, knee sprain, meniscus irritation. 
 Warmup fix: Side-to-side lunges, leg swings, and dynamic groin 

stretches for 5–7 minutes. 

2. The Overhead Smash 
The overhead smash is a crowd-pleaser, delivering a powerful, downward strike 

to end a point. But this move is a shoulder’s nightmare without preparation. It 

requires explosive force from your rotator cuff, deltoids, and core, plus rapid 

arm extension that can overstress cold tissues. 

Why it’s risky: Cold shoulder muscles and tendons are less resilient to the high-

force, high-speed motion of a smash. The rotator cuff, a group of small 

stabilizing muscles, is especially vulnerable to strains or tears. Poor core 

activation also increases the load on your shoulder, amplifying injury risk. 

 Injury risks: Rotator cuff strain, shoulder impingement, lower 
back tweak. 



 Warmup fix: Arm circles, resistance band pull-aparts, and torso 
twists to engage shoulders and core. 

3. The Quick Pivot for Backhand Volleys 
Backhand volleys at the net demand a rapid pivot to position your body for the 

shot. This twisting motion stresses your hips, lower back, and obliques, 

particularly when you’re reacting to a fast-paced rally. Without a warmup, your 

core and hip flexors can’t stabilize properly, leaving you open to injury. 

Why it’s risky: Sudden pivots require strong core engagement to protect your 

spine. Cold obliques and hip flexors are slow to activate, increasing the chance 

of a lower back strain or hip tweak. The twisting motion can also irritate spinal 

discs if your body isn’t primed. 

 Injury risks: Lower back strain, hip flexor pull, oblique strain. 
 Warmup fix: Dynamic torso rotations, hip circles, and walking 

lunges with a twist. 

4. The Sprint-to-Stop for Drop Shots 
Drop shots, delicate lobs that land just over the net, force you to sprint forward 

and stop abruptly. This move hammers your quads, hamstrings, and Achilles 

tendons, as well as your knees and ankles. Without a warmup, the rapid 

deceleration can overload these tissues, leading to painful injuries. 

Why it’s risky: The sudden stop places immense stress on your lower body, 

particularly the Achilles tendon and knee joints. Cold hamstrings are prone to 

pulls during the sprint, and unwarmed ankles lack the stability to handle the 

quick change in momentum. This move is a common cause of Achilles strains 

in pickleball. 

 Injury risks: Achilles strain, hamstring pull, knee hyperextension, 
ankle sprain. 



 Warmup fix: High-knee skips, calf raises, and short sprints with 
controlled stops. 

Warmup Strategies to Protect Your Game 
A proper warmup isn’t just jogging in place—it’s a targeted routine to prep your 

body for pickleball’s demands. Aim for 10–15 minutes of dynamic 

movements that mimic the sport’s actions. Static stretching (holding stretches) 

is better for cooldowns, as it can reduce muscle power during play. Focus on 

mobility, activation, and gradual intensity to prime your body. 

Here’s a sample warmup routine tailored to the five moves above: 

1. Lower body activation: 2 minutes of walking lunges with a twist, 1 
minute of side-to-side leg swings. 

2. Upper body prep: 2 minutes of arm circles (forward and backward), 1 
minute of resistance band pull-aparts. 

3. Core and hips: 2 minutes of torso rotations, 1 minute of hip circles. 
4. Sport-specific drills: 3 minutes of light side-to-side shuffles, short 

sprints, and shadow serving (mimicking serve motion without a ball). 
5. Gradual intensity: 2 minutes of low-intensity rallying with a partner to 

ease into game speed. 

Consistency is key: Even a short warmup is better than none. Tailor your routine 

to your body’s needs—older players or those with prior injuries may need extra 

focus on problem areas like shoulders or knees. 

Even players who “warm up” can make mistakes that leave them 

vulnerable. Static stretching before playing is a big one—it reduces muscle 

power and doesn’t prepare you for dynamic movements. Instead, save static 

stretches for after the game to improve flexibility and reduce soreness. 

Long-Term Benefits of Proper Warmups 
Beyond injury prevention, warmups enhance your performance. Warmed-up 

muscles contract faster and with more force, giving you better power for 



smashes and serves. Improved joint mobility means smoother, more controlled 

movements, boosting your agility for dinks and volleys. Over 

time, consistent warmups can even improve your endurance, letting you play 

longer without fatigue. 

Warmups also build mental readiness. The routine signals your brain to focus, 

sharpening your reaction time and court awareness. Think of it as a pre-game 

ritual that primes both body and mind for victory. 

Pickleball’s explosive moves—lateral lunges, smashes, pivots, sprints, and 

serves—can electrify your game or end it abruptly without a warmup. Each 

move targets specific muscles and joints that need to be primed for action. A 

targeted, dynamic warmup of 10–15 minutes can slash your injury risk and 

elevate your performance. Don’t let a preventable strain steal your court time. 

Commit to warming up, and you’ll play harder, smarter, and longer. 

 


