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Abstract 
 
Introduction: This work follows previous research in the field which investigated the comparison of 
two types of paddling. These studies, however, focused on the similarity of kayaking and trainers, 
more precisely ergometers, that are used by racers during their training in the winter. However, the 
results of these studies indicate a significant difference in muscle involvement. Aim of Study: The aim 
of this study is to describe and to compare the muscle activation of the kayak forward stroke 
performed in a pool with an opposite/counter current and on flat/calm water. Material and Methods: 
The research was conducted via a selected sample of eight kayakers (subjects) who had attained a high 
level of performance in whitewater slalom. We observed the activity of twelve selected muscles used 
during the kayak forward stroke performed in a counterflow pool and on flat water by means of 
surface electromyography and kinematic analysis. Study results point to effects in relation to intra-
individual and subsequently inter-individual muscle timing and the size of the muscle activation due to 
maximal voluntary contraction. We used comparative analysis and the data were measured by surface 
electromyography and 2D video-analysis. Results: The results proved equal timing of muscles in a 
counterflow pool and on flat water. The muscle activity in the counterflow pool was bigger than on flat 
water. Conclusion: From our results we can recommend a pool which makes use of a counter current 
as a replacement training tool. Compared with other training devices which might be used (such as, 
crank ergometers, paddling trainers, and paddling pools), this kind of training device gives the kayaker 
one great advantage. It is the fact that the kayaker has the same placement of the fixed point and the 
preservation of the feeling of grasping water. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

 Kayak paddling is considered a demanding dynamic muscle activity which consists of uneven 
cyclic and acyclic movement sections. All necessary movement needed for managing the slalom course 
consists of a very complex system of neuromuscular activity. Paddling is composed of two types of 
movement which drive and control motion. Paddling efficacy increases based on how high the 
percentage of drive paddling is in contrast to the percentage of control paddling motion. When it 
comes to motor effects, paddling is made possible via body frame muscles and arm muscles. Lower 
limbs play a more passive soft motor role including high coordinating muscle activity which is 
necessary for successful movement in water [1,2]. 
 Correct technique for such movement consists of high muscle coordination and movement 
economy, which means that only those muscles which are necessary for the motion are activated. 
Other muscles should be in a relaxed position. Incorrect muscle coordination, i.e., non-economic 
motion, consists of unnecessary muscle activation which then creates unnecessary increased muscle 
tone. Proper muscle metabolism inside the muscle tissue cannot be properly achieved and thus the 
kayaker is faced with the danger of increased fatigue. With increasing fatigue also comes decreased 
muscle coordination. Unnecessary muscle movement also includes facial muscle activity, e.g., 
grimacing, a movement which includes facial mimic muscles. This is an unnecessary waste of energy, 
which can also lead to the incorporation of other muscles due to muscle chain interconnections [3,4]. 
Correct paddling technique is based on the kayak’s movement. The kayak must glide on the longest 
possible trajectory in order to gain enough speed. The most elementary part of paddling motion is the 
torso rotation, where the spinal cord is the rotation axis. The stroke itself is then performed by the 
back muscles (latissimus dorsi, trapezius), torso muscles (pectoralis major, serratus anterior, obliquus 
externus and internus) and arm muscles as well (biceps brachii, triceps brachii) [5]. The arm muscles 
become fatigued sooner than the large torso muscles, which is the reason that, in training, focus must 
also be placed on training the arm muscles. Another important aspect of kayak training is the necessity 
for an awareness of muscle relaxation in such muscles that are not active during movement, this being 
essential for short-term muscle regeneration [6]. 
 Bílý [1] describes the direct kayak stroke movement in four stages which follow one after 
another and thus make the stroke motion a unified whole. Individual phases are the catch, the drive, 
the completion and the body over. Kračmar [7] in his monograph mentions several studies which 
compare these via SEMG muscle activity during different muscle motions which are similar in 
comparison to kayak paddling. These tested movements included kayak paddling motions, rope pull-
ups and the training of kayak paddling. Artificial movements and their role in imitating the natural 
conditions of movements in the sports environment always tend to show a certain level of specifiers 
based on how much they differ from the so called “coordination map of the target movement”. 
Coordination mappings are different for each individual. However, some similarities can be detected 
(i.e., the phylogenetic framework). Further comparison of the cyclical movement used during paddling 
with other kinds of motion has been quite often discussed among a variety of studies. The main focus 
has tended to be comparisons between training indoors and in a natural water environment. 
Ergometers are frequently used as a part of the training process during winter months. The results of 
such studies, however, point to quite staggering differences in muscle activation [8–11]. 
This particular study focused mainly on the comparisons of the muscle activity levels during kayak 
paddling against the counterflow in a water pool versus paddling without any current using surface 
electromyography as the main analytical tool. The level of muscle activity was observed in relation to 
the maximal intentional (will-based) muscle contraction (MVC) done according to Janda [12] The 
study also focused on different timings of muscle activation based on their behaviour in two different 
environments during movement [13,14]. 
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MATERIAL AND METHODS 
 
Participants 
 The tested group of participants was not a random, but a selected, sample of test subjects. The 
set included 8 subjects (age 24±4 years, 78.5±3 kg, 178±6 cm) with a steadily fixed movement 
stereotype (these were kayaking specialists and professional athletes). In this way it was possible to 
minimize any possible deviation during the measurement process caused by incorrect paddling 
techniques. 
 
Protocol 
 The study is based on a descriptive analytical comparison with both an intra- and an inter-
individual data result comparison. The research was conducted on a sample of eight subjects who 
were professional athletes (kayakers) and who agreed to have twelve selected muscles analysed via a 
surface electromyograph and to observe the muscle activity during stroke motions in a pool with 
counterflow and also one with no current. 
 The observed muscles (n=12) were selected based on their basic functions, according to Čihák 
[15], Travell, Simons [16], and also based on their functions during kayak paddling, as previously 
stated by Buchtel [17] The selection was also based on sequencing inside the muscle chain, as 
previously mentioned by Véle [4, 18] always taking into account both the right and left parts of the 
body (flexores,  extensores, biceps brachii, triceps brachii, pectoralis major, latissimus dorsi). Before 
the electrode application, the skin surface had to be shaved and cleaned, including getting rid of any 
excess moisture by means of rubbing alcohol. Electrodes were placed so that the couplings of their 
centres were aligned with the muscle fibres, placing them at the point of the highest muscle tone, 
which was judged by a physiotherapist, as recommended by Travell, Simons [16].  
 The results were gained based on a comparative analysis of the EMG muscle activity signals 
combined with a kinetic analysis which was possible by having a synchronised 2-D video recording of 
the movement. The surface electromyography (SEMG) is an analytical tool which allowed us to judge 
the sequence of muscle activation timing and the levels of muscle activation in relation to the maximal 
intentional muscle contraction (MVC) which was based on a muscle test [12].  
 The measurement process was done inside a k1 (Prijon Soča) kayak always starting on a calm 
water surface or inside a pool with counterflow located at the Department of Physical Education and 
Sport in Ústí nad Labem (Pool flum Super for A7). In order to compare two types of locomotion, 
maximal paddling intensity for 1 minute was set as a time period during which every high 
performance athlete is typically able to paddle without any significant errors or unnecessary 
involuntary movements in order to maintain kayak stability. The measurement took place for all 
locomotion types and was always done twice. The first measurement was regarded as an initiation and 
warm-up and the gained data were not processed because this attempt was regarded as a trial. A 
greater number of measurements was not completed in order to avoid fatigue. Each Subject took a 30-
minute break in between different motion type measurements due to the necessity of placing 
electrodes onto a different part of the body. 
 
Mobile EMG device technical specifications 
 We used an independent polyelectromyography mobile device for muscle electricity potential 
screening. It was manufactured by Megawin Biomonitor ME 6000 (Meg Electronics, Finland). Its 
technical specifications are: signal rough/average/RMS/joined with the range of ± 8192 μV for EMG, 
number of channels: 4/8/12/16, pattern frequency: 1.000/2.000/10.000/250/100 Hz. 
 
Statistics 
 Intra-individual analysis of the gained results was done based on a curve conversion into 
absolute values. The specific time period in which an individual movement cycle included both a 
periodic muscle activation and a deactivation (n = 50 cycles) was set for the following data processing 
as an experimental part of the data processing. Excluded were movement cycles which occurred at the 
beginning and end of locomotion during which time the muscle activity is not yet fully stabilized. 
Excluded were also threshold values, as the Galton median calculation example suggests, for better 
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reliability of the results. The analysed data were then calculated for the average EMG curve, which was 
implemented to one distance length (interpreted as a percentage of 0–100% of the paddling cycle) as 
previously suggested by a variety of authors [19–22]. 
 In order to specify the time shift of the muscle activity initiation in comparison to the intra-
individual analysis of the selected time period, the so-called triangular detection of beginning and end 
of the muscle activity visible via EMG signal was set at the EMG threshold of 25% of the maximal 
muscle activity [23]. Such values of muscle activity timing were detected via scripts in Matlab software 
(version 7.8.0, R2009a) which calculated the maximal cross correlation coefficient. In relation to the 
maximal cross correlation coefficient we are then able to set phase shift timings of when individual 
muscles begin their activity [14]. The similarity comparison is then set based on the timing sequencing 
via the Spearman’s rank correlation [24]. 
 Inter-individual comparison of the results was then further processed via a percentage 
differential of the measured muscles during paddling in the pool with both counter flow and no 
current. The percentage levels of muscle activation in individual muscles in relation to the MVC were 
rounded to whole numbers and in case of two peak muscle activations the mean value of these two 
activations was calculated [12,23,25]. 
 
RESULTS 
 
 Table 1 include the percentage differences of the measured muscles between paddling in the 
pool with counterflow and the pool without any current. The percentage values of the muscle 
activation in relation to the MVC were rounded to whole numbers. In the case of two peak muscle 
activation, the mean value of both activations was calculated. 
 The results showed higher muscle activation of the forearm muscles (flexores bilateral and 
extensores) in the pool with counterflow when compared to the pool with no current. The biceps 
brachii show more bilateral opposite tendencies than other measured muscles. The right upper limb 
activated this muscle more often on the calm water surface in five out of eight subjects, the left upper 
limb then activated this muscle, as detected in six out of eight subjects. The tendency toward higher 
activity in the counterflow pool was detected among these muscles as well: triceps brachii, bilateral 
pectoralis major and latissimus dorsi as can be seen in the figure 1.  
 
Table 1. Muscle activation percentage differences among individual subjects 

Muscle (in Latin) Subjects 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

Mm. flexores dx. 8.5% 20% 15.5% 21.5% 13% 10% 4% 11% 
Mm. flexores sin. 13% 29.5% 10.5% 25.5% 10% 5% 2% 5% 
Mm. extensores dx. 9% 11% 6% 16% 1% 15% -2% 6% 
Mm. extensores sin. 6% 8% -3% 24% 2% 7% 21% 3% 
M. biceps brachii dx. -7% 36% -10.5% 5.5% -1% 3% -13% -18% 
M. biceps brachii sin. -3% -9% -15% 5.5% -3% 11% -20% -9% 
M. triceps brachii sin. 7% 12% 17% 3.5% 3% 4% 1% -44% 
M. triceps brachii dx. 7% 25.5% 6.5% -0.5% 1% 7.5% 1% -30% 
M. pectoralis major dx. 15% 26.5% 20% 4.5% -3% 15.5% 8% -15% 
M. pectoralis major sin. 12% 21.5% 1% 5% 2% 16.5% 4% -12% 
M. latissimus dorsi dx. 18% 2% 4% 3% 5% 9% 0% -7% 
M. latissimus dorsi sin. 25% 9% 3% 14% 7% 14% 9% -6% 

Positive values - increased muscle activation in the pool with counterflow, Negative values - increased muscle 
activation with no current, 0 shows no value - equal muscle activation in both counterflow and no current 
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Figure 1. Muscle activation percentage differences relative to the MVC 
 
Table 2. Muscle activation ration 

Subject 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 
ɷ 1.27 1.46 1.18 1.26 1.08 1.30 1.04 0.78 

ɷ > 1 inform increased activity of the measured muscles during counterflow paddling 
ɷ < 1 inform increased activity of the measured muscles during paddling with no current 
 
Table 3. The relation of muscle activation sequencing based on the Spearman coefficient (α<0.002) 

Subject 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 
Spearman coefficient 0.98 0.96 0.95 0.98 0.98 0.96 0.87 0.94 

 
 Table 2 presents the percentage value ratio of muscle activation between paddling in the pool 
with counter current and in the one with no current among individual subjects. All of the values are 
shown in relation to maximal voluntary muscle contraction. Table 2 also contains that the selected 
muscles were more activated in the pool with counterflow than on a calm surface. This was verified in 
seven out of eight subjects. The following table 3, include the results of the Spearman coefficient of the 
sequential correlation between muscle activation sequencing during paddling with a counter current 
and with no current among individual subjects. 
 
DISCUSSION 
  
 Overall, it is possible to surmise that some inter-individual tendencies have been spotted. 
However we must keep in mind that every kayaker has his or her individual style of performance. All 
Subjects equally activated forearm muscles (flexores bilateral and extensores bilateral) in the 
counterflow pool. This was different on a calm water surface. Forearm muscles stabilize the contact of 
the paddle with the water surface so the punta fixa setting is ideal for the kayaker to pull during a 
stroke movement [5,26]. The paddle blade has to be placed in the water in such manner as to ensure 
that the resistance in the water is optimal and the support point is not lost, and the kayak can thus 
move forward better [27]. The results show that the paddle setting is more difficult when the 
counterflow is in opposition to the kayaker. The waves in the water circulation crate increased the 
difficulty of driving the kayak and maintaining its position, which caused the selected muscles to 
activate more than on a calm surface, where waves are also created due to the paddling motion, 
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however these occur behind the kayak and thus make it easier for a steady and fast movement. Our 
study results are in agreement with the subjective athlete assessment previously conducted by Busta 
[28], where athletes evaluated the counterflow paddling as more demanding for the forearm than 
paddling on a calm surface. This included triceps brachii, pectoralis major and latissimus dorsi. It is 
possible to assume that the main reason for this is the increased difficulty of maintaining and steering 
the kayak as described above and also due to the increased resistance caused by the opposite/counter 
water current. Busta [28] shows that after kayak has left the starting line, it is necessary to invest more 
strength and energy into the first few strokes. Then after gaining specific kinetic energy the strength 
level decreases. Similar results were gained by paddling against the counterflow. Kayak paddling may 
seem to be a linear motion, however the speed slightly changes during overall motion. A stroke creates 
a peak of maximal speed, and then during the phase of paddle shift to the opposite side, the kayak 
loses acceleration. In an environment (pool, white water) where counterflow occurs, one cannot afford 
to lose speed, and since the counterflow tends to slow the kayaker down, more effort must be given to 
the paddling motion. This could explain the tendency for increased muscle activation among Subject 
who activated their muscles in the counterflow environment 8.7% more, on average, than on the calm 
water surface.  
 Significant similarities in the muscle activation timing sequences in both types of paddling 
were detected after a comparison of the intra-individual results of all Subjects in our study. As seen in 
table 3, all eight Subjects showed a significant similarity in the muscle activation timing of individual 
muscles, based on the Spearman coefficient of the sequential correlation. Based on these results we 
find ourselves in dispute with other studies which focused on the comparison of stroke movements 
[8–11]. Our results show that both types of locomotion are very similar. Unlike other modern 
substitute training tools (ergometers with handles, paddling training simulators, and paddling pools), 
pools with counterflow have one big advantage. This advantage is the equally fixed puncta fixa and the 
necessity of maintaining a firm grip in the flow of the water current. It is, however, also important to 
keep in mind that muscle activation levels are higher when compared to other training techniques, and 
thus such training should be focused more on the development of strength skills rather than on 
paddling techniques. 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
 The results confirmed intra-individual and significant similarities in muscle activation timing 
in both environments among all tested Subjects, a result which shows this type of training tool to be 
more suitable for strength exercises than using simulators or training ergometers with handles due to 
the equal puncta fixa setting. The reverse current in pool can be recommended as a suitable training 
tool for kayaking and as a suitable training exercise, which has been verified in the inter-individual 
results comparison. 
 
REFERENCES 
 
1. Bily M. Komplexni analyza techniky padlovani a jizdy na divoke vode [disseration]. Prague, Czechia: 

Univerzita Karlova, Fakulta telesne vychovy a sportu; 2002. [in Czech] 
2. Strnadova M. Analyza zapojovani svalovych retezcu pri zaberu vpred na kajaku ve sjezdu na divoke vode 

[master’s thesis]. Praha: Univerzita Karlova, Fakulta telesne vychovy a sportu; 2004. [in Czech] 
3. Peric T, Dovalil J. Sportovni trenink. Grada. Prague, Czechia; 2010. [in Czech] 
4. Vele F. Kineziologie. Prague, Czechia: Triton; 2006. [in Czech] 
5. Kracmar B. Kineziologicka analyza sportovniho pohybu: Studie lokomocniho pohybu pri jizde na kajaku. 

Prague, Czechia: Triton; 2002. [in Czech] 
6. Prskavec J. Vodni slalom: Technika jizdy na kajaku [master’s thesis]. Praha, Czechia: Univerzita Karlova, 

Fakulta telesne vychovy a sportu; 2001. [in Czech] 
7. Kracmar B, Chrastkova M, Bacakova R. Fylogeneze lidske lokomoce. Prague, Czechia: Karolinum; 2016.  
8. Ballova K. Posouzeni zmen vysledku Wingate testu hornich koncetin v jednotlivych obdobich rocniho 

treninkoveho cyklu rychlostnich kanoistu [master’s thesis]. Prague, Czechia: Univerzita Karlova, Fakulta 
telesne vychovy a sportu; 2007. [in Czech] 



Physical Activity Review vol. 7, 2019 www.physactiv.eu 
  

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 
113 

 

9. Fleming N, Done B, Mahony N. Electromyographic and kinesiological analysis of the kayak stroke: 
comparison of on-water and on-ergometer data across exercise intensity. J Sport Sci Med. 2007;11(1):16–
25.  

10. Trevithick BA, Ginn KA, Halaki M, Balnave R. Shoulder muscle recruitment patterns during a kayak stroke 
performed on a paddling ergometer. J Electromyogr Kinesiol Off J Int Soc Electrophysiol Kinesiol. 
2007;17(1):74–9. 

11. Wassinger CA, Myers JB, Sell TC, Oyama S, Rubenstein EN, Lephart SM. Scapulohumeral kinematic 
assessment of the forward kayak stroke in experienced whitewater kayakers. Sport Biomech. 
2011;10(02):98–109. 

12. Janda V, Herbenova A, Jandova J, Pavlu D. Svalovee funkccni testy. Prague, Czechia: Grada; 2004. [in Czech] 
13. Balko S. The surface electromyography in fencing: the analysis of the acyclic movement in three different 

performance level groups of fencers. Opole: Opole University of Technology; 2016.  
14. Spulak D, Cmejla R, Bacakova R, Kracmar B, Satrapova L, Novotny P. Muscle activity detection in 

electromyograms recorded during periodic movements. Comput Biol Med. 2014;47:93–103. 
15. Cihak R, Grim M, Fejfar O. Anatomie 1. Prague, Czechia: Grada; 2011. [in Czech] 
16. Travell JG, Simons DG. Myofascial pain and dysfunction: the trigger point manual. Baltimore: Williams & 

Wilkins; 1999.  
17. Buchtel M. Analyza techniky jizdy na kajaku pri zavodech ve slalomu na divoke vode. Prague, Czechia: 

Univerzita Karlova, Fakulta telesne vychovy a sportu; 2018. [in Czech] 
18. Vele F. Kineziologie posturalniho systemu. Prague, Czechia: Karolinum; 1995. [in Czech] 
19. De Luca C. The Use of Surface Electromyography in Biomechanics. J Aplied Biomech. 1997;13(13):135–63. 
20. Hug F, Dorel S. Electromyographic analysis of pedaling: A review. J Electromyogr Kinesiol. 2009;19(2):182–

98. 
21. Konrad P. The ABC of EMG A Practical Introduction to Kinesiological Electromyography. Scottdale: Noraxon; 

2005. 
22. Foissac MJ, Berthollet R, Seux J, Belli A, Millet G. Effects of Hiking Pole Inertia on Energy and Muscular Costs 

During Uphill Walking. Med Sci Sport Exerc. 2008;40(6):1117–25. 
23. Balko S, Borysiuk Z, Balko I, Spulak D. The influence of different performance level of fencers on muscular 

coordination and reaction time during the fencing lunge. Arch Budo. 2016;12(1):49–59. 
24. Hendl J. Prehled statistickych metod zpracovani dat. Prague, Czechia: Portal; 2006. [in Czech] 
25. Otahal J, Posusta A. Recording and conditioning of surface EMG signal for decomposition. Bull Appl Mech. 

2012;8(30):28–31. 
26. Mruzkova M. Komparativni kineziologicka analyza zaberu vpred na kajaku a dalsich forem lokomoce v 

ramci lokomocniho vzoru [disseration]. Prague, Czechia: Univezita Karlova, Fakulta telesne vychovy a 
sportu; 2011. [in Czech] 

27. Knebel R. Problematika jizdy na sjezdovem kajaku - metodicka prirucka. Olomouc: CSK; 2000. [in Czech] 
28. Busta J. Porovnani vysledku aerobni zatezove diagnostiky pri jizde na kajaku na klidne vode s klikovou 

ergometrii hornich koncetin [master’s thesis]. Prague, Czechia: Univerzita Karlova, Fakulta telesne vychovy 
a sportu; 2015. [in Czech] 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


