Knee Pain Due to the Rectus Femoris Muscle

Symptoms. Pain in the front and center of the knee, particularly when walking downstairs or downhill, or when wearing high heels. Difficulty extending the hip or fully flexing the knee.

There are also leg locks and pins that specifically take advantage of tight quads. 

(Note: The vastus intermedius muscle, lies beneath the rectus femoris. This "forgotten quadricep" tends to cause more problems walking upstairs or up hill and refers pain to the upper thigh. When tight, these two muscles together can cause the hip to buckle when you straighten your knee and step back.)
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About the Muscle. This common problem originates in the rectus femoris muscle in the front of the thigh. The rectus femoris (one of the quadriceps muscles) runs from the front edge of the pelvis down to the front of the shin, just below the knee. (The "X" in the picture indicates the most likely trigger point, but notice that the pain is concentrated on and just above the knee, far from where the pain actually originates.)

When this muscle is tight and shortened by trigger points (areas where fibers are abnormally shortened) it tends to pull the pelvis forward, creating a "sway back," an anterior (forward) rotation of the pelvis. It also forces the knees back into hyper-extension, causing strain on the cruciate ligaments of the knee as well as other muscles and connective tissues. 

The sway back or "bubble-butt" figure is very commonly seen in female gymnasts and ballerinas, in soccer players and others who develop powerful thigh muscles especially in those who conscientiously stretch out their hamstrings. 

Think of the pelvis as a pulley. The quads pull down on it from the front. The hamstrings pull down on it from the back. Ideally there is a balance between the two muscle groups. But . . . when rectus femoris is tight it will rotate the pelvis forward. Simply stretching out the hamstrings alone will increase any problems with anterior pelvic tilt. To avoid this, rectus femoris must also be stretched. Unfortunately, because the rectus femoris crosses two joints (hip and knee), it is rarely stretched out fully.

