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I. Motor unit recruitment 

 A. The motor unit 

 1. A motor unit consists of one 

motor neuron and all of the 

muscle fibers it contracts. 

  2. Size of motor unit varies 

with muscle and fineness of 

movement. 

  3. All muscles consist of a 

number of motor units and the 

fibers belonging to a motor 

unit are dispersed and 

intermingle amongst fibers of 

other units. 

 4. The muscle fibers belonging 

to one motor unit can be spread 

throughout part, or most of the 

entire muscle, depending on the 

number of fibers and size of the 

muscle 
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II.  Force of contraction and motor 

unit recruitment 

 A. Motor unit recruitment 

depends on the force/resistance of 

the exercise.  

1. With light intensity exercise 

the Type I (slow twitch) 

motor units are recruited. 

 2. When the load is increased, 

the Type IIa (fast twitch) 

will be recruited with the 

help of the Type I fibers. 

 3. When the load becomes 

even greater, the Type IIb/x 

will be recruited with the 

help of the Type IIa and 

Type I motor units. 

B. Type I motor units are always 

firing no matter what the 

intensity. 

 

III. Motor unit recruitment, firing frequency, and fatigue 

 A. The central nervous system can increase strength of muscle contraction by: 

  1. Increasing the number of active motor units. 

 B. During muscle fatigue, new motor units are recruited. 

  1. A 30% decline in maximal voluntary contractions was associated with a 23% increase 

in motor unit recruitment. 

  2. This occurs within 25 – 35 seconds. 

 C. When nearly all motor units are recruited, increase in firing frequency becomes the primary 

mechanism to increase motor strength.  
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IV. Proprioceptors 

 A. Definition 

  1. Provide information about the extent of muscle stretch (muscle spindles). 

  2. Provide information about the extent of muscle contraction (Golgi tendon organs). 

 B. Components 

  1. Muscle spindles: small intrafusal contractile organs with afferent and efferent neurons 

  2. Golgi tendon organs: small stretch receptors in tendons with afferent innervation only 
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V.  Muscle spindles 

 A. Location and function 

  1. Muscle spindles are in parallel with myofibers (intrafusal). 

  2. Detect muscle stretch. 

 B. Structure 

  1. Small muscle fibers (4-7 mm long) that contain contractile proteins. 

  2. Have afferent and efferent fibers (fusimotor neurons). 

  3. Stretch of spindle signals muscle to contract (resists overstretching)  

   a. Stimulates skeletal muscle neuron pool in spinal cord – monosynaptic 

transmission. 

    b. Can be stimulated to contract when muscle relaxes by efferent motoneurons. 
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VI.  Golgi tendon organs 

 A.  Location and function 

  1. Golgi tendon organs are in series 

with myofibers, embedded in 

tendons at ends of muscles. 

  2. Detect contraction (tension). 

 B.  Structure 

  1. Approximately 0.7 mm long 

  2. Contain afferent fibers only 

   a. Contraction of muscle signals 

muscle to relax – polysynaptic 

transmission. 

   b. Inhibit skeletal muscle neuron 

pool in spinal cord. 
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VII. Muscle spindles vs Golgi tendon organs 

 A. Muscle stretch increases discharge in muscle spindles 

  1. Signals travel to spinal cord. 

  2. Muscle is stimulated to contract; discharge in muscle spindle ceases. 

  3. Muscle spindle contracts; discharges resume. 

 B. Muscle contraction increases discharge in Golgi tendon organs. 

  1. Signals travel to spinal cord. 

  2. Inhibitory neurons cause muscle to relax. 

  
 


