Keeping in

balance

] oucanrun10milesin
an hour,butyou can’t
touch your toes to
save your life. Your
knees are sore, you
have shin splints,
1 your hamstrings are
tighter than a guitar string, your
feet are aching. And your posture is
terrible,

Sound familiar? There seems to
be no end to the list of aches and
pains, and injuries, from which run-
ners suffer. We like to think of our-
selves as strong and healthy, but 50-
70% of runners seek medical treat-
ment for running injuries.

Overtraining, biomechanical
problems, tightness and imbalances
in the muscular system, and run-
ning in the wrong shoes are just a
few factors that can contribute to
injury. Alone or in combination,
these problems can conspire to sabo-
tage the fitness you work so hard to
achieve.

Unfortunately, there’s no easy
answer or cure for running injuries.
But there are ways to take care of
your body that will help you feel
better and may help you prepare
your body for the stress and strains
of exercise.

Some runners swear by SOMA
neuromuscular integration, a type
of deep tissue bodywork thatfocuses
on realigning the body’s structure
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and reconditioning the nervous sys-
tem. Through deep tissue manipu-
lation, movement training, and re-
laxation techniques, SOMA releases
glued down tissues so that the body’s
structure can fanction more
smoothly.

“The purpose of SOMA is two-
fold,” says Denise Andersen, a SOMA
practitioner, licensed massage thera-
pist, and exercise trainer located in
Seattle. “First, we want to improve
posture, joint function, and body
alignment, but we also want to help
people develop a greater awareness
of the mind-body connection.”

The theorybehind SOMAisthat
muscles become glued down as a
result of activity, age, stress, injury,
and living in gravity. When muscles
become glued down, they are less
able to reposition themselves, their
movement is restricted and less effi-
cient, and they are unable to main-
tain the body’s optimal structural
balance.

SOMA practitioners focus on
manipulating the fascia (the con-
nective tissue that surrounds the
muscles) and the muscles to achieve
arelease that allows the muscles to
move and function independently
and smoothly.
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The second aspect of SOMA
theory concerns the reprogramming
of the nervous system. Because the
neural tissue is embedded in muscle
tissue, the release of the fascia and
muscles impacts the nervous sys-
tem.

Marcia Nolte, a licensed mas-
sage therapist and an instructor at
the SOMA Institute, believes that
the release and softening of these
tissues creates a more fluid base out
of which the nervous system can
operate. And as a result, the body
can learn to respond differently to
situations, and people can achieve a
greater sense of self-awareness and
self-reliance.

“What has been hardwired in
the nervous system gets released,”
she explains. “The release gives the
body physical options, as well as
options in perception.

"For example, when you're sick
the world looks difficult, it’s a
struggle. But when you're well, the
worldlookslike a playground. SOMA
can enhance that perspective of
pursuing the world from a more self-
reliant state. It reminds us that we
can tune into the self-healing quali-
ties that are innate in all of us.”

How can SOMA help runners?

“The benefits to runners are
numerous,” says Andersen. “As a
result of releasing the glued down
tissues, and allowing the musclesto



function more smoothly, runners
often finnd that they are more flexible
and their style is more efficient.”

Because muscles work in pairs
and the systems of the body are all
connected, tightness orinjuryin one
muscle can cause problems in other
parts of the body. SOMA addresses
these types of problems because it
balances the whole system, and by
treating muscular

ranked pentathelete for the Cana-
dian National team. “I was plagued
withinjuries.” Levine competedon a
world class level from 1983-1991,
ranking 15th in the world in 1984,
and trained over 20 hours a week at
the various pentathlon events (run-
ning, horse riding & jumping, swim-
ming, shooting, and fencing). Now
living in Seattle and working as a

connected with her body, and she
thinks that will help her prevent
injuries.

“Inotice things sooner, ’'m more
in tune with changes in how my
body feels.”

Another Seattle runner, Frank
Shuck, a 37 year old fire fighter and
former running coach with PRs of
1:54 (800m) and 31:45 (10K), was

originally skeptical

imbalances and com-
pensations, muscles
that are released are
ableto supporttheir ap-
propriate structures.
“When you have tight
muscles that are glued
down, they can pull on
the joints at inappro-
priate anglesthatdon’t
allow optimal function-
ing,” adds Andersen.
“It’s important to
keep balance through-
out the body,” explains
Andersen, “you need to
take care of muscular
imbalances that hap-
pen when you’re only
. doing one sport. You

Before
Session One

After

Session One

about SOMA but is now
amazed at how the proc-
ess hashelped his injury
problems. Shuck had a
history of lower leg and
calf injuries that often
prevented him from run-
ning for weeks at a time.
Through SOMA his
muscular imbalances
were addressed so that
other muscle groups in
the leg shared the work
load. “I feel like I have
more range of motion
now,” says Shuck, “my
hips are freer, and my
strideis longer and more
efficient.” Shuck also no-
ticesthat he doesn’t have

¢ can be an elite runner,
and win all your races, and still be
imbalanced. And stressing the body
with more training and racing on
- top of that can increase the likeli-
hood of injury.”

Andersen believes that SOMA,
particularly inits alighment and re-
positioning of the pelvis, gives run-
ners more energy and flexibility,
which can translate into a more effi-
cient style and greater endurance
and speed.

“When thebodyis glued down, it
takes more energy to move it. So if
you can get the body aligned and
balanced, you're not expending as
much energy and you're less likely
to get injured because your muscu-
lature is moving more freely and in
a more integrated way,” she main-
tains.

“I wish I could have had SOMA
done years ago,” laments Stephanie
Levine, a 28 year old former world-

massage therapist, Levine runs 30-
40 miles a week. She went through
SOMA bodywork this past winter
because she wanted to get a better
sense ofherbody and tofeel a greater
sense of integration.

Levine has noticed several
changes in her body since complet-
ing SOMA work. Her iliotibial band
friction syndrome and knee pain
have gone away, and she feels that
her pelvis and hips are more aligned
and balanced.

“The biggest change I've no-
ticed,” she explains, “is I feel that my
muscles move as individuals rather

than as groups. When I was compet-

ingIalwaysfelt thick in my muscles;
now I feel more length. I feel lighter
when I run, stronger, and more
powerful.”

Levine also notices that her
recovery rate is vastly improved.
Overall, Levinefeelsthat sheismore

the back pain that he
used tofeel, and his arm action while
running is more fluid.

One of the surprising results
hasbeen the emotional and intellec-
tualimprovements Shuck as experi-
enced.

“I have this weird sort of confi-
dence in my stature, in the way I
hold myself.” says Shuck. “I used to
be areal slouch - my head and shoul-
ders were too forward. Now I'm
always looking in the mirror - wait-
ing for that slouch to come back, but
it hasn’t so far.”

Shuck also has more energy and
feels that he doesn’t have to work as
hard to hold a standing position.
“Now my skeleton is holding me up,
not my muscles. And I'm more con-
scious and have a greater aware-
ness of changes in my body. I don’t
tense up my shoulders as much, and

(continued on next page)
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Postural and cosmetic changes are often seen
in the first sessions of SOMA Bodywork.

if T slump, I catch myself and
straighten up. "

All this improvement is not
without hard work. As Shuck and
Levine have learned, SOMA isnota
passive treatment. Nor is it a cure-
all.

“SOMA is about change,” ex-
plains Andersen. “You have to be
committed to changing your habits
and paying attention to your body.”

Aspart of the SOMA treatment,
clients are given stretching and re-
laxation exercises. Clients are also
instructed to develop new lifestyle
habits that will support and inte-
grate the bodywork.

“You can’t except SOMA to cure
everything,” cautions Andersen. “It’s
a release, and there’s a whole other
piece to it that is your involvement
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and participationin the process. The
more you put into the experience,
the more you gain from it. If you're
injured, you have to look at a lot of
things - overuse, imbalances in the
body, training, the shoes you wear.
You can’t go back to old habits.”

SOMA bodywork is admini-
stered in ten 90-minute sessions,
generally with at least a week be-
tween each session.

The process begins with a thor-
ough discussion between client and
practitioner. Clients are asked to fill
out a questionnaire to help identify
lifestyle habits, emotional and physi-
cal issues, and treatment goals.

“By clarifying issues and goals,
you are beginning the mind-body in-
tegration process,” says Andersen.
“And you are entering into the work
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with a greater awareness and re-
sponsibility for your body.”

Although bodywork methodscan
vary from practitioner to practitio-
ner, SOMA is generally defined by
its cumulative approach to release.
SOMA’s deep tissue manipulation
is done in sequences and layers,
releasing the different areas of the
body in stages.

And it is done with change as
the goal. In the final sessions, the
work is integrated to balance the
entire structure, which Andersen
describes as “connecting all of the
bodywork into one flowing system.”

Is SOMA painful?

Itcanbedependingon howresis-
tent to release an individual’s tis-
sues are.

Because the technique used to
release the fascia and muscles is a
coaxing action and not a forcing of
tissues, clients can help the release
by focusing their awareness and
their breathing on the release area.

“The client is always in control,”
says Andersen. “If a procedure ever
becomes painful, we stop.”

Andersen says that if an area is
painful, pain usually goes away with
the release. She adds that, “Every-
one responds to the work differently,
so my goal is to work within the
boundaries and comfort zones that
are acceptable for each individual.”

For runners seeking relief from
their aches and injuries, SOMAis a
great choice. While it doesn’t prom-
ise to cure all injuries, it does start
an important process of change.

By committing yourself to a
holistic process like SOMA, you can
begin to achieve a more balanced
approach to exercise and more
awareness of what your body needs
to stay strong and healthy.

“I used to think of SOMA as this
physical thing,” says Shuck, “but
the mind and body aren’t separate.
If your body is in alignment, your
mindfeelsbetter. But you havetobe
aware -it doesn’t happen magically.”

For more information about
SOMA, call Denise Andersen, B.A,,
LM.P,, at 362-4331.



