
www.fitnessHE.co.za FITNESS HIS EDITION 6968 JULY - AUGUST 2015

   THE IMPORTANCE OF A PROACTIVE 
APPROACH TO THE MANAGEMENT 
OF SOFT TISSUE HEALTH

T
HERE IS A 
CHINESE 
PROVERB 
THAT SAYS: 
“WHEN 
THERE IS NO 
MOVEMENT, 

THERE IS PAIN. WHEN 
THERE IS MOVEMENT, 
THERE IS NO PAIN.”  
It seems simple enough  
but it is sage advice for 
most of  the people in our 
society where inactivity, 
poor diet and sedentary 
work conditions are the 
prevailing trends. 

As a species we’re 
designed to run across vast 
distances, to hunt for our 
food and to defend our tribe 
from outside conquerors. 
In today’s “modern world” 
we spend hours in our cars 
covering vast distances, 
hunting in shopping aisles 
and engaging with others 
via social media. You see, 
mentally we are adapting 
to the modern world. Our 
bodies, however, are a little 
slow in coming to the party. 

Our bodies have been 
conditioned by millions 
of  years of  evolution and 
it’s slowly and resolutely 

adapted its structure to 
fit its function. However, 
the pace of  progression 
over the last 100 years has 
necessitated that our bodies 
adapt quicker than what 
evolution allows.

Back pain, neck pain, 
digestive issues, joint pain, 
and high stress levels (the 
list goes on) can all be 
attributed to our modern 
sedentary lifestyle. The 
reason for that is our 
muscles and connective 
tissue need to be used to 
prevent these tissues from 
becoming stiff. When this 
happens our body structure 
becomes compromised 
and therefore so does its 
functioning, which leads to 
structural or physiological 
problems.

As an active individual, 
athlete or just a general 
fitness enthusiast, 
understanding the role of  
our muscle and connective 
tissue network within our 
bodies and how they can 
be manipulated to resolve 
issues and restore function 
will help us improve the  
way we move in any type  
of  activity. 

MYOFASCIAL 
TISSUE
The myofascial network 
is a continuous, three 
dimensional network that 
allows our bodies to function 
holistically and to move in 
multiple directions. It is the 
worker force of the central 
nervous system (CNS) and 
without a healthy myofascial 
system your body would 
not be able to carry out the 
commands of the CNS.

Another important aspect 
of this type of connective 
tissue is that it acts as a force 
transmitter and disperser. 
Whether you run, jump, 
stretch or lift, the fascial 
network in your body acts 
as a buffer for the internal 
forces (exerted by muscle) and 
external forces (exerted by 
gravity or contact sports). 

If you’ve ever seen an 
athlete accelerate in a race 
or suddenly change direction 
on the field of play, it’s the 
fascial network that enables 
that. Even the bodyweight 
movements of CrossFit or the 
complex strength exercises 
executed in the gym are 

all performed by the body 
because our connective tissue 
acts as a force transmitter.

Most top sports people 
or athletes all put their 
success down to hard work 
and practice. The reason for 
this is the body is trained 
in repetitive ways, such 
that movement patterns 
become almost automatic 
and are carried out by 
the subconscious mind. I 
read with interest about a 
particular NFL quarterback 
who said that when he was 
in his optimal functioning 
zone, “the game almost 
plays itself.” This is possible 
because connective tissue has 
10 times more proprioceptors 
than muscle and allows us to 
respond to our environment 
much quicker than our 
conscious mind can respond. 

Davis’ Law states that soft 
tissue will remodel itself 
along lines of stress (Clark, 
Lucett and Corn 2008). 
Accordingly, if we, day in and 
day out, practice a particular 
movement pattern, the soft 
tissue in our body adapts and 
becomes stronger in that 
particular movement. Our 

SOFT TISSUE 
MANIPULATION

“DIRECT MUSCLE TISSUE MANIPULATION 
TECHNIQUES AIM “TO ENABLE THE 

MUSCLES IN YOUR BODY TO WORK IN  
THE MOST EFFECTIVE MANNER TO  
REDUCE THE RISK OF INJURY AND 

ENHANCE PERFORMANCE.”

muscles grow in response and 
our fascial network becomes 
denser and stronger, making 
us more efficient, powerful 
or agile, depending on what 
training we do. 

However, this repetitive 
training can sometimes 
make us strong in certain 
movements but weaker when 
we venture outside of those 
movement patterns. This is 
when adaptation isn’t always 
positive. This can also happen 
from sitting all day at a desk 
or living a sedentary lifestyle, 
for example. 

Samantha de Bruin, a 
registered physiotherapist 
based at the Rivonia Sports 
Centre in Morningside Manor, 
Johannesburg, agrees: “Often, 
active people can have areas 
of muscle and nerve tension 
from a poor work posture or 
other activities in their daily 
life that are not directly linked 
to their sport or their efforts 
in the gym. One often doesn’t 
feel like they are injured but 
any form of tension or stress 
on muscle and other soft 
tissue from poor posture can 
affect the body when it comes 
to exercise.” 

De Bruin explains that 
any tension in the body can 
affect the movement of your 
muscles, even further down 
your movement chain. “For 
example, tightness in your 
neck from working on a 
computer all day can cause 
tightness in your back, which 
can lead to injury. This is often 
due to muscle imbalances, 
where one area is stiffer  
than another, or a muscle  
is stronger than another 
around a joint.”

In this context, inactivity 
could be considered the force 
that our soft tissue adapts 
to, including our myofascial 
network, which leads to 
biomechanical problems, pain 
and discomfort. Accordingly, 
there is a great deal of benefit 
to regular sessions with a 
qualified and experienced soft 

tissue manipulation expert. 
A form of soft tissue 

manipulation that is rapidly 
growing in prominence, 
for all the reasons already 
stated in this article, is fascial 
release and realignment. 
This can be performed by 
a Bowen therapist, Fascial 
Manipulation© practitioner, 
osteopaths, and certified 
Rolfers®.

MUSCLES 
AND MORE 
However, De Bruin explains 
that the term ‘soft tissue 
manipulation’ is quite broad 
in the wider health and 
fitness community, and 
is often used to describe 
different treatment 
techniques. 

“Most people will know 
the basic ones, such as 
deep tissue massage and 
stretching, but there are other 
important techniques that can 
be used during a treatment. 
These include trigger point 
therapy, where pressure is 
applied directly on a trigger 
point or muscle ‘knot’ and  
is sustained for a period of 
time until that muscle starts  
to release.” 

Other techniques that can 
be used are cross friction, 
active release techniques and 
muscle energy techniques. 
According to De Bruin, the 
best treatment often involves  
a combination of these.

She elaborates that, much 
like myofascial release and 
realignment, more direct 
muscle tissue manipulation 
techniques aim “to enable the 
muscles in your body to work 
in the most effective manner 
to reduce the risk of injury 
and enhance performance. 
These techniques also help to 
stimulate circulation, which 
increases oxygenation and 
blood flow to muscles. This 
also helps to remove waste 
and toxins. This is important 
for a faster recovery.”

“OFTEN, ACTIVE 
PEOPLE CAN HAVE 
AREAS OF MUSCLE 
AND NERVE TENSION 
FROM A POOR WORK 
POSTURE OR OTHER 
ACTIVITIES IN THEIR 
DAILY LIFE THAT ARE 
NOT DIRECTLY LINKED 
TO THEIR SPORT OR 
THEIR EFFORTS  
IN THE GYM.”

>> By Sean Johnson, founder of the Centre for Structural Medicine. 
>> Additional reporting by Pedro van Gaalen, Editor

MYOFASCIAL RELEASE A safe and 
effective physical and manual technique 
that involves applying gentle, sustained 
pressure into muscular (myo) and fascial 
connective tissue restrictions to eliminate 
pain and restore motion.

CROSS FRICTION MASSAGE A form of 
deep tissue massage applied transversely 
to the specific tissue involved. It aims to 
maintain mobility within the soft tissue 
structures of ligament, tendon, and 
muscle and prevent adherent scars from 
forming.

TRIGGER POINT MASSAGE A form of 
physical therapy specifically designed to 
alleviate the source of the pain through 
cycles of isolated pressure and release. 

ACTIVE RELEASE TECHNIQUE (ART) 
A patented soft tissue system and 
movement-based massage technique that 
treats problems with muscles, tendons, 
ligaments, fascia and nerves. It addresses 
problems in individual tissues and in 
between tissues using Complex Protocols 
that identify problems and treats them by 
combining precisely directed tension with 
very specific patient movements. These 
treatment protocols – over 500 specific 
moves – are unique to ART.

MUSCLE ENERGY TECHNIQUES A direct 
and active manual therapy technique that 
engages a restrictive barrier and requires 
the patient's participation for maximal 
effect, aimed at improving musculoskeletal 
function and alleviating pain.
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MIND 
MUSCLE 
CONNECTION
If that is not sufficient reason 
for you to consider a more 
proactive approach to soft tissue 
manipulation, there is now a 
growing body of research that shows 
how connective tissue holds and 
stores emotion. 

R. Louis Shultz and Rosemary 
Feittis, discuss how the body holds 
emotion in their book The Endless 
Web: Fascial Anatomy and Physical 
Reality (North Atlantic 1996). They 
say: “The fascia is the emotional 
body... Ideally, feelings are felt in the 
total body—emotions travel through 
the fascial web. We then interpret 
the physiological sensation as anger, 
affection, love, interest and so forth... 
The reason your neck can’t straighten 
and lengthen may be because of the 
shock of being continually bullied in 
childhood. Physical work will only 
partially open that problem unless 
there is recognition that there may be 
an emotional origin.” 

So, having healthy connective 
tissue can also be linked to having 

a healthy mind. However, the most 
important point here is that if you 
are underperforming physically then 
changes in your training regimen 
are not as important as making a 
particular mind shift.

Derrick Price, a trainer from the 
California University of Pennsylvania, 
says: “The more we learn about our 
connective tissue, the more we can 
integrate it with the other systems 
of the body (muscular, nervous, 
skeletal) and gain further insight into 
human movement and performance.”

Furthermore, Andrew Taylor Still, 
the founder of modern Osteopathy, 
believed that “knowledge of the 
universal extent of the fascia is 
imperative, and is one of the greatest 
aids to the person who seeks the 
cause of disease.” 

Having fully functioning soft tissue, 
particularly connective tissue with 
healthy tone, is therefore vital, not 
only for optimal health and physical 
prowess, but emotional and mental 
performance too.  ■

ABOUT THE AUTHOR: Sean Johnson is the owner of  the Centre 
for Structural Medicine based in Randburg, Johannesburg. He has 
played provincial rugby at senior level in South Africa and in Australia. 
Having suffered a career threatening herniated disc in his lower back, 
he found an appreciation for alternative medical approaches with 
regards to rehab and sporting performance. The Centre for Structural 

Medicine offers a holistic approach in restoring the relationship between structure 
and function in the body. Email him at sean@structuralmedicine.co.za or have a 
look at www.structuralmedicine.co.za.

Joint misalignment, poor 
movement patterns, overload  
and stress, direct or indirect 
trauma and soft tissue injuries  
can also lead to adhesions and the 
build up of scar tissue, which  
is what creates so-called  
‘trigger points’. 

“These direct manipulation 
techniques help to break up 
fibrosis and adhesions – the 
trigger points and ‘knots’ that 
develop in the muscle belly 
– which help to improve the 
flexibility and elasticity of the 
tissue. When combined with 
stretching, which will increase 
your range of movement, you will 
develop a strong flexible muscle 
that is less prone to injury and  
is better able to work at its 
optimal workload.”

In addition, soft tissue 
manipulation also stimulates the 
nerve receptors in the tissue that 
controls tension, says De Bruin. 
“It has a reflex effect which helps 
the tissues to relax and reduces 
pain and stiffness. It also releases 
endorphins, which have the  
same effect.”

In terms of the frequency of 
treatment, De Bruin believes it all 
depends on the individual. “There 
are so many factors to take into 
consideration which is why it is 
normally at the discretion of the 
treating therapist based on how 
things look and feel.”

SHE SUGGESTS THAT THE 
FOLLOWING FACTORS  
ARE CONSIDERED WHEN 
MANAGING AND MAINTAINING 
OPTIMAL HEALTH: 
•  Training methods – How 

often are you training? How 
hectic is your schedule? For 
example, are you gyming 
daily doing light training or 
heavy weights? Or are you 
training for a marathon in a 
short period of time? Do you 
do the same exercise all the 
time or are you mixing it up?

•  Pre- and post-training 
routines – Do you warm-
up and cool down? Are you 
walking out the door and 
going into a full run or do 
you walk or jog initially 
beforehand? While there is 
some debate around the ideal 
warm up it is important to 
never exercise a cold muscle 
as they are less flexible 
and there is a higher risk 
of injury. Stretching after a 
workout is also important 
for all the reasons already 
stated. 

“My recommendation is at 
least one session a week in high 
training periods, once a month 
for maintenance if there is 
chronic tension, and at least once 
every 3-4 months to relax tight 
muscles,” she concludes.

“SOFT TISSUE 
MANIPULATION 
HAS A REFLEX 
EFFECT WHICH 
HELPS THE 
TISSUES TO 
RELAX AND 
REDUCES  
PAIN AND 
STIFFNESS. IT 
ALSO RELEASES 
ENDORPHINS, 
WHICH HAVE 
THE SAME 
EFFECT.”


