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While running the Ottawa River, 
he was trashed by a wave — nothing 
unusual, but he felt a pull in his 
shoulder when he rolled. He let the 
shoulder recover for a few weeks before 
returning to the river. The pain came 
back. At 45, Eric thought that old age 
had caught up with him and it was time 
to stop paddling. He told friends that 
although it wasnʼt a big deal, he could 
no longer paddle comfortably. So Eric 
hung up his paddle.

Have you heard this kind 
of conversation before? Health 
professionals hear countless variations 
of the story that involves an athlete 
avoiding their favourite activity because 
of inexplicable pain. Without ever being 
diagnosed, they gave up their sport 
for years until someone suggested that 
something could be done.

Many are amazed and energized 
to find out that the problem isnʼt about 
age. After all, look at the number of 
active, pain-free individuals enjoying 
their sports as 70- and 80-year-olds. 
Often, itʼs the result of a particular kind 
of stress on the body. Sometimes taking 
a passive approach to pain makes it feel 
like “just part of life.”

Pain may be the result of something 
you have been doing to your body. Itʼs 
never a factor of age or “inevitability.” 
Always thereʼs something you can do to 
treat it.

The injuries that spark feelings of 
fatalism (especially in older athletes) 

are those injuries like Ericʼs that seem 
unconnected to a particular event. Most 
people are familiar with one particular 
kind of pain — an acute injury due to 
a sudden overload on a tissue.  These 
injuries include sprains, strains, sudden 
blows or hits, and are evident because 
of the redness, swelling, pain and heat 
radiating from the damaged tissue. 
Anyone with basic first aid is familiar 
with the RICE approach for treating 
injuries: Rest, Ice, Compression and 
Elevation. But, what about pain that 
doesnʼt leave any apparent physical 
evidence?

Hereʼs the full story… While acute 
injury is the most obvious cause of 
pain, it is only one of three mechanisms 
that can generate musculoskeletal 
discomfort. The other two mechanisms 
are described professionally as 
“repetitive strain” or “prolonged static 
contractions.” Informally, they are 
known as “impediments to fun.”
Repetitive strain injuries are caused 
by repeated microtrauma to a tissue. 
Initially these donʼt cause redness, 
swelling, heat or pain. These injuries are 
most common with sports, work or hob-
bies where some part of the body is put 
through a repetitive motion. Examples 
of hobbies that might generate repetitive 
strain are running, cycling, swimming 
or keyboarding. Even though pain is 
not felt when the microtrauma initially 
occurs, scar tissue builds up slowly and 
becomes tight and restricted, and pain 
slowly enters the picture.

Static contractions are the stationary 
version of the same injury. Instead of 
doing a traumatic motion over and over, 
they involve holding an injury-causing 
posture for a prolonged period of time. 
Static contractions will partially restrict 

blood flow to the muscles involved in 
holding the posture. When this occurs, 
your body will send cells to the area 
that begin to deposit fibrous connective 
tissue. This problem will occur with 
poor postural habits, whether they are 
chronic postural habits, improper posture 
while playing sports, poor occupational 
postures, or even poor sleep postures.

While the source of repetitive 
strain injuries or prolonged static 
contraction injuries is not as obvious 
as acute injuries, the results are the 
same for all three. Scar tissue builds 
up around and within the soft tissue. 
Eventually the tissue becomes tight, 
knotted and weakened, and nerves may 
become entrapped. In this scarred state, 
the tissues can cause pain, numbness, 
tingling, pain radiating to other parts 
of the body, and restricted motion. If 
left alone, the tissue becomes more 
prone to acute injury — like when you 
“inexplicably” roll your ankle while 
out for a jog — and compensations in 
other parts of the body may develop. 
Meanwhile, the problem will get 
worse, and harder to rehabilitate if left 
untreated.

If this scenario of mysterious pain 
and reduced mobility sounds familiar, 
you might be on the brink of whatʼs 
known in therapy as a “eureka” moment. 
Athletic and psychological therapies are 
not as far apart as one might think, and 
finding the source of pain is the first step 
towards banishing it.

Risk factors that may contribute to 
musculoskeletal problems include:
• Poor diet
• Training errors
• Technique errors
• Environment
• Old injuries
• Muscle imbalances in strength or 

flexibility
• Improper equipment
• Poor ergonomics
• Psychological stress

The best guide for your journey 
towards happy and pain-free activity 
is always a health professional who 
is licensed to render a diagnosis for 
musculoskeletal conditions, such as a 
medical doctor or chiropractor. Sports 
medicine specialists and chiropractors 
who specialize in sports injuries are 
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often the most experienced, and those with additional training in soft 
tissue management will be the most helpful.

Active Release Technique® is a soft tissue therapy developed 
specifi cally to deal with these types of problems (www.activerelease.
com). Make sure you choose a professional who is experienced in 
managing sports or occupational soft tissue injuries to get the benefi t of 
specialized techniques. An army of massage therapists, physiotherapists, 
athletic therapists and chiropractors are waiting to help treat the source 
of your pain.

However, thereʼs no substitute for prevention. Activities that help 
you monitor tension and restrictions in your body are a huge factor 
in preventing musculoskeletal pains. You can monitor tension easily 
through activities that require strength, balance, and fl exibility like 
yoga, Pilates, or ball stability classes. Activities like stretching are the 
best way to prevent scar tissue from building up between tissue layers.

These same activities are also a good way of preventing a certain 
rigidity in approach to athletics. While you might have never considered 
maintenance stretching to be as important as strength and power to 
athletic success, any health professional will tell you that scar tissue 
must always be dealt with before strengthening an area because it 
inhibits a muscleʼs ability to fully contract.

So, if you fi nd yourself repeating the same activities and 
encountering the same pain, donʼt simply stop the activity! There are 
always ways to break down barriers to activity with the help of health 
professionals who know how to fi nd fl exible solutions. And the more 
fl exible you are, mentally and physically, the stronger youʼll be able
to become.

Dr. Geoff Outerbridge is a chiropractor, ergonomics consultant, and Active Release Technique® provider who treats occupational and sports-related 
musculoskeletal problems.  He lives and active outdoor life in the Ottawa area.  He may be contacted at 521-5355, or www.holisticclinic.ca.
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