[image: image1.jpg]TENCH
HERAPIES




Muscle Tension and Release

Muscle Resting Length and Passive Tension

A muscle’s resting length is the length of the muscle at full rest. A healthy muscle will have some tension even at full rest, but not enough to cause a chronic involuntary flexion of the muscle (passive tension). A muscle with healthy tonicity should not have a shortened resting length, involuntary contraction or passive tension build-up. 

How Muscles Tighten

Muscles typically receive their energy from an aerobic process powered by oxygen and delivered to muscles through the blood. During most daily activities breathing rates increase, and in turn increase the amount of oxygen traveling through the blood to meet the energy needs. Sometimes, however, there is not enough oxygen available to continue using the aerobic system to provide energy for the muscles. Once that occurs, the body uses anaerobic metabolism to create energy. This process works without oxygen to supply energy to the muscles.

One of the by-products of anaerobic metabolism is lactic acid. When the oxygen requirement for particular muscle activity is insufficient, lactic acid is produced and begins to accumulate in the muscle. Lactic acid build-up reduces the efficiency of the muscle and also causes the burning sensation felt during high intensity exercise. 
Muscles fatigue because of an accumulation of lactic acid and a depletion of energy reserves (Human Physiology, Sherwood). The muscles may be too weak from a lack of exercise (causing fatigue to occur without high activity), or repetitive use may be contributing to the fatigue. Fatigued muscles cannot sustain the work they are being required to do. When a fatigued muscle is called upon to continue to work – contract while fatigued – that muscle will tighten. If the tight muscle continues to work while fatigued, it takes on a rigid quality. This is called a myotonic muscle.

As the fatigued muscle tightens, the blood vessels supplying that tissue are constricted, which further reduces the supply of oxygen being carried in the blood. Tissue that is oxygen deprived will fatigue and tighten even more, creating the negative loop of; fatigue, tightening, constricting, oxygen deprivation, and more fatigue, often resulting in a myotonic muscle (Job’s Body, Juhan).
Releasing a Contracted Muscle

A chronic compulsive shortening of a muscle is no longer called a contraction, it is a contracture (Rolfing, Rolf). One of the most effective ways to loosen a contracture is through manual stimulation, specifically, loosening the muscles by stimulating the tissue one layer at a time. When a muscle in contracture is stimulated, the tissue contracts, and then releases. When the tissue releases, it breaks a pattern of contraction and allows more blood to flow back to the tissue which increases the oxygen levels. When oxygen supplies are restored to the tissue, the chronic tension is released and the muscle begins to return to a normal resting length.
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