An Ounce of Prevention is Worth a Pound of Pain

      I recall walking into the ice arena one day just in time to see my five-year-old daughter fly through the air and hit the side boards. I was ready to pull her out of skating then and there. She quietly told me that she had been taught how to fall and she was quite all right. She pointed out that many of her friends fell and injured themselves just running around and playing in the neighborhood. I was reluctantly convinced. For the next thirteen years, we dealt with the usual bumps and bruises of childhood, plus potential knee problems and a bout of tendonitis. Because she had good training and she was willing to learn injury prevention and rehabilitation methods, my daughter has stayed healthy and strong. Most injuries we get in life are self-treatable.
      If you walk into a doctor's office and all the doctor does is prescribe "pain killers" and send you off to bed, do not go back to that doctor again. However, if the kind of injury you have causes excruciating pain or if pain continues over a period of time or you cannot move the injured part or the injury you have been tending to is not healing, then by all means first see a doctor. When you see your physician, remember to discuss cause, prevention and rehabilitation of the injured body part. Even with serious injuries check out how soon exercising is possible. 

Often when we have been injured, we feel like it's the end of the world as we knew it. When my back went out on me, I spent many days wondering why fate had chosen for me this incapacitating existence. I researched, through reading and talking to others, the subject of pain and injury. I began to realize, that contrary to me being selected out for this unwarranted punishment, that every human being alive had some form and degree of injury in their lives. Becoming more conscious of the cause of injury and learning about prevention and rehabilitation brought me a sense of self-empowerment and peace of mind. Where I had been fearful, my new knowledge made me more confident. Where I had been timid to do physical activity, I aggressively took to weightlifting, boxing and cycling. My initial inclination to panic gave way to thoughtfully dealing with my pain. 

Causes

Slipping and falling or having someone or something fall on you is one of the more obvious causes of injury. Less dramatic causes include overusing our muscles (repetitive movements can cause joint stress), under using our muscles (when laid up with an injury, signals that ordinarily would be sent to our muscles to grow and strengthen discontinue; our muscles then shorten, causing muscular atrophy), using our muscles incorrectly (because of a poor understanding of our body mechanics and shoddy athletic training), stress and tension on our muscles (this not only can cause injury, but can also lead to a feedback loop of pain-spasm-pain); inflammation of our muscles, joints and blood vessels (creating arthritis, tendonitis and bursitis pain), and shifting bone shape (which can create dislocations and fractures). 

     Common causes of injuries for weightlifters include not warming up properly, twisting and jerking during a lift, lifting too much too fast, not getting enough rest in general or between sets, and putting excessive strain on an older or unhealed injury.

Prevention

As a parent, I often wished a robot would walk around putting pillows under my falling children. Robo-Wonder would also note and say things like: "Watch out for that crack in the sidewalk! "Don't fall out of that tree! "Watch out for that car! No I mean the truck! "Don't swing too high!" and, "Oh yes! Have fun!" And therein lies the catch. We people just want to have fun. Running and jumping, skimming and swimming sliding, gliding and horseback riding: without them, and all the other physical activities we do, life would be dullsville. In order to enjoy our physical pleasures to the utmost without injuring ourselves, we should attempt to keep our muscles, tendons and ligaments strong and supple. 
     When we open our eyes in the morning, we should warm up our bodies for the daily activities required of us in the business of active living. Gently stretching gives our body its initial wake-up call. Exercising maintains muscle and joint flexibility, enhances blood circulation and raises our body temperature. Using relaxation techniques, such as meditation, yoga or just lying on our backs day dreaming, can reduce mental stress and so reduce muscle tension. Systematically tensing and relaxing muscle groups will train your mind to be aware of muscular changes that occur in day to day activities. Getting a massage now and again is one of the most comforting, luxurious things that you can do for your body. Becoming conscious of your movements through visualization techniques will train you to be aware of problems before they become serious injuries. Learning to manage your body in a user-friendly way will also be helpful. If you go to lift a laundry basket and feel a twinge in your back, put it down. When you lift it again try using your large strong leg muscles instead of your back. Understanding your body mechanics will be helpful in minimizing muscle and joint stress. Managing your weight will help prevent injuries of knees, ankles, legs and feet. Wearing comfortable clothing, that does not bind or restrain full range motion, will be helpful when engaging in exercise, sports or just strolling down the avenue. Wearing shoes that are worn down or have too high a heel creates strain on knees, hips and back. 

Treatment

A shortcut is to get into bed and wrap an ice bag around the elevated injured area. 
Now that we know what causes injuries and are conscious of the prevention of injuries, we can lay back and take it easy, because we'll never suffer pain and injury again. Right? Wrong! Despite all your care and concern, you get injured. What do you do now? Anyone who spends time weightlifting has either heard of or read about the R.I.C.E. formula. This formula is worthwhile for even non-athletic types to keep in mind. The acronym stands for rest, ice, compression and elevation: “Rest” means that if you feel pain, stop whatever exercise you are doing. Continuing to exercise will only exacerbate injury, causing bleeding and tearing of muscle tissue. Ice reminds you to apply a cold pack to injured area as quickly as possible. Keep the ice pack on for 10 minutes, and then remove it for 10 minutes. Do this several times. Icing more than 15 minutes at a time is unnecessary and can cause skin damage. Stop icing if redness occurs. You can also massage the area with ice, use an ice water immersion or apply a washcloth with ice cubes on injury. In a pinch, a frozen juice can or bag of frozen vegetable will also work. The cold constricts the blood vessels, reducing the flow of blood to the injured area. When the swelling is reduced, movement can be facilitated with less pain. “Compression” means wrapping an injury with an Ace bandage or wide strip of cloth. This will help reduce swelling by restraining fluid flow to the injured part. If an area becomes blue or numb, loosen the bandage. Finally, “elevation” reduces swelling. Elevate injured area above heart level or higher than the next nearest joint, allowing gravity to drain away excess fluid. 
      Once you have iced and the swelling has gone, down applying heat may be helpful. Heat feels good and will also increase blood flow. Aspirin can also help reduce swelling. Buffered aspirin will keep aspirin-sensitive stomachs from becoming irritated. Though Tylenol will deal with the pain of injuries, it does not reduce swelling. 

Rehabilitation
The sooner you can get back to activity, the sooner you will recover from injuries. Rehabilitation is done in stages and will normally take anywhere from 4-8 weeks. Patience and persistence are the key words. If you rush tensely and anxiously into a rehabilitation program, you will re-injure yourself and all the work of recovery will be wasted. One of the wondrous side-effects of weightlifting, when done properly and carefully, is speedy recovery for muscles, tendons and ligaments. Exercising your muscle groups increases blood circulation, rebuilds strength and improves muscle flexibility. Once the swelling has gone down and you have full range mobility without pain, you are prepared to start lifting. 
      To recover from muscle injury, do three sets of 15 repetitions with light to medium weights for 2 weeks.  Attempt to increase weights. Keep in mind that you want to build your strength so you are strong enough to avoid further injuries. Do three to six sets and increase weights to develop strength. Continue for 2 more weeks. Gradually return to normal activity. First build your strength, and then build your endurance. 

      Tendons and ligaments, unlike muscles, have very little blood circulation and are tougher and less flexible. Tendons and ligaments heal slower than muscles. Repetitive motion, as many typists, cashiers, computer and adding machine operators have discovered, is counter productive. For recovery from tendon and ligament injuries, a slightly different strengthening program is required. After swelling and pain have subsided: 

· Do three sets of 8-10 repetitions with light to medium weights. Continue for two weeks. 

· If there is still swelling and tenderness, STOP! Wait for swelling to go down. Continue with fewer sets and less weight. 

· Gradually increase sets and weights. Do this for two more weeks or until there is no post-workout swelling. 

· Get stronger. Do three to six sets with increased weights. After 8-10 weeks, you should be able to return to normal activity. 

If you do not go for a weightlifting program, be sure to ease gradually back into the sport or exercise program of your choice. Use common sense and listen to your instincts. If your injury was caused by a specific sport, switch to another activity that will not stress the all ready injured body part: 

· If you are suffering from shin splints or another form of stress fracture, try swimming instead of running until healing occurs. Adding a higher proportion of calcium to your diet will also aid healing. For rehabilitation, do every-other-day repetitions of foot raises by flexing the front part of your foot, bending at the ankle. 

· If you develop tennis elbow, jog or cycle instead of bowling or pitching baseballs. If your forearms aren't strong enough, tennis is one of the activities that can tear tendons. You can also cause damage by lifting or carrying heavy luggage, opening a jar or attempting to pull on a stuck door. Forehand and backhand wrist curls will help strengthen muscles of forearm. 

· For Achilles tendonitis, use toe raises, once swelling and pain have subsided. Stretching your Achilles tendon will prevent injury in the future. Do not stretch your tendon while the injury still exists. 

· If you suffer from runners knee, stop running and swim or row a boat. Get special shoes that limit feet from rolling inward. Rehabilitate by exercising the muscles that pull your kneecap toward the inside of your leg. Carefully raise leg by contracting your quadriceps and locking knee and turn toes outward. 

· Hamstring pulls should be strengthened and stretched after injury has healed. 

