Competitive Phases- Sports Massage
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Sports massage should be delivered through all phases of training to enhance performance and recovery along with preventing injury.

In the transitional phase of training the athlete will normally be recovering from the competitive season. The aims will be to achieve a psychological rest, relaxation and biological regeneration. Sports massage may be applied in this phase to assist these aims returning muscles and other soft tissues to normal resting length and enhancing recovery, during this stage the athlete will be preparing for the preparatory phase of training.

In the preparatory phase the background work is done to form a strong base to build upon. It is the longest part of the training cycle and involves first general preparation and then specific preparation. Volume of training tends to be high in this phase progressively increasing, possibly with frequency and intensity. Sports massage is again used to enhance recovery from training and to address problems that may result from overuse particularly if the athlete is training at an increased load from previous seasons. The overall aim is to prevent injury by increasing blood flow to increase the body’s recovery rate, reduce muscle tension and maintain muscle and joint range this will assist in preventing the development of movement dysfunction.

In the competitive phase the training load is again manipulated. This time by increasing intensity of training and adding in high intensity competition. This load can result in tissue stress and again sports massage is necessary to promote recovery by increasing blood flow and cellular activity to regenerate tissues damaged as a result of intense activity. Massage again will be used to maintain adequate muscle length and tone. It is important that fluid, dietary intake, ice baths, compression and adequate rest are used in conjunction with sports massage. 
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It is important for the sports massage therapist to be aware of where the athlete is in their competitive cycle, whether this be in the macrocycle, mesocycle or in the day to day progression of the current microcycle. Massage needs to be strategically planned in accordance with the individual athletes needs.

Sports massage can be applied pre event, post event or inter event. By event we can refer to normally competition but intense training needs to be considered also. We liaise with the athlete or coach to plan sports massage interventions to fit with the overall scheme of training.

Pre event massage will depend on the individual athlete. Pre event massage is related to techniques applied immediately prior to or in the hours leading up to competition. It can be used to relax an over stimulated athlete or excite a lazy one! Sport specificity also needs to be considered. Use of stretching needs to be carefully considered as reactivity is important in some sports for example a power athlete needs a certain background degree of muscle stiffness to perform. If this is the case techniques are normally brisk and stimulatory. 
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Post event massage again is athlete and sports specific. The trend here however, is to enhance recovery, limit development of muscle tension and maintain soft tissue length. Techniques are used to reduce muscle tone, compressions, shakes and stretches can be used here. We have to make sure the athlete has also refuelled, hydrated, cooled down and recovered sufficiently.

Inter event massage relates to where an athlete is competing in more than one bout of competition this may be in between rounds, disciplines of a multi event competition or between periods of a team sport. The aims of inter event massage will be sport and athlete specific and will start with post event techniques with the aims of treatment being the same. However with a view to imminent competition the treatment will evolve into characteristically a pre event application, with a view to increasing muscle tone and reactivity in readiness for performance.

So to conclude to be effective in the application of sports massage techniques, the therapist, in conjunction with the athlete or coach, needs to plan sports massage interventions to support the individuals requirements, to enhance recovery and performance in a sports specific manner.

Hannah Griffiths is a fully qualified Level 4 Sports Massage therapist approved by the Sports Massage Association, who works for UK Athletics and Athlete Matters. She formerly worked as a Soft Tissue Therapist at the EIS in Loughborough and Nottingham Forest FC. She has worked with many of Great Britains top Endurance Runners and Triathletes. She is available for post event treatments on Monday afternoons and pre race Friday afternoons and early evening.

Victoria ODonnell is a fully qualified Sports Rehabilitator and has also undergone level 4 Sports Massage therapy training. Victoria performs deep tissue therapy as part of an injury prevention strategy with several GB athletes based in the North West at Athlete Matters on Wednesday evenings.

Call 0161 702 9474 to book in advance

10% discount to Man Tri members

