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The Implications of Bodywork
Human Touch Has Powerful Results
Cathy Ulrich 

No matter the age, human touch plays a significant role in mental and physical health.
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Whether in giving or receiving, touch is
as essential to human survival as is food.
Infants deprived of touch, even when
they are getting adequate nutrition, will
fail to thrive. Elders isolated by loss of
partners and friends become depressed
not only because of the absence of social
interaction, but also because of the
simple loss of physical contact.

We calm our pets by stroking them, we
greet each other with a hug or a
handshake, and we soothe our children
by holding them. No other form of
connection is as powerful and universal
as touch. Taking a look at how this
sensation is connected to the brain
provides insight into the significance of
bodywork.

Skin and the Brain
The adult human lives inside an
envelope of about 18 square feet of skin.
Every inch houses thousands of nerve
endings and various kinds of sensory
receptors, all working to tell the brain
about its surroundings. The cold of an
ice cube, the softness of a cat's fur, a
warm breeze, the caress of a loved
one--all of these feelings are possible

because of our skin. Our skin tells us
about our environment and ourselves.
When we touch something with our
fingers, we're not only sensing the
object, we're also feeling our own skin,
our own boundaries.

In the first few days of an embryo's life,
the cells that eventually become a fully
formed baby divide into three layers.
The brain and skin come from the same
layer, and they develop together, not
only before birth, but well into the first
year of life. When a baby is held,
cuddled, and breast-fed, she's getting
crucial stimulation to build neural
connections between her skin and her
brain that will ultimately last her entire
lifetime.

Study after study has shown that touch is
not only important for development,
but is crucial to survival. James H.M.
Knox of Johns Hopkins Hospital
reported in 1915 that babies left in
orphanages and given proper nutrition
died at a rate of about 90 percent.
Other studies of the same era confirmed



Infant massage has shown great benefits in calming babies and helping pre-term infants thrive.
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these findings and showed that those
babies who did survive were often
mentally handicapped and stunted in
their growth. These valuable studies
helped institutions understand the
importance of touch. When staff was
added to provide enough time for each
child to be held, handled, and touched,
mortality rates dropped dramatically.

Massage for Children
Those early statistical studies showed
how vital touch is to developing infants.
Researchers are also finding that giving
massage to premature infants can
improve their growth and overall health.
A study conducted by the Touch
Research Institute (TRI) at the
University of Miami found that when
stable premature babies were given five,
one-minute massages a day, they gained
47 percent more weight than their
counterparts who didn't get massage.

A 2001 study conducted by TRI showed
that when mothers gave their infants a
15-minute massage before bedtime,
these sleep-challenged kids went to sleep
more quickly and were more alert
during daytime hours.

Conversely, clinical research and
sociological studies link touch
deprivation with aggression. A 2002
study reported that adolescents with a
history of aggressive behavior showed
less aggression and were less anxious
after receiving a 20-minute massage
twice a week for five weeks.

Massage also reduces the symptoms of
Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder
so kids can concentrate better, and it's
even been found that the right kind of
touch can help kids with autism relate
better to teachers and family members.

Massage for Adults
Ongoing research by the Touch
Research Institute continues to prove
that massage is an important therapy for
many conditions. After a massage, levels
of the stress hormone cortisol drop in
saliva tests, examinations show an
improvement in alertness and
relaxation, depression scores decrease,
and mental focus improves.

The exponential growth of the bodywork
field is a testament to the value of safe,
therapeutic touch. Of course bodywork

can play an essential role in the healing
of specific chronic or acute orthopedic
conditions, but it also serves as a
powerful aide in improving the quality
of life for adults.

Stan, a former client, was going through
a nasty divorce. He had friends to
support him emotionally, but it seemed
that the thing he missed most was the
nurturing touch of his partner. He
credits weekly massage appointments,
along with seeing a counselor, to his
emotional recovery. Massage can be a
healthy way to get that much-needed
human contact.

Massage for Elders
People confined to nursing homes
rarely get more than daily hygienic care
in terms of touch. Yet elders need touch
as much as infants; studies show that
when they receive regular massage, the
elderly have less depression and anxiety,

experience better physical coordination,
and show a decrease of stress hormone
in their saliva.

Geriatric massage is a growing field
requiring specialized training, and many
massage therapists offer it in their
practices. Some nursing homes now
provide massage to their residents.
Elders appear to respond as well to
bodywork as, if not better than, their
younger counterparts.

Contact for All Ages
Before babies learn about their hands
and feet, they need the touch of loved
ones and caregivers. We retain that need
our entire lives. Remember to savor
touch the next time you're lying on a
massage table. Your therapist is not only
working out tight muscles, she's
contacting your entire nervous system,
calming you through pathways that were
put in place before you were born.



Add walking poles, and burn more calories.

A Walking Workout
Have Fun While Burning More Calories
 

The Appropriate Portion
Small Diet Modifications Can Mean Big Changes
 

Imagine the lone hiker, backpack laden
with sleeping bag and bedroll, wielding a
well-worn walking stick as she climbs the
side of a snow-covered mountain. For
centuries, trekkers have used walking
sticks, partly as a defense against
attacking wildlife, partly to aid in
balance, and partly as support on long,
arduous climbs. But in recent years,
many hikers have replaced the single
wooden walking stick with hiking poles.

Held in both hands and used to
distribute weight more evenly through
the four limbs, wilderness hikers have
found poles invaluable for safety,
efficiency, and comfort on long hikes.
What wilderness hikers have known for
some time now is that walking poles are a
great way to relieve pressure on knees,
ankles, and the back. They encourage
better posture and provide a total body
workout by engaging the upper body.

Now, hiking poles are showing up in
urban areas as fitness walkers discover
the benefits they provide. Nordic

walking--similar in technique to cross-
country skiing--is a great way to get a
whole body workout, increase oxygen
consumption, and burn more calories
than regular walking or even speed
walking. This total body workout burns
40 percent more calories and consumes
25 percent more oxygen. Poles can be
purchased at most outdoor sporting
stores, along with rubber tips for use on
paved paths.

Technique
Adjust your poles to approximately 70
percent of your height and loosely
secure the straps around your wrists.
Hold the poles at an angle behind you so
they propel you forward with a slight
bend at the elbow. Use an opposite
hand-and-heel motion as you
walk--right heel strikes as left pole tip
contacts the ground. And you're on
your way! Don't be shy with your poles.
Remember: You're burning 40 percent
more calories.

For more information, visit

www.walking.about.com/od/
nordicwalking/index.htm.

Dropping a few extra pounds may mean
reversing the voice in your head that
sounds suspiciously like your mother
telling you to clean your plate. Here's
why: eating just one hundred extra daily
calories--which may come from
finishing everything on your plate, even
after you're full--can represent ten
added pounds in a year. Conversely, and
fortunately, reducing your daily intake
by just a small amount can help you
manage and even lose weight. Following
are a few portion control tips to help
you meet your goals.

Eat at Home
Dine in, and fill your own plate. Studies
show that most people serve themselves
smaller portions at home, but eat more
when someone else fills their plate.
Restaurant portions have grown
significantly in recent years, in some

cases doubling, and research has directly
tied obesity with regular dining out.
When you dine at home, serve yourself
only what you think you can comfortably
eat. Store leftovers in individual serving
containers, and freeze them or take
them for lunch the next day.

Slow Down
Pay attention to how fast you're eating.
Slowing down helps you eat less and
better recognize when you're full. When
you dine out, ask your server for a box.
If you continue to pick at your plate
while talking with friends, you'll soon
eat the whole thing without even
thinking about it. This mindless eating
can account for a lot of calories.

Divvy up Dinner
Sharing an entree with your dining
partner and ordering an extra salad is a

great way to avoid eating a large meal. If
you're traveling and dining alone, try an
appetizer and salad.

You've heard the reports: Obesity is one
of the greatest risk factors for heart
disease, degenerative arthritis, and
cancer, and it's now epidemic in the
United States with an alarming 66
percent of all adults obese.

The good news is watching your
portions, slowing down, and being
mindful of the food you consume can
make a difference. Even your mother
would agree, you don't always need to
clean your plate.



Imagination is
more important
than knowledge
-Albert Einstein
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