	Plantar fasciitis

	Ever suffered from heel pain? If you have, you're not alone. It's one of the most common foot complaints among runners and 'Plantar fasciitis' (Plant-er fash-ee-eye-tiss, if you're reading this out loud!) is one of the biggest causes. This inflammation of the 'Plantar fascia' can result in permanent damage, so here's our guide to spotting and treating the injury.
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What is the Plantar Fascia?: The plantar fascia is a thick band of tissue that runs along the bottom of the foot from the heel to the beginning of the toes. Inflammation is often first noted in the heel, where the plantar fascia originates, but can be found anywhere along the band. 

	Who's most likely to get this?: Anyone who has a less than perfect foot anatomy! Just about everybody who over pronates or supinates without correctly fitting supportive shoes can suffer because the plantar fascia has very little "flex" in it. That means minor changes to foot movement such as pronation and supination cause this 'band' to overstretch, pulling on its origin in the heel and causing the irritation that leads to the condition. 

	Peak times: Very often, the pain of this injury is worse in the morning, when you take those first few steps. It usually subsides after a few minutes of walking, though the more the plantar fascia is irritated, the longer the pain and inflammation will stay. Problems re-occur when the sufferer has to stand for long periods of time, or walk for too long without resting. This is the reason the condition earned the nickname 'Policeman's heel'. 

	What happens if it isn't treated?: If the problem goes untreated then tearing can occur; the body's natural defence is to fill this gap with calcium, which will eventually turn into bone and form a heel spur - a little 'hook' of bone. In other words, a regular runner who has Plantar Fasciitis and ignores it will quickly make matters a lot worse. 

	How can it be treated?: First, if in doubt, seek advice when any heel pain is recurrent. If it is Plantar Fasciitis, or if you're looking to prevent it, stretching as part of warm up/down sessions will help. Although some reports say that stretching before running can be bad, we at the Extra Mile believe a proper warm up of 5-10 minutes raises your body temperature and increases your blood flow, after which stretching is both important and useful. 

	Stretching exercise: When your basic stretches have been performed, stretch some more! Pay extra, special attention to the calf muscles: The gastrocnemius - the big one at the back, and the soleus, which is the smaller one lower down - should both be stretched. To help do this, place your toes against a wall, with your heel on the floor, so your foot's at a 45-degree angle. By bringing your hip closer to the wall, through pushing off the back foot, you'll not only stretch the calf, but also put a great stretch through the plantar fascia. 

	When should I do this?: At the first sign of heel pain! Simply stretch several times a day, for at least 30 seconds. Helping the Plantar Fascia through its range of movement like this will avoid putting undue pressure on its heel origin during your runs. Just remember to warm the area up first... A flight of stairs is plenty to warm up the calf muscle group for light stretching; more is required for prolonged or deep stretches. 

	Alphabet feet!: If you're experiencing pain in the heel first thing in the morning then stay in bed for a little while longer! Stay lying down and make your calf muscles more flexible by writing each letter of the alphabet with your big toes. After this, gently pull your big toe towards you to help elongate the fascia, but make sure you do this extremely gently. 

	Massage: Getting some massage to the area will improve blood flow and can help the very inflexible fascia elongate and relieve pressure on the heel. The location of the problem makes this somewhat harder to self-massage, though some benefit from resting their affected foot on a golf or tennis ball and rolling back and forth, gently massaging that way. If you can't get to a qualified Sport's masseur, such as www.creationfx.com then this technique can help increase your blood flow. 

	Anti-inflammatory: Using anti-inflammatory gels/capsules on the area can help reduce the inflammation but good old-fashioned rest is still the best way to help the body help itself. A number of people suggest the application of an ice pack for 15 minutes or so will help relieve the pain. 

	The correct shoes: Make sure your shoes are supporting you in the right way. If you don't correct the problem, all the work you put in on your recovery will be in vain! Any inappropriate footwear will put undue stress on the fascia and make the problem worse; don't just assume it's your running shoe. Also, avoid walking around with bare feet, and look into shoe inserts should the problem persist. 

	Gradual return: It's very important that you don't go back to running too soon after the heel pain subsides. 2 weeks sounds like a long time to rest, but this is recommended. After that try long walks, and if you successfully manage to spend time on your feet without pain, return to running at 5-minute intervals. Use the above stretches during each rest stop. 


	Core strength

	Could you benefit from reduced risk of injury, improved balance, more stability in your joints, better posture and, consequently, better performance in your running? If the answer is yes to any of these, you should look at developing your core strength. 

Whilst most runners focus their training on increasing leg strength, with the occasional upper body workout, a chain is only as strong as its weakest link so it's important that you work on your core strength, too.

	What is Core Strength?: The muscles that are deep in the body, within the abdominal and back areas of the torso, attached to the spine and pelvis, are referred to as 'core'. Put simply, it's the place where movement originates and is also responsible for our body's stability and balance. 

	How will core strength help my running?: Good core stability helps you maintain the correct posture and alignment, providing a solid foundation for a more co-ordinated and efficient movement of the legs and arms. Core muscles are deep within the torso and are key factors in the exertion of force. Strengthening these will improve your running technique and also make you less prone to injury. 

	It's not about how many sit-ups you can do!: Sit-ups, or abdominal crunches, are not the answer. They isolate the abdominal muscles, leaving you with underlying muscle imbalance and weakness in the core muscles behind them. 

	Yoga and Pilates: Both yoga and pilates aim to improve posture and body alignment. Practising pilates will make subtle differences to the way you stand, sit and walk, as it uses techniques which aim to bring the body back into balance. The exercises work by using small, but highly controlled and co-ordinated movements. 

Yoga is more about muscular flexibility and strength and is an effective way to both stretch and strengthen the body. Learning to use your body in a more efficient way will help to improve your athletic performance, as well as preventing injuries and discomfort. 

	Balls are best!: Stability balls, also known as power balls, swiss balls or gym balls are a great aid for exercising core muscles. You will initially feel unstable balancing on the ball, causing your body to utilise core muscles and use them simultaneously. Before you start, ensure that you select the right size ball, whether you’re working out in the gym or buying one to use at home. The balls come in 3 sizes: 55cm if you are between 5ft and 5ft 4in tall, 65cm for between 5ft 5 and 5ft 10, 75cm for 5ft 10 upwards. Make sure the ball is fully inflated as too much contact with the ground reduces the effectiveness of the exercise. Finally, you will need plenty of room without any obstructions.  
Here are some exercises worth trying:

	Balancing and kneeling: Place the stability ball on the floor with your knees and shins pressed against it. Put your hands on the top of the ball and slowly roll forward onto the ball, lifting your feet off the floor. Balance on your knees while holding on to the ball and gradually progress to removing the hands and kneeling completely upright on the ball. Tip: surround yourself with mats until your confidence increases! You'll be amazed at how quickly you make progress with this. Once you feel balanced, make small movements from side to side and use your core strength to maintain balance. Eventually you can progress to squatting, or even standing, on the ball! 

	Superman pose: Lie facedown on the ball so that the front of your hips are on the ball, with your arms out in front (hands together) and your toes on the floor behind you (feet together). Slowly raise your right arm and left leg at the same time and hold this position. Do the same on the opposite side. This exercise helps to strengthen muscles in your middle and upper back, which will also help your core stability. 

	Body tuck: Lie facedown in a press-up position with your thighs on the ball. Using your hips and knees, bring the ball forward so that it rolls onto your shins and tucks underneath you. Then reverse this movement and return the ball to the starting position. This move helps to strengthen your hip flexors and stretches out lower back muscles. 

	Hip raises: Lie on your back with your knees bent and feet on the ball. With your feet pressed into the ball, lift your hips off the ground until your body is in a straight line, from head to foot. Keep one foot on the ball and slowly raise the other knee to your chest and back again. Repeat on the opposite side before returning to the starting position. This exercise works a whole range of muscles including quadriceps, hamstrings, abdominals and lower back. 

	And finally...: Even if you just practise ball exercises or go to a yoga/pilates class once a week, it will help to increase awareness of the way you move your body and use your muscles to support movement. Simply sitting on the ball will exercise your core muscles and increase your sense of balance. Try it whilst watching TV! 


	Sports psychology

	Looking to improve the way you perform? Or just wanting to find a way to get more out of each session? Well, whether it's to relieve anxiety before a race, build self-confidence in your ability as a runner or to enhance your overall performance, sports psychology can help in a number of ways.

	Needs analysis: A good starting point is to conduct what's known as a 'needs analysis'. What this means is you spend a little time really thinking about why you run, how you train and how you prepare yourself for a run or race. Ask yourself what you want to get out of it. Consider, also, how you run when you're with certain people. These questions should help you work out your strengths and weaknesses, and provide you with a base level of information to work from. In turn, this allows you to measure your progress. 

	Characteristics to look for: Create a list of relevant psychological and physical characteristics for yourself: key mental elements for runners usually include confidence, concentration, motivation, determination, stress management, discipline and competitiveness. Physical elements such as core strength, endurance and speed should also be included. Evaluate and grade yourself by giving a mark out of 10 as to where you think you are now and a 'goal' score of where you want to be. You'll find that many of these factors impact on each other - for example, the more you grow in confidence, the more motivated you'll be to keep going. 

	Write it down: Committing all this to paper will highlight your strong and weak areas and help you to identify future goals. It also gives you a better idea of what you need to work on whilst training. Sometimes just being aware of a certain weakness and its impact on your performance is enough to start overcoming it. Should you discover a more serious psychological weakness, sport therapists can offer professional help. Or, if you are a member of a running club, ask your coach for some informal advice. 

	Goal setting: Without goals or targets, you'll struggle to commit to any training programme. A goal in running can be anything from losing weight or improving general fitness levels, to breaking 40 minutes for a 10K or completing the marathon distance. Goals are vital to give you something to aim for, helping you to get motivated and then stay motivated. The more meaningful the goal or goals, the more you’ll strive to achieve them. 

	Be specific: Work out the specific finish point of your goal. How many pounds do you want to lose and by when? What is the exact time you're trying to achieve for a distance? When do you want to achieve it by? Goals should be realistic and challenging at the same time. If you set your sights too high you may be easily discouraged; set them too low and you may feel indifferent toward your successes. If you can, set yourself smaller goals on the way to achieving your ultimate aim and use each success to help build your confidence. 

	Careful planning: Break your goal down into manageable daily, weekly or monthly chunks, using your needs analysis to work out what has to be done in order to achieve it. Timescales should always be adaptable to allow for the fact that progress can be quicker than expected or hindered by factors outside of your control. You should also be careful to manage your expectations as hoping for too much too soon could leave you feeling demotivated. 

	Monitor your progress: It's important to review your progress all the way along, so that you can assess what's working and what isn't. Keep a training diary or log, and chart your miles per week, weight loss, etc. Time yourself over a specific session at regular intervals and record your times. Look at what preparation you did before a session/race – what you ate, when you ate, what time you ran, etc and see what really worked for you. Learn about what influences your performance and use this knowledge to help you improve on your next run. Your training programme will become more enjoyable if you can see how well you’re progressing and that the achievement of your goal is getting closer. 

	Positive attitude: What you believe you can achieve is down to the attitude you choose to adopt. If you can get your mind set right, it's much easier to get your physical performance right. You need to consciously decide to focus on the positive rather than the negative - the progress you've made rather than what you haven't achieved. If you're generally quite a negative person, focus on developing a more positive attitude over time. Constantly 'catching' negative thoughts and replacing them with positive ones can train the mind to think positively. For instance, "I'm too tired to run" might be re-framed as "Once I start running, I'll feel invigorated". 

	Find success in every run: If you're aiming for a personal best in a race, achieving a faster time in the build up to the event is only one measure of success. Maybe you ran further than ever before, or felt that you were pushing yourself harder than before. There are times when just getting out of the door and completing a run, or feeling tired and carrying on anyway, should be seen as successes. Look at the benefits that running has on the rest of your life. Do you feel more energised? Less stressed? If so, record these as successes. 

	Apply the same attitude to a race: Runners often complain that they perform better in training than in a race. By developing your mental fitness, you should start to find ways to control any pre-race nerves, maintain belief in yourself when you start to tire and also manage the additional stress of a race situation. It's not just about how you feel during the race: you should also be able to effectively plan for a race based on what you’ve learnt about yourself during training. 


	'Shin Splints'

	'Shin splints' are among the most common of all running injuries. They often begin without the fanfare of obvious damage and, because the pain they cause usually subsides after rest, they can reoccur and sometimes lead to more severe difficulties.

	What are 'shin splints'?: 'Shin splints' is actually a slang term that is given to a whole host of injuries relating to the front of the lower leg, most frequently Medial Tibial Stress Syndrome. To clarify, what we're talking about is either a pain that appears along the front of the Tibia (anterior shin splints) or along the tibia down the inside of the leg (posterior shin splints). The pain appears during or after running, walking or other impact activities. 

	What are the symptoms?: There are several things to look / feel for, including aching, throbbing or tenderness over the inside of the shin or pain in the lower leg. Very often your calves will tighten a couple of weeks before 'shin splints' become apparent. Small bumps may appear adjacent to, or over, the bone and there is, occasionally, swelling. Many people experience further discomfort when they bend the foot or toes downwards. 

	Will it get worse?: The discomfort may be mild at first and the pain quite subtle, but therein lies the danger. Many people think little of it and carry on training. This worsens the problem and can lead to more intense pain, which will get worse without treatment. 

	What causes 'shin splints'?: Simply put, impact with the ground causes shin splints. The solidity of the running surface, position of your foot as it lands and frequency of exercise can all contribute to this injury. Some say that, without appropriate stretches, shin splints are inevitable, because the muscles designed to 'decelerate' the motion of your foot hitting the ground after the heel strikes are too weak and too short to repeatedly absorb the force. Eventually, the muscles start to attach themselves to the Tibia. This is what has been labelled – somewhat inaccurately – as 'shin splints'. 

	High risk groups: Those with high, rigid arches on the feet are predisposed to shin splints as are those with flat feet, 'over-pronators', anyone running on a hard surface with inadequate cushioning in their shoes and those running in an old pair of shoes that has lost its cushioning are all at greater risk. The novice runner and those that are over-training are also likely to suffer. Many runners are guilty of doing too much too soon with sudden increases in either the quantity or quality of training, sometimes both. 

	How can I avoid 'shin splints'?: As is always the case, prevention is better than any cure. Having your running style assessed and purchasing suitable footwear with adequate cushioning in the right places is imperative; of course that is true of avoiding a great many injuries. Ask for advice in your local specialist running shop or make an appointment with a running specialist. 

	Strengthening exercises: Strengthening the leg muscles is one of the best ways to avoid the issue. Here are a few ways to strengthen the area around your shins:
1.) Point and flex your feet regularly by drawing the alphabet in the air with your toes.
2.) Lean back against a wall with your heels approx. a foot away from the wall. Slowly raise and lower your toes, repeating this movement 20 times.
3.) Anchor one end of a resistance band around a heavy object (e.g. chair leg) and the other around your foot. Move your foot up and down and side to side. It is a good idea to do these exercises in the evening so that you can rest the muscles afterwards. 

	Stretching exercise: To stretch the muscles in the shin area, take off your shoes and kneel down with the tops of your feet on a soft surface. Sit on your heels and gently lean back until you can feel a stretch along your shins. Hold the position for about 30 seconds. 

	What if I've already got 'shin splints'?: The single most important thing is to stop exercising in the way that caused you to get them. Seek out a sports injury specialist for advice and treatment. During treatment, maintain your fitness through cross training. Swimming – in particular front crawl - places your toes in an ideal position to aid treatment. If you must run, do so on soft surfaces such as trails, short grass, running tracks etc. and avoid running downhill. Alternatively run on a treadmill with an incline. 

	Anything else?: Apply ice to the painful area for 15 minutes, 3 times a day, especially after running. You're more likely to feel the benefits of this earlier on in the injury, but be warned that a reoccurrence is inevitable without taking corrective action. You should be exhaustive in your examination of the cause and don't hesitate to seek advice as regards long-term solutions. 


	Hydration

	There's a great deal of information already available about staying hydrated as you train, and we'd hate to add to the noise! It seems, though, that much of it is confusing or contradictory, so this month the Extra Mile looks at why it's so important to drink, what to drink and even when to drink it...

	The scientific bit, simplified: As you train, heat builds up in your muscles, which raises your temperature. The body compensates by sweating. However, since the fluid you're then losing comes from blood plasma, essential to the process of carrying oxygen to the muscles, your heart has to work harder to pump more blood round. And because there's now less fluid in the body, you can't produce as much sweat, which causes heat to build up in the muscles... 

	So?: So we have to drink fluids to improve heart function, maintain kidney function and lower our body temperatures. To continue without replenishing may lead to a drop in blood pressure, fatigue, faintness, nausea and, eventually, unconsciousness. 

	What you shouldn't drink: There's no doubt at all about alcohol, I'm afraid. This is to be avoided when you're training! As with sugary drinks, it's dehydrating. There's some debate about caffeine drinks. Whilst tea and coffee are certainly diuretic, there's research to suggest you don't lose all the fluid you take in. Fizzy drinks aren't great, either – they are better for running if you let them go flat first. 

	What you should drink: Most nutritionists generally agree that water is the best way to replenish lost fluids. Having said that, anyone exercising vigorously for an hour or more needs to replace certain minerals. These minerals, carried in the body fluid, carry an electric charge and are called Electrolytes. There are eight major ones in your body; the most likely to need replacing after prolonged exercise are Potassium and Sodium. Many sport's drinks provide these as well as essential carbohydrates; Finally, fruit juice offers some benefits, and is best diluted with water. 

	BUT!: It's best not to alternate too much. Some people who've trained for a race 'on water', then switched to a sport's drink on the day, actually find this upsets their stomachs. You need to establish a level of consistency. 

	How much to drink...: Well, this is where it gets tricky! There are many factors that need taking into account, such as gender, weight, exercise duration, how much sweat you normally produce and external temperature. So, as we've said before, there's no 'one size fits all' answer to the question of how much water you should drink on a day-to-day basis. However, Professor Heinz Valtin came up with an equation, designed to establish an approximate daily intake for moderately active people:
Men: Bodyweight x 10.36 = ml required
Women: Bodyweight x 9.176 = ml required
So a moderately active man weighing 140lb would need around 1450ml (140 x 10.36 = 1450.4), increasing this amount in warm weather or if he became more active. Runners should know their minimum intake requirement and compensate for the fact that they sweat more, especially in hotter temperatures. 

	But I'm more than moderately active!: Indeed! So there's another calculation that many people find useful. If you weigh yourself before you train, then weigh yourself again afterwards, you'll probably find the difference is between 1/2 kg and 2kg, sometimes more in hot weather. Based on this, a popular solution is to replace each kg of weight lost with about 1 litre of fluid. 

	...and when to drink: Once you know what you need, it makes sense to spread the intake out over the course of training sessions, drinking some before, some during and some after. And when you're not exercising, the answer is to drink before you're thirsty! Your brain monitors the levels of salt in your body and will send signals of 'thirst' when the concentration of salt goes up... But this is after you've started to dehydrate. You should be drinking consistently throughout the day and increase your intake before a session. 

	Also: One way to check you're getting enough water is to check your urine. It should, in fact, be nearly colourless or pale yellow. It should also be nearly odour free, so if the urine is dark, or has a strong smell, there's a good chance you're dehydrated. One important thing to remember, though, is that some Vitamins will add a yellow tinge to urine. If you're taking water-soluble Vitamin B, for instance, this will darken your urine. 

	Finally...: It stands to reason that you should carry a drink with you when you train. These days, there is a wonderful array of equipment that will let you do so, from a simple bottle with an easy to grip design to specially designed belts and 'bladder packs'. Find something to suit your needs rather than settling for something that's got only novelty value. 


	Nutrition and Energy

	Do you often struggle to get out of bed in the morning? Feel you need to have a quick doze at your desk in the afternoon? Or find that you're lacking in energy when you start your run or workout? Whilst there can be many contributing factors to this feeling of fatigue, one of the most significant is likely to be your diet.

	January blues: Whether you're a seasoned runner or a beginner, most people find the cold, dark mornings and evenings of January cause a sense of lethargy. To ensure that you maintain your training, you need to look carefully at what you're eating - or not eating - and consider how it affects your energy levels. Snacking on small meals every few hours, rather than just eating two or three main meals a day, is the best way to fuel both your mental and physical energy. 

	Off to a good start: It sounds like an old wives' tale, but breakfast really is the most important meal of the day! Going without means you're neither at your best whilst at work, nor during your morning exercise. Your brain is governed by fuel and nutrient supplies so, after a long night without food, your blood sugar levels need topping up. The choice of convenient breakfast cereals these days is vast, with porridge heading the list of great ways to start your day. If your excuse is lack of time, fresh fruit and yoghurt, a fruit smoothie or a wholegrain muffin are easy to eat on the go. 

	Hydrate your brain: We all know that we should drink enough water, but often the temptation of a cup of tea or coffee proves too much. If you do give in to caffeine, try and make up for the consumption my having an additional two glasses of water. Drinking too little water, combined with fluid loss caused by dry indoor air, can leave you feeling tired, dehydrated and headachy. Drink little and often from a bottle of mineral water throughout the day. 

	Caffeine addiction: Drinking a cup of tea or coffee seems to make you feel more alert for a period of time. But it's surprisingly easy to become dependant on caffeine and get into a pattern that actually causes fatigue. It can then be difficult to cut down on caffeine as, initially, this makes you feel tired and irritable. Try cutting down gradually, phasing out a little more every time your body adjusts to the new amount. Herbal teas are full of goodness and offer a hot alternative. 

	Essential minerals: Raisins, apples and nuts are good sources of 'boron', a mineral thought to help with brain functions, such as memory, attention and manual dexterity. By adding a handful of raisins and nuts to your cereal or lunchbox, you could reduce the feeling of afternoon drowsiness. 'Selenium' is another mineral thought to clear your head and lift your mood. Tuna and brazil nuts are excellent sources of selenium, which is also found in chicken, turkey, lean beef and wholegrain cereals. 

	Light lunch: After a busy morning at work, the temptation is often for a hearty lunch to refuel for the afternoon. Unfortunately, whilst you may have enjoyed your lunch, it's almost certainly going to leave you feeling very sleepy in the afternoon. Your body will utilise any available energy to digest your large lunch, which leaves your brain significantly lacking in resources! Stick to a light lunch, which will be plenty if you follow our breakfast tip. 

	Filling fibre: If you're used to eating a lot for lunch and find that a small lunch doesn't keep you going for long, add some fibre to your lunch or as an afternoon snack. This is the ideal time to build up to the recommended 'five-a-day' portions of fruit and veg. by snacking on fruit such as apples and oranges, which are good sources of 'pectin' - a type of fibre known to make you feel full for longer. 

	Sensible snacks: An afternoon snack can give you a boost if you're feeling generally tired. Avoid crisps and chocolate, though, and opt for something nutritious and rich in carbohydrates. We recommend bananas - full of carbohydrates and a good source of vitamin B6; raw carrots - low calorie, filling and containing carotene and vitamin A; low calorie cereal bars - contain vitamins and iron as well as satisfying sweet cravings; dried apricots - low fat, high carb with vitamin A, fibre and potassium; fruit yoghurt - highly digestible source of calcium, protein and potassium; houmous on pitta bread - more filling with the benefits of protein, fibre, vitamin B6 and folic acid (although can be high in fat); or rice cakes with peanut butter - energising carbs with the addition of protein and vitamin E. 

	Don't be tempted by radical diets: A lot of people set about trying to lose weight in the New Year and it seems as if a different new-fangled diet comes along every week to offer a quick fix method of weight loss! Be warned: A radical reduction in calories is certain to leave you feeling drained of all energy, affecting both your mental and physical performance. It can be hard to ignore the hype of diet gurus, but the most effective way to lose weight will always be to increase your level of exercise and eat a healthy, balanced diet. 

	Listen to your body: It's normal to feel tired after a hard run or workout, but if your body is suddenly unusually tired, recognise the signs and pay more attention to your diet before your next session. Eat slow releasing carbohydrates before training to ensure that your muscles have enough fuel to keep you going. If you still feel fatigued, your body may just be telling you that it's time for a rest! 


	Getting rid of a stitch

	Both seasoned and novice runners alike have been known to tell tales of doing battle with the excruciating pain of a stitch. And while no one is sure whether it's caused by your organs tugging on the ligaments attaching them to your diaphragm, or by a lack of blood to that muscle, everyone who's had a stitch would like to know if there's an easy way to prevent or remedy it. This month, The Extra Mile presents tips to tackle a stitch without stopping your run...

	All in the foot strike: Keep running and concentrate on regulating your breathing to fit in with your stride pattern. Research suggests that exhaling as your right foot strikes the ground creates greater stress on your liver, which drops down as your diaphragm rises, and causes a stitch. If the stitch is on your right side, overemphasise your left foot strike and exhale hard as you do. This encourages your diaphragm to bounce in synchronisation with your stride, which helps prevent spasms. 

	Birthday treat: Pretend it's your birthday and someone has just presented you with a huge birthday cake glowing with candles. Try to blow all of the candles out in one go! Blow out deeply, and continuously, for as long as your lungs will allow. 

	Reach up: Raise both arms into the air and stretch out your body to release your diaphragm. If you can, do this while you're still running and maintain the stretch for a few strides. If you prefer, then stop and hold the stretch until you can feel the stitch easing off. 

	Release tension: Check your posture as you're running. Are you running with your fists clenched? Try shaking out and relaxing your hands to release any tension. Are your shoulders hunched? Try to loosen up your body and maintain a relaxed running style. 

	Hit the spot: Press the painful area with your hand and massage the pain as you go. Applying force to the stitch should loosen up the tense area and relieve your stitch. 

	Breathing techniques: Fans of yoga and pilates will be well versed in breathing techniques and these can come in very handy when trying to relieve a stitch. Contract your stomach muscles and breath deeply through your nose as you run. 

	Too painful to run?: You can usually run through a stitch. However, if the pain is very bad then you won't feel like carrying on. Slow down to a light jog and concentrate on easing you’re breathing until the pain goes away. 

	Fold in half: If you really can't continue running, stop and bend over as far as possible, almost like you're folding yourself in half. Again, pressing the painful area and gently massaging with your hand will help. Hold this stretch for a few seconds before slowly coming back up through a curved spine. 

	Food and drink: Many people believe that stitches can be caused by eating and drinking too much, or too soon, before you run. Everyone is different and there are no rules as to when or what you should eat before a run, so you'll need to experiment when you're training to find out what works for you. If you drink when you run, avoid taking huge gulps. Small, regular sips are less likely to cause a stitch. 

	Keep fit: As you get fitter, you're less likely to suffer from stitches, so keep up the training! Regular abdominal strength exercises, such as stomach crunches, will also help. 


	Fighting colds

	With a change of season just around the corner and an increase likely in the number of cold and flu viruses, here are our top tips for fighting the flu and conquering the cold!

	Exercise your immune system: As runners, you will probably already know that moderate exercise is an effective weapon in fighting off many illnesses. In fact, just 60 - 90 minutes of exercise a day reduces the chance of infection in the first place. Be warned, though: You should never exercise with a fever; it can push your temperature up to the point of heat exhaustion. 

	Prevention is better than cure: The most common cold viruses live for hours, sometimes days. They thrive in dark, moist conditions and seem to be passed more by physical contact than through the air, as was originally supposed. For those reasons, the following are particularly notorious breeding grounds that you should be aware of: 

· Cloth handkerchiefs 

· Towels, especially when damp 

· Toothbrushes 

· Water bottles, glassware, mugs, cups and cutlery 

· Telephones, light switches, remote controls, etc

	In your face!: The eyes, nose and mouth are gateways for a virus. Any time illness runs amok, you'd be well advised to wash your hands more and touch your face less. And really try! Studies have shown that adults touch their faces about 15 times an hour, usually without realising it. 

	The frontline in the cold war: As winter draws on, we'll spend more and more time indoors. And whilst popular thinking is that keeping out of inclement weather maintains your health, central heating systems tend to dry out your mucus membranes, which act as the principle line of defence in the battle against colds! Using a humidifier or keeping plenty of plants can help if your office has air conditioning of any kind installed. 

	All that glistens is not cold: Certain symptoms of a cold are actually symptoms of your body's fight against infection and are best left to it. For example, studies of fevers reveal these may occur to raise the body temperature to 85 degrees and above, where the survival chance and reproductive capability of a cold virus is dramatically reduced. Antibodies are also considered more effective in these warmer climates. 

	Don't shoot the messenger: A warm, milky cup of tea often feels comforting as you console yourself in front of a daytime television marathon... Alas, milk, chocolate, ice cream and cheeses all cause a thickening of your mucus and make the symptoms worse. Alcohol and cigarettes should be cut out, too! The former slows your bodily responses as it fights the cold; the latter damages small hairs, called cilia, in those all-important mucus membranes. Just one cigarette can paralyse cilia for up to 40 minutes. 

	Old Wives tales: There are a number of commonly held beliefs that are time honoured, many of which are nonsense! For instance, keeping your feet warm and not going outside with wet hair won't stop you catching a cold. And neither starving a fever but feeding a cold, nor it's opposite, has any basis in scientific fact. On the bright side, chestnuts such as resting up for a few days, drinking plenty of fresh water and fruit juice, inhaling steam and, yes, - eating chicken soup - do have a benefit. 

	Full steam ahead: Taking a long, hot bath or relaxing in a sauna can ward off many cold symptoms as well as the virus itself. First, as mentioned, the warm environment is inhospitable to viruses. Second, the steam dilutes mucus and acts as a decongestant whilst reintroducing moisture to your body. And third, your sweat contains substances that sap the strength of bacteria, improving the effectiveness of your body's immune system. Studies have shown people, who sauna twice a week are half as likely to become ill in the first place! 

	Vitamins A - Z: While there remain many schools of thought as to which vitamins are essential, Vitamin C is still widely considered the key to a quick recovery. It is somewhat acidic, though, and even supplements should be taken with food to balance this. Vitamins A and B-complex vitamins will also help, and zinc stimulates antibodies and helps infection-fighting white blood cells to circulate. 

	Are you what you eat?: As a final point, you might be interested to discover the following foods that, consumed on a regular basis, will help you defend against cold viruses: 

· Bananas 

· Berries: Blueberry, Cranberry, Raspberry, Strawberry 

· Cabbage 

· Cauliflower 

· Carrots 

· Chilli peppers 

· Garlic 

· Liquorice 

· Mustard 

· Onions 

· Pineapples 

· Plums 

· Seaweed 

· Soybean 

· Tea (Black, green, oolong)


	Heart rate monitors

	It wasn't so many years ago that sports technology, such as a heart rate monitor, was a luxury available only to elite athletes. With advanced systems now available at affordable prices, though, we can all reap the benefits of training with a heart rate monitor. This month, The Extra Mile offers tips on getting the best out of your Heart Rate Monitor (HRM). 

So, what are the benefits? Using a heart rate monitor allows you to stay focused and motivated on every run and encourages you to train smarter rather than harder because each session has more purpose. If, for example, it's a threshold session, such as a tempo run, you can increase your 'set distance' speed at the same heart rate. And since it's all too easy to get caught up in an over training cycle, wearing a HRM can limit how hard you train so that your body gets the vital recovery it needs.

	Keep it simple: When selecting your heart rate monitor, choose one that has functions you'll realistically use. There's little point spending extra money on features you'll never need, and they can make the watch seem more complicated to use. You can always upgrade your monitor once you become more familiar with the basics. 

	Set your limits: We advise you to choose a model that allows you to set your heart rate upper and lower limits. This will alert you when you're falling below your required 'training zone' or working too hard for the session you're doing. 

	The chest strap: Ensure the sensors on the chest strap are moistened prior to use, and are cleaned and dried at the end, otherwise they continue to use battery life. The strap needs to be fairly tight fitting, especially with slim users, as the jogging motion can cause an erratic signal. 

	Let it settle: Before starting a session, watch your heart rate as it settles to make sure you're getting an accurate reading. If not, adjust your strap until you're satisfied your session can be monitored effectively. 

	Calculate your 'zones': An easy way to calculate your training zone is to use the equation: '220 minus your age'. This figure is accurate for 70% of the population. However, if you'd rather test yourself physically, start with a fast walk for 3 minutes and make a note of your heart rate, then increase your speed slightly for another 3 minutes and take note of your heart rate before increasing again. Continue building speed this way 8 – 14 times. Finally, run as fast as you can for just 1 minute. When you're running faster and your heart rate has stopped rising, you've probably reached your maximum heart rate. If you are not used to running close to your maximum check with your GP first. You can also have a sub maximal lactate test. 

You can then work out 60% of this (your aerobic base/ recovery) and 80% (moving into anaerobic/threshold training). For example: if your maximum heart rate is 200bpm then your anaerobic threshold is 160bpm, and your recovery runs should be at 120bpm. 

	Achieve your goals in less time!: Once you know your heart rate training zones, you can introduce more effective sessions to your training. Many distance runners find a 'tempo run' (threshold session) beneficial. After a suitable warm up, say ten minutes, increase your pace until you get to just under your anaerobic threshold which, in the example above, is 160bpm. Maintain this for 20-25 minutes before doing a cool down. If you do this session every two weeks you'll find that you run further and faster at the same heart rate, which means your body is becoming fitter and more efficient. Remember to have those recovery runs afterwards! 

Others sessions to try: 3 x 8 min at your anaerobic threshold or a few bpm above with 5 min recovery, or 2 x 10 min. 

	Resting heart rate: Athletes who are very fit can have 'resting' heart rates of only 45 beats per minute (bpm), whereas the average is between 60 and 80 bpm. It doesn't matter what your resting heart rate is, we're all different, what is important is how yours fluctuates. Firstly to find your average 'resting' heart rate, put the monitor on before you get out of bed in the morning for 5 consecutive days. Then, total up these rates and divide by 5. You'll find that your resting heart rate decreases as you get fitter, so this is an excellent way to monitor progress. 

	Check for bugs!: Illness is one of the major factors that prevents effective training. The ability to spot illness early allows intervention and reduces recovery time. Monitoring your resting heart rate every morning lets you to recognise changes: an increase in 10 bpm is an excellent indicator that you may be getting ill, and that you should reduce or stop your training in order that your body can better fight the infection. Other factors that can affect this include stress, menstrual cycle and alcohol. 

	Listen to your heart and body: Monitor your training and look at how your heart is reacting to each session. The ability to hold a constant heart rate for a prolonged period of time demonstrates your body is happy at this level of workload and could achieve a prolonged session. However, if the heart rate is constantly rising, your body is not coping very well and you are going to reach fatigue at a much faster rate. Recovery times will give you a good idea of your fitness level – monitor how quickly your heart rate drops after a run or repetition. 

	Further Reading: The Heart Rate Monitor Book by Sally Edwards is an excellent read written in easy to understand language. 


	Sports massage

	Do you want to improve your running? If so, then it's time for us to dispel some myths and reveal how sports massage isn't just for the injured and 'elite'. Working a regular massage session into your training plan can help make the difference that makes the difference...

	So, what is sports massage?: There are many different forms of massage and they shouldn't be confused! Sports massage is a far cry from the increasingly popular and ever-so-gently relaxing massages. It's a much deeper form of soft tissue massage that uses specialist techniques to treat the stress and tension that's placed on your body by sport, and returns tissue and muscle fibres to their pre-exercise state. 

	What are these techniques and what do they do?: The intense stroking movement of a sports massage will help to release tension in muscles, speeding up the circulation of blood around the muscles to remove waste products, such as the lactic acid created by hard exercise. Though your body does eventually go through this process after a period of natural rest, sports massage accelerates it and permits a more demanding training schedule. 

	Are there other benefits?: Overusing your muscles can lead to injury or imbalances in soft tissues. By ignoring this, the tension and muscle imbalances continue to build up, eventually affecting your running performance and sometimes leading to more serious injury. Sports massage has 3 main purposes: 1.) to improve performance 2.) to aid recovery and 3.) to help prevent injury. The latter is often overlooked, yet could be the area where you gain the most benefit. 

	Sports massage to aid recovery: Many runners are guilty of not including enough rest in their training programs, particularly in the build up to a specific race. Often, your muscles haven't recovered from your last session before you try to use them again. Sports massage rapidly speeds up the process of muscle recovery, stimulating blood circulation to remove waste quicker and repairing muscle tissue and fibres. 

	Recovery from injury: We've talked about speeding up the recovery process after a tough run, but sports massage is also an essential part of injury rehabilitation. It's an effective treatment of most minor soft tissue injuries to muscles, tendons and ligaments. While rest is vital for curing injury, it can allow scar tissue to build up which leaves your muscles weaker and less flexible. Massage can break down scar tissue and help restore muscles to their original health. 

	Sports massage to improve performance: You can probably imagine how regular sports massage will help improve your performance. As soon as you increase the intensity of your training, you increase the level of stress you place on your body. Obviously, the quicker your body recovers, the sooner you can train hard again! Massage can also be used to relax or stimulate your muscles before a race; just how long beforehand largely depends on the individual, so you should experiment with timings. It’s not advisable to have a deep massage the day before a race, though, as your muscles will still be tired and sore. 

	Sports massage to help prevent injury: Do something about those niggling aches and pains before they develop into more serious injuries. Waiting until muscle tension and imbalance builds up has a negative effect on your performance and can sometimes stop you running altogether. A sports therapist will be able to assess the condition of your muscle tissue and can identify and deal with areas of tension that you haven’t even spotted yet. 

	Prolong your running career: Regular sports massage is a great way to improve your running, whether you're injured or not. It will reduce the likelihood of picking up an injury and help your body to function more efficiently by increasing muscle flexibility and ensuring that you have a full range of movement. Most sports therapists will carry out a series of stretches to test your flexibility before and after massage. They will also advise you on stretching or strengthening exercises to work on in conjunction with regular massage. 

	How will it make me feel?: You may feel quite tired immediately after a massage, as the treatment can be intense. There may also be some post-massage soreness, which can take a day or so to ease so we advise you to plan your next session appropriately. The best time to schedule in a massage is after your hardest training session of the week. Remember, generally speaking the soreness needn't be cause for concern; it's just a sign that the massage is working! 

	How often should I get a massage?: This should largely be based on your muscle flexibility and level of training. Some people like to go as much as once a week. You may start to get the benefits from just one massage a month, though, so begin with that and see how you go. Regular sessions with the same therapist will help you find out what’s right for you. If you've noticed any niggles or weak spots, tell your therapist so that they can concentrate on that particular area and address your individual needs. 

	How do I find a good therapist?: It's best to go with a recommendation - ask people with whom you run. Alternatively, enquire at your local running shop or health club; many gyms have sports therapists on site.. 


