The High Mileage Injury?
Twenty-six year old Cathy Rizzutto has been running since high school.  Now as a physical therapy student, she is careful to stretch first and is well-versed in how to avoid injury. However, after running two marathons last year, she began experiencing pain on the outside of her left knee. 
Research shows that Cathy’s likelihood of injury increased dramatically once she starting running the increased marathon training mileage on a regular basis.  “I had no pain while walking, just running,” Cathy said. 

Cathy was referred by her physician to a physical therapist who identified her problem as iliotibial band syndrome. The “IT band”, as it is called, is actually a large tendonous structure that extends from the hip down to the outside of the knee.  Its role is to provide support and stability to the hip and to the knee.  Iliotibial band syndrome is an overuse injury produced by repetitive irritation of the IT band as it passes across the femoral condyle (thigh bone) at the knee.  High mileage runners, taller runners and those running in shoes with poor shock absorption (overly worn shoes) seem to be more vulnerable.
The key word in the definition of IT band syndrome is overuse.  Overuse, or overtraining, is very common in those involved in athletic competition.  Everyone has a given capacity for work.  Work capacity equals the total energy reserve of the individual.  This includes energy for exercise and for life preservation.  It can be shown that we need 70% of this energy reserve for tissue maintenance and repair.  Individuals who train and consume greater than 30% of their energy reserve on a continuous basis will develop “overuse” injuries.  Over training will hurt an athlete not only physically (overuse injuries) but will also hurt performance.  Rest is important.  As we age, our total energy reserve decreases by as much as ½ from age 20 to 60.  Thus, as we age, we need to train better, smarter; NOT more and NOT longer.
This is why high mileage runners are more vulnerable to overuse injuries like IT band syndrome.  Some keys to preventing or ridding oneself of IT band syndrome are proper footwear (sometimes orthotics), proper conditioning (good strength, flexibility and muscle balance throughout the body), and proper training (working within training loads that will be beneficial to enhancing performance, not hazardous).

Cathy spent several weeks working with her physical therapist decreasing the IT band inflammation and practicing exercises designed to build her strength and flexibility for improved muscular balance. Her footwear was checked and orthotics added.  And, very importantly, she learned how to train intelligently: to vary her training routine, include cross-training and other activities to enhance her overall fitness level along rest as an active training ingredient.
IT Band Stretch:

Stand on one leg with your hand on the wall. Cross the other foot over in front of your leg closest to the wall, keeping your weight on your straight leg (leg closest to the wall). Keep your knee and hip straight while shifting your hips toward the wall until you feel a stretch down the side of your leg.  Hold the stretch for at least 30 seconds.  Repeat 5 times on the same leg.  Repeat with the other leg.  
This exercise may be repeated 3 – 4 times/week or more often as directed by your physical therapist.
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