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STRUCTURAL INTEGRATION 
TECHNIQUES LIKE ROLFING
CAN IMPROVE YOUR POSTURE,
YOUR ATHLETIC PERFORMANCE
AND YOUR SENSE OF WELL-
BEING. BUT ARE YOU READY
TO BE ROLFED?
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By MARCIA JEDD

T he strong hands of Thomas Stout, a certified Structural Integration 
practitioner, bore down on my lower right leg and began pressing in,
at an angle, around my ankle. The pain was almost unbearable.
Involuntarily, I yelled out. Stout eased up slightly. “Meet me on the

edge of pain,” he instructed gently. I took a deep breath and willed myself to
relax. When I was ready, he started in again.

Welcome to the world of Structural Integration. You might not think you’d
want to go there, but there’s an incentive. Done properly, by trained hands, such
pressure does far more than produce pain. It also loosens and releases the
connective tissue that surrounds muscle and binds it to bone.

Ye s, it will probably hurt. But afterward, with muscles re l e a s e d
and re-situated, you’ll feel better, run better, stand with better

bala nce and perhaps even become taller. Which was why I was
willing to meet Stout at that edge, willing to let him push,

pull, press — and then me rcifully release — the conne c-
tive tissues thro u g hout my ent i re body. Like ma ny who

h a v e u nde rgo ne Struc t u ral Int e g ra t ion work (or its sister
me t ho d, Rolfing), I am now me a s u rably taller, sit mo re 

c o m fortably and sashay down the sidewalk with a longe r, looser
s t r ide. I feel alig ne d, “untwisted” and at ease in my body.

INTENSIVE THERAPY
Structural Integration (SI) has long been the secret of

professional and Olympic athletes, dancers, musicians and many
others determined to find relief from injuries and pain that interfere

with their chosen vocation (see a list of famous folks who’ve been Rolfed
at www.rolf.org). With 30 years of results to reference, some medical doctors

are now directing patients with chronic aches toward this intense body therapy
as a way of easing pain, increasing flexibility and improving alignment. 

But you don’t have to be injured, a pro athlete or dependent on Advil to be
a candidate for SI; anyone can benefit from a single spot session or, better yet,
a formally designed series of 10. And it doesn’t necessarily have to hurt like
heck, either. While SI has gotten a reputation for being excruciating in some
circumstances, t he level of discomfort you are willing to endu re is really up to you.

Ac c o rd i ng to Briah Anson, author of Rolfing: Stories of Personal Empower m e n t
(North Atlantic, 1998) and a master certified Rolfer in St. Paul, Minn., this type
of work should never be agonizing. “It’s really not necessary to cause a lot of
pain in order to get good results,” asserts Anson. “We can work on places that
are excruciating, certainly, but the patient has a role in communicating with
their practitioner about the intensity and pace of change they can tolerate.

“I think SI’s reputation for being painful originates with people who unnec-
essarily bite the bullet while they are being worked on,” s he cont i nu e s. They wind
up feeling a lot better as a result of the treatment, but then all they talk about
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is how much it hurt, not realizing that intense pain isn’t an
essential part of the exchange.” 

Anson also notes that the pain factor associated with
Rolfing and other SI techniques is often encountered with
the surface areas of the body. “In many cases, once those
areas are worked with and melted,” she explains, “the body
opens and allows the practitioner to work quite deeply 
without a lot of discomfort.”

Rolfing is not just about deep-tissue work, however, but
rather about the balance of the layers of tissue in the body.

“What distinguishes Rolfing from other forms of
deep-tissue work,” notes Anson, “is that Rolfing
focuses on establishing an appropriate relationship
between the superficial, middle and deep layers. By
aligning these segments, working methodically to
establish order throughout all the major portions of
the body, Rolfing gives people’s bodies more space
and length. It also gives them lightness, lift, 
energy, more dynamic movement in the body.”

FINDING RELEASE
To understand how SI and Rolfing work, you have to
u nde r s t a nd fa s c ia — the tissue that connects your
b o nes to your muscles and your muscles to each
o t he r. It’s a fine sheath that surro u nds every ne r v e,
mu s c l e, tendon and lig a me nt in your body, int e rc o n-
ne c t i ng them and supporting their shape. This she e r
and almost lace-like web looks something like
pantyhose material, but it’s incredibly strong (as it
must be to keep your body’s various parts in place).
Injury can cause the fascia and other connective
tissues to stiffen and constrict movement. So can
hours of computer work, repetitive exercise, driving

a car, slouching and other habitual postures.
In fact, just about any re s t r icted or

excessive ra nge of mo v e me nt can become
deeply ing ra i ned in your body’s fa s c ia —
a nd thus its struc t u re. Over time, your
c o n nective tissue sho r t e ns and tig ht e ns,
l i t e rally ho l d i ng on to its most fa v o re d
p o s t u re s. The cons t a nt pull of gra v i t y
also takes its toll, and as a result, mo s t
b o d ies gra dually shrink or shift the m-
selves out of alig n me nt. 

“The body ends up being a 
suitcase of all the things you 

ex p e r ie nc e,” ex p l a i ns Sam Jo h ns o n ,
a certified advanced Rolfer in
D a l l a s. “Maybe you’ve had a
sports injury or a car accide nt. Or
perhaps you pulled a muscle and
had to carry mo re weig ht on the
o t her leg for a while. Over time,
your body’s connective tiss u e
a dapts and your posture ge t s

s t uck in place.” 
S t i f f ne s s, pain and

fa t igue set in as a
result of the struc-
t u ral imbalanc e s,

F a s c ia is a fine, but
i nc redibly stro ng web
of tissue that sur-
ro u nds and supports
every ne r v e, tendo n ,
l ig a me nt, muscle and
b o ne in the body.
S o me experts refer to
fa s c ia as the body ’ s
“ o rgan of shape. ”
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a nd you can lose mo v e me nt potent ial as a result, Jo h ns o n
ex p l a i ns. Struc t u ral Int e g ra t ion techniques like Rolfing work
d i rectly with the fa s c ia to release those habits, and those 
l i m i t a t io ns. “We try to unw i nd all the ways your posture has
gotten stuck in that Jell-O mold so that you get your body
back,” says Jo h nson. 

Robin Cashion of Dallas found out how her connective
tissue was holding her out of alignment when she suffered a
low-back injury in a triathlon. Ten sessions of Rolfing, which
covered the entire territory from her head to her toes,
restructured her body and effectively resolved the injury.

“It’s like peeling away the layers of an onion,” says
Cashion, age 30. “After years of use and abuse, our bodies
build up their experiences, almost like calluses. Rolfing got 
to the root of that for me and also helped me create better 
balance in my life. I feel like everything’s connected now.”

During SI and Rolfing therapy, trained practitioners
apply pressure to stretch and release and rebalance the body’s
vast and intricate web of fascia. Those trained therapists
apply pressure and strokes to the fascia, bearing down with
their hands and forearms, even elbows, in order to get the
tissue to stretch, shift and reorient itself in healthier ways.

Fascia is particularly conducive to manipulation and
stretching because it has more elasticity than other tissues,
s uch as tendo ns. Once the fa s c ia is re l e a s e d, the muscle is able
to re a l ign itself in a mo re effic ie nt ma n ner and re d i s c o v e r its
structurally optimal position. “A muscle might tighten up
over a period of years, but once it opens up through Rolfing

T RYING TO SORT OUT THE DIFFERENCE b e t ween Rolfing and
S t r u c t u ral Integration? The late Dr. Ida Rolf, a biochemist
and Rockefeller Un i ve rs i ty fellow, pioneered the process of
both techniques. “Dr. Rolf originated this unique pro c e s s
and drew some of her ideas from the principles of yoga and
h o m e o p a t hy,” says Sue Seecof, spokesperson for the Rolf
Institute in Boulder, Colo., a global organization founded
by Dr. Rolf in 1971. 

To d a y, the terms Rolfing and Structural Integra t i o n
(or SI) are often used interc h a n g e a b l y. While they share
similar techniques, though, each is considered a separa t e
d i s c i p l i n e. Pra c t i t i o n e rs are certified in one or the other
and follow the training of their re s p e c t i ve schools. Rolfing
is a brand of SI bodywork, Seecof ex p l a i n s, and is only 
performed by those certified by the Rolf Institute. On 
the other hand, a host of teaching organizations certify 
b o d y wo r k e rs in SI, including the Guild for Structura l
I n t e g ration, another Boulder, Colo.–based group that Dr.
Rolf also helped form.

Both therapies are a considerable inve s t m e n t .
Expect to pay from $120 to $200 per session; a 10-session
series can range from $1,000 to $1,800. Sessions are
typically scheduled weekly or biweekly and will cover you
from head to toe.

Making Sense of
Structural
Integration
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b io me c h a n ical effic ie nc y,” he
notes. “It’s important to restore
any losses as early as possible so 
people can maintain a lifetime of
physical activity.”    

A de c a de ago, Lynn Collins,
57, of Albuquerq u e, N.M., sought out a Rolfer to help with the
pain from neck injuries suffered in a car accide nt 30 years
b e fo re. “After the third session, the neck pain went away,” she
s a y s. She kept go i ng because she liked how her body felt and
f u nc t io ned after the the ra p y. 

“I feel like there’s more space between my bones and
muscles now. It’s an expansive feeling,” she observes. It also
sharpened her body awareness. “Rolfing acts as a sort of
muscle-memory coach. So I now notice and naturally correct
certain habitual things, like how I sit in a chair,” Collins says.
Rolfers and SI practitioners coach their clients on how to
alter their movement patterns and habits so they’re using
their bodies more efficiently.

DEEPER AWA R E N E S S
There’s also a spiritual aspect to the experience, at least 
for some. Many experts attribute it to heightened body
awareness, others to the release of repressed emotions from
the body at the cellular level, still others to the improved
connection people feel to the earth beneath their feet.

John Latz, a practitioner and instructor of SI at the
Institute for Structural Integration in Miami, Fla., asserts

that some of SI’s most profo u nd benefits eme rge 
as the result of self-ex p l o ra t ion. “The deeper 

you are willing to go inside yourself with your
awareness, the more you discover,” he notes.

I count myself lucky to have profited
from both SI’s spiritual and physical payback.

My befo re - a nd-after pho t o s
show a person standing taller
by just over a quarter inch,

with a longer neck. And the
results are lasting: I continue to

enjoy greater body awareness and increased
flexibility. So was it worth the transformation

pain? Yep, every last twinge. t
Marcia Jedd is a Minneapolis-based freelance writer. Her work
appears nationally and internationally.

and SI, that layer of fascia, or even many layers of
fascia, will stay open,” Johnson says.

MAKING CONNECTIONS
You might feel pain in your hip and tell your doctor
you have a hip problem. But doctors, physical ther-
apists and SI practit io ners know that in the body,
s t r uc t u res are linke d, and the real cause of an injury
or pain can be far from the pain. 

“ People say, ‘I have sho u l der pain,’ but in ma ny
c a s e s, to get a lasting result that resolves that pain, you mu s t
a ddress the whole fa s c ial web that holds the body toge t he r,” says
Karlis Ullis, MD, me d ical director of the Sports Me d ic i ne and Ant i -
Ag i ng Me d ical Group in Santa Mo n ica, Calif. “Maybe a pelvis out
of alig n me nt is the reason for the sho u l der pain. Rolfing and SI
re a l ign the web of fa s c ia to treat the body as a whole unit.” 

Most athletes, re g a rdless of whe t her they’ve been injure d,
s t a nd to benefit from SI and Rolfing, accord i ng to Ullis. 
This may be particularly true for athletes like tennis
players and fig u re ska t e r s, whose sport re q u i res fine s s e.
But it’s also true for any athlete whose sport subjects
o ne or mo re areas of the body to ex t re me stre s s.
“ S w i m mers almost always have sho u l der pro b l e ms, ”
Ullis ex p l a i ns, “a nd the struc t u ral area aro u nd the
s ho u l der blade is even affected as far do w n
as the hams t r i ng s.” Ullis says he some t i me s
refers patie nts to Rolfing and SI as a me a ns
of avoid i ng ortho p e d ic surge r y. 

T U R N I N G
BACK TIME
“I’ve always had trouble
with my kne e s, e s p e c ia l l y
r u n n i ng du r i ng dr y l a nd tra i n i ng in
summer,” says Wendy Wagner, 31, a cross-
country skier from Utah who competed in 
the 2002 Olympics. Wagner started with spot
Rolfing sessions s e v e ral years ago for he r
k nee problems (subluxing patellas) and then
underwent 10 sessions in 2002. 

Wa g ner no t iced mo re than pain-fre e
k ne e s. “I’ve had quic ker muscle activation and
mo re na t u ral, effortless body mo v e me nt s,” she
s a y s. “The greatest benefit for me is an
i nc reased body aware ness and better access to
my athletic potent ial, mo re time tra i n i ng and
less time de a l i ng with injury.” Rolfing also
a dded an inch to Wa g ner’s he ig ht, a gain
that’s lasted mo re than two years.  

Because SI allows the body to regain
it’s na t u ral flexibility and alig n me nt, 
Ullis re c o m me nds Rolfing and SI for 
anyone who wants to slow the impact of
the aging process. “The first thing that
often goes bad as people age is their 
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In the body, structures are linked, and the real cause
of an injury or pain can be far from the pain.

WEB
www.rolf.org — The Rolf Institute 

www.rolfguild.org — The Guild for Structural Integration

BOOKS
Discovering the Body’s Wisdom by Mirka Knaster (Bantam,
1996) — this compre he nsive primer on bodywork the ra p ie s
old and new describes more than 75 approaches.

Rolfing Structural Integration: What It Achieves, How It
Works and Whom It Helps by Hans Georg Brecklinghaus
(Lebenshaus Verlag, 2002) — this user-friendly guide
is filled with practical information on Rolfing and
its benefits.
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