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ON THE COVER – There is a ‘simple 
difference between understanding and 
application’ of ‘touch’. In this issue, our 
cover story celebrates further education 
as a means to create understanding of 
these correlations via axioms.

 Author of this month’s cover story, 
Matt Howe, speaks extensively to the 
teaching of this practice – ‘touch  
education’ and how his axioms relate to 
each person’s experience as a student of 
massage as well as a patient. Through 
education on this topic, a practitioner 
can bring change and healing to their 
clients with an in-depth understanding 
of the use of touch axioms.
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Autonomic Flexibility

I’ve engaged 
many different 
massage and body-
work approaches 
with clients as the 
years have gone 
by.  It didn’t take 
long before a 
few themes kept 
coming up.  There 
were consistent 
similarities between clients and client pop-
ulations.  It didn’t matter where the clients 
came from.  It didn’t matter what the goal 
of the session was.  The threads are there 
regardless of where I work or who I am 
working with. The slip and falls.  The car 
accidents.  The worker’s comp cases while 
at the Chiropractor’s office.  The people on 
vacation.  The people escaping home on 
an Orlando staycation.  The convention-
eers by the droves during my long run at 
Orlando’s best resort spas.  The triathletes, 
professional and recreational.  The every-
day people that need help to sleep or deal 
with issues.  The moms, dads, business 
owners, and employees in my practice. 

 I strove to be of benefit to the commu-
nities I served.  I am honored to have been 
able to help lots of clients, students, and 
humans in general. All the while taking 
information about anatomy, physiology, 
or pathology and growing my knowledge.  
Each interaction became a lesson that har-
monized with my touch moving towards 

more in-depth understanding. 
The cultivation of those experiences 

lead to Touch Education’s axioms.  Years 
of sharing the axioms with students and 
clients demonstrated to me there is a 
simple difference between understanding 
and application.  Touch Education’s goals 
are to nourish each student. Regardless 
of age or experience, our information can 
further skillsets. The axioms are informa-
tionally technical and situationally tactical.  
Autonomic Flexibility is one that displays 
my approach. 

Touch Education 
Axiom #3: Autonomic 
Flexibility

Autonomic Flexibility - a 
self-correcting homeostatic 
resiliency of the sympathetic and 
parasympathetic nervous systems. 

 
The sympathetic nervous 

system is understood as “fight or 
flight.”  I believe there is a more 
complete picture of our acute 
stress responses. The are also the 
options of freeze, fool.  Let’s break 
it down like this:

A stimulus causes a stress response:  
loud noise (fireworks exploding, gunshot) 
or invasive smell (cologne, spent airbag 
powder) 

• Fight:  Stimulus-> reaction = I’m 
going to do something about it, get your 
dander up

• Flight:  Stimulus-> reaction = I am 
out of here/run!

• Freeze:  Stimulus-> reaction =  
Ah-er-ah, cannot move/deer in headlights

• Fool: Stimulus-> reaction = It’s no big 
deal / we can fool them.  Think an opos-
sum playing dead or nervous laughing.

• Faint:  Stimulus-> reaction = or 
“eeek” ---”thump”.  Think fainting goats/
something overwhelming.

 These are generic examples, but they 
illustrate a range of responses to stimuli 
that go beyond fight or flight.  The differ-
ent responses impact our clients in any 
number of ways. Traumatic stimuli often 
have a more severe impact. The basic 

BY MATTHEW 
HOWE, H.B.

An axiomatic approach
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stress response is resistance in the tis-
sues.  Resistance can be illustrated as 
soreness after an accident.  Resistance 

can resolve, with attention and action.  
When resistance is ignored, numbed, or 
avoided, it may become a more severe 
issue. It can often gain traction in the body 
leading to conditions like musculoskeletal 
restrictions, headaches, low back pain, 
anxiety, or depression.  Traumatic stimuli 
may have more significant responses by 
the  body’s tissues. 

The parasympathetic side is referred to 
as ‘rest and digest,’ but I see it incomplete 
still.  The additional items of ‘repair and 
rebuild’ are essential.  Our body needs 
down time for self-corrective maintenance.  
Humans respond to stressful stimuli 
differently, each bounce back differently.  
Think about how you would respond to 
aggressive confrontation, long exposure to 
hot sun, insects flying around your ears, 
or alarming sounds.  Everyone’s stress 
response would be different.  Massage 
and bodywork with an autonomic focus 
help to increase resiliency.  Resiliency the 
body needs to begin its healing sequences.  
Stressed out people don’t heal well.  

Parasympathetic activity means:
• Rest: good sleep, better sleep, or being 

able to slow down while awake 
• Digest: blood and resources are di-

verted back to the GI tract so that they can 
do their job. (See diagram) The stomach 
noises you hear during massage, parasym-
pathetic applause from your client! [well 
done :)] 

• Repair: the body is a self-correcting 
homeostatic healing machine.  Resources 
previously used for protection get used for 
healing.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR - Matthew Howe, LMT, 
BCMTMB, ICST is the founder of Touch Educa-
tion, LLC.  He is an international educator with 
17 years in the massage and bodywork industry.  
His passion and dedication are in each workshop 
offering a classroom that is therapist focused and 
supportive. His teachings and practice search for 
the balance of art and science through touch. 
Touch Education delivers classes on PTSD, 
Bodywork Autonomics, and Integrative  
CranioSacral Therapy.  Learn more at 
www.toucheducation.com

• Rebuild: rebuilding takes place so 
that we can be stronger.  Professional 
athletes understand that recovery and 
positive adaptation are pivotal. 

However, each client is different. 
Our system underscores situational 

awareness, the power of presence in the 
therapeutic interaction, and reverence 
for the treatment space so that all can 
engage in the content. Understanding the 
role of Autonomic Flexibility is one part.  
Knowing the what to do is another.  What 
soft skills facilitate listening to your client, 

their body, and for how their body heals.  
The techniques that I teach, the approach-
es I take, the examples I give, the stories I 
tell, are all part of the fabric that weaves 
a more three-dimensional intelligence. 
The aim is a global understanding of the 
body beyond the musculoskeletal system.  
Engaging approaches like light-touch or 
deep pressure can increase autonomic 
flexibility.  Our adaptive techniques mon-
itor tissue as it fosters a greater potential 
for change.  Change that brings healing, 
recovery, and better performance. 

Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD)
Severely traumatic events may lead to Post Traumatic Stress 
Disorder (PTSD).  Learning the language of trauma is a crucial 
piece to helping survivors.  The messages from the autonomic 
nervous system are essential.  Touch Education’s method of 
assessment and treatment regarding trauma keeps the therapist 
in the tissues, and in their scope of practice.  Knowledge of your 
scope of practice is on your shoulders as the practitioner.  Our 
system doesn’t diagnose or council. Bodywork for PTSD helps 
students decipher what the body is trying to communicate on 
the road to recovery.  We share the language of trauma as we 
help turn down the volume of stress in the body.
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