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Piriformis syndrome, or “muscle knot” in the butt, is an unusual injury that can occur in
runners. It’s caused by pressure on the sciatic nerve from a swollen or irritated piriformis
muscle. Pira is Greek for “maze” and the word for "rat" in many languages. The piriformis is
a small external muscle that supports and moves the hip. In runners, it can be trapped and
pinched between the sacrum (the base of your spine) and the greater trochanter (big bone
on front of your hip). This article explains how to prevent piriformis syndrome as a runner,
what to do if you get it, and when to see a doctor because it might signal something more
serious.

Runners and Piriformis Syndrome
Piriformis syndrome is a painful injury caused by pressure on the sciatic nerve from a
swollen or irritated piriformis muscle. It’s also called “muscle knot” in the butt. The sciatic
nerve runs down the back of your leg and into your foot. It sends signals to your foot
muscles to move your ankle, toes and foot. The piriformis muscle supports and moves the
hip and has a nerve that passes under the sacrum (the base of the spine). With overuse, or if
you have an unusual running stride or poor form, the sciatic nerve can get trapped and
pinched against the sacrum. This irritates the nerve which causes pain, numbness, and
tingling in the butt and upper leg.

Symptoms of Piriformis Syndrome
- Pain that starts in the butt, travels down the back of the leg, and into the foot. It may be
worse with running. - Pain in the sciatic nerve area that can be sharp, dull, or burning,
especially when you’re moving. - Numbness and tingling (pins and needles) in the back of
the leg and foot that come and go. - Shooting pain in the butt accompanied by a muscle
twitch. - Pain and swelling in the buttocks that can spread to the hip, thigh, and knee. -
Weakness in the leg and foot. - Difficulty walking and sitting. - Inflammation in the joints of
the hip and pelvis.

Prevention Strategies for Runners with PIR
If you have a history of lower back injury or sciatica, you’ll want to be extra cautious to avoid
piriformis syndrome. If you have a tight piriformis, the muscle can put more pressure on the
sciatic nerve and cause pain and injury. The following tips can help protect your piriformis
and prevent piriformis syndrome. - Strengthen and stretch your glutes: Strong glutes help
stabilize and protect the sacroiliac joint and lower back. Tight glutes can cause piriformis
syndrome. Stretch your glutes every day and strengthen them 2-3 times a week. - Tame your
stride: Runners with tight hips and glutes need to be extra careful with their stride and form.



Poor form can lead to overuse injuries, including piriformis syndrome. Tight hamstrings can
cause you to overpronate, which increases the pressure on the sciatic nerve. - Maintain and
improve flexibility. You should always be stretching and working on improving your
flexibility. You can ease lower back pain and strengthen your core by doing gentle core
exercises, like planks and pelvic tilts. - Manage your core strength and stability. Strong abs,
glutes, and pelvic muscles help support and protect your lower back.

Treating Piriformis Syndrome as a Runner
If you have symptoms of piriformis syndrome, you need to take action. You can try R.I.C.E., a
common treatment for muscle injuries. - Rest: Stop running and take off the pressure on
your sacrum. - Ice: Use an ice pack for 20 minutes at a time to relieve swelling. Use an ice
bag or put crushed ice in a plastic bag. Never put ice directly on the skin. - Compression: Use
an elastic support bandage to help reduce swelling and keep the injured area stable. Apply a
compression wrap every day until the pain subsides. - Elevation: Sleep on your side with a
pillow under your knees. Don’t sleep on your back or tummy because it can aggravate the
sciatic nerve.

Conclusion
Piriformis syndrome is an unusual injury that can occur in runners. It’s caused by pressure
on the sciatic nerve from a swollen or irritated piriformis muscle. You can prevent it by
strengthening and stretching your glutes, taming your stride, and managing your core
strength. If you have symptoms of PIR, you need to take action with R.I.C.E. treatment.
Unfortunately, if you have PIR and don’t take the necessary steps to recover, you may
develop sciatica. And if you have sciatica, you should see a doctor because it can signal
something more serious.


