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‘Does pre-event sports massage effect performance of rugby athletes?’ 
Proposal 
Summary purpose of project 
The purpose of this project is to investigate if pre-event sports message has a noticeable impact on the athletic performance of rugby players. This project aims to investigate evidence-based insight into if pre-event sports message improves key characteristics of performance such as speed and power output in rugby players. 
Intro and supporting literature 
In rugby, sport specific characteristics is important for performance in elite athletes. Optimal readiness for rugby athletes is important because it requires diverse range of physical attributes such as speed, power, strength, and endurance. Pre-event preparation is important to reach optimal performance as it helps athletes meet physical and psychological state for high level execution (Rupprecht, Tran and Gröpel, 2021). Rugby athletes need to be able to perform high-intensity efforts repeatedly throughout an 80-minute match and recover efficiently. They also need optimal performance to carry out explosive actions like tackling, scrummaging, sprinting, and lineout lifting (Sanz-Matesanz et al., 2025). Effective preparation routines help increase muscle temperature, enhance neuromuscular activation and reduce stiffness which improves movement efficiency and delay onset fatigue during a game (McGowan et al., 2015). Rupprecht, Tran and Gröpel, (2021) suggest that appropriate pre performance routines support readiness and physical responsiveness which helps with execution of sport specific performance under fatigue.  Therefore, in rugby an athlete's performance would decline if the correct preparation weren't carried out correctly as fatigue would accumulate quicker. Athletes would benefit greatly by pre match preparation as it is crucial for maintaining power, speed and overall performance. 
Sports massage is widely used in elite sports before performance as it helps to prevent injuries, increase range of motion decrease stiffness and soreness, and enhance athletes' maximal strength and functional performance (Weerapong, Hume and Kolt, 2005). Sports massage uses a range of different techniques but specifically uses effleurage, petrissage and tapotement pre-event. These specific techniques help stimulate the muscles to increase blood circulation to elevate muscle temperature and help enhance neuromuscular activation (Weerapong, Hume and Kolt, 2005).  Although sports massage is commonly used a lot in sports, research carried out has mixed results. Weerapong, Hume and Kolt (2005), states that massage benefits athletes through its physiological, neurological and psychological readiness however there are limitations to research on the effects of massage on performance and injury prevention that have led to inconclusive results. 
Despite the fact that research has been carried out on sport massage effects on performance, most research uses general or missed athlete groups. Mine, Lei and Nakayama (2018), suggest that studies carried out on the effects of soft tissue massage have no significant effect on performance. In this paper, Halperin et al (2014) used college aged active healthy participants. This is a limitation as this experiment is focused on rugby specific training and pre-event preparation used regularly in the environment therefore comparing only warm up straight into sprint test and foam rolling and soft tissue massage will be beneficial. There are very few studies that examine massage specifically on rugby athletes therefore it is not clear weather sports massage improves rugby specific performance tests such as the 20m sprints. Therefore, a sport specific study is needed to analysis weather sports massage effects rugby athletes' performance.
Furthermore, foam rolling is also a widely used self- myofascial release technique used as an alternative to soft tissue massage to apply pressure to muscles. Foam rolling is popular in sports environments as it is self-delivered and cost effective. Hendricks et al (2019) suggests that foam rolling reduces muscle stiffness and increases range of motion. As it increases range of motion, foam rolling should be combined with warm up and stretching pre-event to avoid injury. Foam rolling is said to be effective for short term performance in flexibility and has shown to improve sprint performance and to remain consistent throughout a training or a competitive rugby game. (Wiewelhove et al., 2019). However, Wiewelhove et al (2019) also suggest that research carried out that inconsistent methods used in experiments make it difficult to come to conclusion if performance is affected. This is because the intervention would not be standardised as it is hard to continue to measure each participants rolling times, pressure and muscle groups targeted. Sayer (2018) suggests that foam rolling help to maintain power in explosive actions and helps reduce any loss of power that might occur due after intensive training. There isn't direct research done of the effects of foam rolling on sprint performance of rugby players, for that reason a rugby specific study is needed to analysis weather foam rolling as an effect on sprint performance.

Aim and research question hypothesis 
Based on research done previously, the hypothesis related to the question ‘Does pre-event sports massage effect performance of rugby athletes?’ is that those using a foam rolling and those receiving will perform better in the sprint test than just participating in just a warmup. As studies suggest that both foam rolling and soft tissue massage may enhance muscle readiness and short-term performance, it may give faster sprint performance. For that reason, those who receive pre- event intervention will perform better than who are just performing with a standardised warm up.

Methodology 
A controlled experiment will be used to compare the effects of three different pre-event preparation commonly used in elite sport on sprint performance in rugby athletes. Participants that will be used for experiment will be the universities rugby team athletes, giving around 15 samples. These samples will consist of male rugby athletes from one team ranging ages from 18 to 24 years old. Those who may have acute injuries or any contraindications to massage or foam rolling will be exempt from this experiment. This design of experiment will allow for direct comparison of different pre-event preparation methods have an influence on sprint performance.  Participants will be participating in each group every week, doing just a standardised warm up and sprint test the first week, standardised warm up and foam rolling in the second and standardised warm up and soft tissue massage in the third. The groups will be as followed:
1. Warm up only
The warmup will consist of standardised dynamic warm up using RAMP. RAMP stands for raise, mobilise, activate and potentiate (Jeffreys, 2017). Jeffreys (2017), suggest that provides a structured warm‑up system that prepares for immediate performance and develops long‑term movement quality, strength, and injury resilience. This warm-up will be identical for all three sessions to ensure consistency.
2. Warm up and foam rolling
Foam rolling is included in the experiments it is widely used as a self-administered soft tissue technique. Participants will complete the standardised RAMP warm up, followed by guided foam rolling by an in-depth video, targeting lower limb muscles. Each muscle will have set timings to carry out foam rolling such as calves for 3 minutes, hamstrings for 4 minutes and quads for 3 minutes. Konrad, 2021 suggests that longer timings using the foam roller will increase range of motion and reduced muscle stiffness for the sprint test. The tempo will be consistent across all muscles with a pressure of 6/10 pressure, supervised by those on site. 
3. Warm up and soft tissue massage
Participants will complete the same standardised RAMP warm up, followed by lower limb focused pre- event soft tissue massage delivered by a qualified sports massage therapist. The soft tissue massage will target the same groups used in the foam rolling group and will use the same timings also. The techniques used will be effleurage, petrissage and tapotement as they are used pre-event preparation. 
Those participating would then be completing a 20-metre sprint test on the 3G pitch used for training to ensure consistency. This test has been chosen as it is a reliable test to measure speed performance in rugby (Holmberg, Olivier and Kelly, 2025).  The light gates will be place at 0m and 20m to track the start and stop time, with each participant completing the test 3 times with 2 minutes rest in-between. Each participant will complete the 20m sprint test 3 times.
Participants will arrive and complete the standardised RAMP warm up carried out by the university rugby team's strength and conditioning coach. Straight after the warming up is carried out, the group will go straight into the 20m sprint test and preform the test 3 times per participant.  The fastest time of each participant will be recorded to put into data analysis. This experiment will carry out the same routine through all 3 weeks, differentiating with foam rolling and soft tissue massage.  
For this experiment, a quantitative approach would be appropriate as it will measure the effects of soft tissue massage on physical performance, in this case sprint performance. A quantitative approach allows for results to be recorded statically and compare between pre-event intervention groups. Thomas (2023) suggest that this approach strengthens the validity as it provides reliability and control over variables. However, a quantitative approach may overlook important psychological factors that may contribute to the results of the experiment due to numerical outcomes (Silijak, mijatovic and gavirilovic, 2024). Silijak, mijatovic and gavirilovic (2024) also suggest that the numbers collected by using a quantitative approach does not fully explain the complexity of the sport and performance.
This experiment supports the ability to investigate the effects of different pre-event preparations on sprint performance in rugby athletes. By comparing soft tissue massage to foam rolling and a warmup only control group, this experiment helps investigate is soft tissue massage specifically has an influence on sprint performance. Davis et al (2020) suggests that massage research often doesn't have consistent protocols and poor control conditions making it difficult to determine if massage influences performance. Furthermore, all participants completing the same warm up and the same 20m sprint test, it strengthens the reliability and ensures performance differences are due to the outcome of different pre match interventions and not inconsistent experiment. The use of light gates strengthens this experiment as it removes researcher bias and provides clear and measurable outcomes for evaluating if sports massage effect performance of rugby athletes. By using rugby athletes, it increases relevance as sports massage pre-event is widely used in that sport setting (Hemmings,2001). However, several limitations are to be considered. The experiment investigates short term performance effects of soft tissue massage but Davis et al (2020) suggest that massage may influence psychological readiness or recovery rather than physical performance. Furthermore, by only using a single rugby team limits external validity therefore restricts diversity of results and limited to one team (Hemmings, 2001). This experiment only uses a quantitative design therefore the participants readiness is not recorded providing a limitation as massage may influence the participants. 
Data analysis 
All quantitative data collected from the sprint test will be analysed using SPSS. The best time from each participant will be measured in seconds and will be converted into a table and graph for analysation on SPSS. This allows us to calculate the mean and range for each group. A one-way ANOVA is appropriate for a quantitative approach as this experiment uses 3 different independent groups and one variable group. This helps us to determine if there is a significant difference in sprint performance between the three independent groups. 
Ethics 
[bookmark: _Int_Sbzu79nb]Before collecting data, participants will be informed about what the project involves, what massage type will be used and the tests that would be carried out. Therefore, gaining informed consent from participants (SST Standards of proficiency, 2008). The participants health and safety will be maintained as the soft tissue message will be carried out by those who are qualified and a first aider will be supervising at all times. The tests carried out will be designed to ensure safety for participants by following the UWTSD ethics guidelines. Furthermore, participants will inform that it is voluntary to part take in the tests and have the right to withdraw from the test at any time. This study will be reviewed and approved by the university before data collection. 

Timeline of your project 
	Dates 
	What's Happening

	 January 
	Ethics will be signed off 

	February 
	Informal consent and Information sheet for the Experiment procedure 

	March
	Collect informal consent from participants 

	March
	Conduct study (3 weeks)

	March
	Data analysis of results for experiment 

	April
	Create presentation for conference 

	May 
	Conference 
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