Literature Review – Interferential Therapy (ITF)

Introduction 
Interferential therapy (ITF) is a form of electrotherapy that uses electrical currents to try and reduce pain and swelling. It is also used to help promote healing by reducing pain and inflammation which in turn can then allow the body to focus on its recovery and healing. This is accomplished by delivering electrical currents that help to promote blood flow (Fuentes et al 2010). ITF therapy has gained traction in a clinical setting and is also being used in a variety of professional sports because of its ability to modulate pain pathways and help tissue recovery. This literature review aims to evaluate current research surrounding ITF therapy, focusing on the benefits and negatives that the treatment offers and the best situations to apply the treatment. After referring to a range of relevant journals and sources of information this review aims to provide a good understanding of ITFs role in clinical and sporting practices. 
This review will be structured by firstly looking at the methodology and how the journals found for this review where selected, to ensure that everything involved in this review is relevant. Next the review will focus on an in-depth overview of ITF as a whole. Moving onto and looking at the application of ITF discussing the best areas that ITF could be used for example for pain management and supporting the rehabilitation of patients. The strengths and limitations of ITF will also be discussed. With the review being rounded off and summed up with a conclusion which will aim to state the key finding of ITF therapy. 

Methodology 
This review was conducted to find current information on ITF therapy in sport and clinical practise. All of the information gathered and used for this review have been published between 2000-2025, only literature from the past five years this was utilised to ensure that all the information is current and the most reliable possible.
Google Scholar and PubMed were amongst the databases used to find relevant journals and studies for this literature review. To refine the search and to ensure the journals had the correct information - key searches were used such as  ‘ITF Therapy’, ‘Benefits of ITF’ and ‘Best settings to use ITF therapy’, this allowed the searches to collate relevant subject matter.
Criteria was set to ensure the studies reviewed were relevant – this included making sure that the studies were published in English, that they focused completely on ITF and included that the content of the papers were compiled by reliable therapists or doctors who had conducted the testing. Research papers and studies were excluded from the review if they did not meet the criteria with care taken to ensure any studies that didn't have clear data and research to back up what was being stated was avoided. Care was also taken to ensure the study didn’t include more than one electrotherapy option such as ultrasound therapy.
By using this methodology, it ensured that everything stated in this review is reliable and relevant for a literature review on ITF Therapy.  

Overview of ITF therapy
ITF therapy is a form of electrotherapy that is commonly used for rehabilitation aiming to reduce pain and promote healing. It accomplishes this by using low frequency electrical currents applied on the skin into the tissue using multiple pads. 
The main aim of ITF therapy is to reduce pain, this is achieved through the stimulation of nerves, this can help to block pain signals going towards the brain. ITF also promotes blood flow to the tissue that is being targeted which can help to deliver the needed nutrients to the tissue and also this can help to remove metabolic waste (Tabasam et al 2006).
ITF is seen as a safe and reliable source of electrotherapy and can be used in multiple practices. It can be used in a hospital setting for people recovering from surgery and it is also a popular therapeutic technique in a lot of major sports, with teams using ITF therapy on players when they are returning from an injury or even after they have recovered to maintain fitness and reduce the likely of re-injury. 
Application of ITF therapy
ITF therapy is used and applied in a range of clinical settings such as hospitals and self-run Independant clinics, it is widely used  because of the pain management ability that it offers. A common use for ITF would be on muscle strains, general pain and rehabilitation. This therapeutic option can be used from the acute phase of healing all the way to chronic with the adjustment being in the settings used on the machine before use. For example, an acute injury would require a lower intensity so that you are not overwhelming the tissue, when comparing this to a chronic injury where a clinician would use the maximum settings for ITF which will increase the intensity because the tissue is in the later stage of healing and able to take on the more intense frequency of treatment, If there is swelling and inflammation on the tissue that is being targeted the ITF machine has a setting called the Edema sweep. Khiyami et al (2023) states that ‘IFT could be used to reduce Edemas and joint effusion as a result of muscle contraction and could increase the metabolic changes which encourage the reabsorption of tissue fluid as a result of vasodilatation and rising cell membrane’
ITF is also used in the sports world as stated earlier. This is because of the positives ITF is shown to have on pain reduction and the acceleration it can have in recovering from various injuries. In addition, it is used because ITF helps to reduce inflammation and Edema as it can enhance their recovery by increasing blood flow and removal of waste in the muscles. Many sports teams will introduce ITF into rehabilitation plans for players because of the benefits mentioned and then in combination with other forms of therapy such as manual therapy and other rehab exercise. This also benefits from the ability ITF has being able to work on all injuries ranging from acute to chronic giving benefits for both healing timeframes (Ndahiriwe et al 2024).

Strengths and Limitations 
There are multiple strengths of ITF therapy many of which have been discussed thus far in the review. As stated earlier the main strengths or ITF are that it can help pain relief without the use of medication which can be especially beneficial in sports and in a clinical environment with it being able to be applied to people looking to get off or avoid certain medications that could be used for pain relief. Also, ITF can help reduce inflammation by using the Edema sweep and promote blood flow and waste removal all being beneficial in decreasing the time a player may be out with an injury and help with their rehabilitation and return to play. 
An additional benefit that is yet to be discussed is that ITF is generally a well-tolerated therapeutic option. Being easily tolerated by most individuals can make it a more viable option as individuals are not enduring uncomfortable procedures within their treatment plans. The strengths are supported by Moore et al (2020) who compared giving ITF therapy to people and a non-effective therapy to others to see if the ones who received ITF actually had any positive effects. The results showed that more than half of the woman who had the ITF therapy used saw benefits compared to the woman who had alternative treatments that resulted in being non-effective therapy types. 
Although there are many benefits to ITF therapy there are also some limitations that should be considered when looking at this modality. For example, before using ITF therapy you need to make sure that the person receiving the treatment is a suitable candidate for the treatment – the clinician will need to ensure that the patient does not have any metal plates, any type of heart condition or is a sufferer of epilepsy as ITF therapy treatment could cause harm and negative effects, this means that they are then considered unsuitable to receive this treatment option. Another limitation to this treatment option could be gaining access to the necessary machine, this is because compared to other therapeutic options, such as exercises where you only need exercise bands which are affordable and easy to find, ITF machines are more expensive. Therefore, many sports settings in lower-level clubs or in semi-professional leagues may not have the money to buy and use an ITF machine. An additional cost to purchasing the machines would be the need to employ someone who is qualified and trained to be able to operate the machine and conduct the treatment, this would further reduce the ability of all lower-level clubs to provide their players with this form of treatment. Despite a lot of positive results of using ITF therapy there have been cases where people have not seen the benefits of using ITF therapy and have stated that they felt no benefits after they had the treatment used on them, this could make some lower-level cash poor clubs thinking that the costs are not viable. A study by Hurley et al (2004) stated that there was no difference in positive results by using ITF therapy and regular manual therapy – research results like this albeit from 2004 could discourage clinicians in using this treatment option, as this research suggests that not all injuries will benefit from using this form of electrotherapy. Having said that all forms of therapy will vary when used from one individual to another.

Conclusion 
To conclude in the main, ITF therapy is seen as a valuable form of treatment, with the benefits of pain reduction, healing benefits and strengthening in rehabilitation in a non-intrusive manner. Research suggests that ITF therapy works independently with supporting the healing of a range of injuries from acute to chronic injuries seeing benefits, this treatment method can also be easily combined with other treatment methods and works very well when being paired with other manual therapy options, so is viewed as being a valuable tool for sports teams and clinics to use. 
Some scholars suggest that the treatment method can be perceived as having limited benefits but even though there can be limitations for this treatment the strengths shown make it easy to confidently say that ITF is a great modality of therapy and should be used if it is available for all sports teams and clinics. It is a non-intrusive, relatively easy to administer treatment that can help the healing process in a range of injuries which can be utilised for the majority of the population barring those with contraindications – with only the cost being a major negative preventing the widespread use in sporting and medical environments.
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