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Soft tissue techniques are used within sports massage to aid and assist pain management, alleviate muscle tension and improve lymphatic drainage; venous return; muscle mobility and local blood flow. Effleurage is a commonly used soft tissue technique within sports therapy. It is characterised by long, slow, gliding strokes following the pattern of muscle fibres round the body to increase lymphatic drainage and venous return with intentions to mobilise and stimulate circulation. It is primarily used as the introductory movement in massage to allow application of the massage medium. Effleurage is continuous movement that will vary in depths of pressure. Initially, lighter pressure is applied as a way of relaxation and comfort for the client, allowing them to get used to the treatment, allowing gradual adaptation for other techniques. Similarly towards the end of the treatment, lighter pressure will be reinforced again to encourage final flushing of tissues. It is considered to be a foundational movement throughout both therapeutic and sport massage.

Effleurage is found to benefit the body in both physiological and psychological ways. 
Physiological benefits primarily include effects on superficial tissues and circulatory systems, with commonly reported benefits such as pain relief, increased blood flow and lymphatic drainage.‘Massage is believed to increase muscle blood flow and tissue temperature thereby enhancing performance.”. It is also found to decrease injury rates due to the reduction in cell adhesion which leads to higher levels of muscle flexibility. (Qais Gasibat and Wurida Suwehli, 2017)  
Effleurage is performed in slow, rhythmic and controlled strokes up the body, making sure to follow the contouring of the massage area and the direction fibres are facing, whilst acknowledging all the drainage systems in the body. All strokes are aiding the movement of deoxygenated blood back to the heart, known as venous return. Increased venous return improves overall circulation which supports the movement of oxygenated blood to tissues around the body and the removal of metabolic waste. Increased circulation also has the potential to aid warming of tissues, initiating vasodilation of the blood vessels. The common response to this is mild erythema, indicating localised blood flow to the muscles, which allows the body to undergo higher pressure techniques without the risk of damage. “Mechanical and manual massage aid recuperation from exercise fatigue more effectively than rest alone” (Balke et al) These findings indicate that massage has multiple benefits beyond passive recovery alone. The study does not specify if effleurage was used alone or alongside other techniques of massage which is thereby viewed as a weakness to this study. However the study has the inclusion of manual massage which will include the effleurage technique as it is commonly used as a foundational movement. Whilst there is no conclusive evidence that effleurage will impact efficiently alone, the evidence shows that it will be useful within sports massage recovery plans. 
Psychological benefits of effleurage include; reduced stress and anxiety, relaxation and trust between the practitioner and client. These benefits are largely seen due to the rhythmic nature of effleurage. The slow gilding strokes increase venous return which is reported to put less stress on the heart allowing relaxation. The slow strokes also stimulate the parasympathetic nervous system caused by the perception of touch on the body. The central nervous system will recognise that it is unharmful and switch into the state of relaxation. “The body has different nerve receptors to take different messages back to the brain. Some of these messages travel quicker than others. Pleasurable messages travel quicker than painful ones. By effleurage massaging, we can have two positive effects on BP. First, we help the client relax and their heart rate decreases” (S. Kanakalakshmi, 2025). The theory suggests a plausible reason why effleurage can affect relaxation methods, as it has been scientifically proven that receptors travel at different rates around the body. However, there are also other factors including nerve fibres that can change the rate at which a message will transmit to the brain. 
Effleurage may also stimulate the release of hormones, a study conducted by Leivadi et al evaluated the effects of massage on mood and anxiety states in female dancers. His study had an experimental group having effleurage performed on them and a control group receiving a relaxation therapy session. He found that the massage treatment group demonstrated significantly lower cortisol levels compared to the relaxation group. This suggests an association between effleurage and hormone releases. A key strength found in this study is that it had both groups allowing clear comparison between 2 measures. However, it was conducted on a small number of female dancers which makes the study less generalisable to a wider population. Cortisol is easily affected between people, both genetic factors and sex play a part in differing cortisol levels. Women are found to have both higher and more fluctuant levels whereas men may have more robust levels that won't differ from acute stressors. The study provides a high level of scientific evidence, however findings should be taken with caution due to the external factors that have not been taken into consideration. 
“A pre-event massage has been suggested as a strategy to decrease pre-competition anxiety and to prepare the muscles for competition” Due to the vast extent of research  surrounding the psychological benefits of effleurage triggering the parasympathetic nervous system, it may suggest a contribution to the reduction in anxiety. Thus potentially improving the athletes alertness and readiness for an event. 

Despite effleurage being used widely in sports massage, the effectiveness of the technique still remains unclear. “A previous meta-analysis of 22 randomised studies found a small and inconsistent benefit of massage on performance recovery after exercise.”(Davis, Alabed and Chico, 2020)  suggesting that although effleurage may contribute to improvements in recovery, the consistency to uphold this statement remains inconclusive.The further evidence supporting the findings suggest that massage therapy will only be necessary under specific circumstances, “The effects of massage on performance recovery are rather small and partly unclear, but can be relevant under appropriate circumstances” 
Findings from a meta-analysis produce limited evidence that effleurage alone will have the effects needed for full recovery of a client. ​​(Belcastro & Bonen 1975, Dodd et al. 1984, Gaesser & Brooks 1984), studied whether lactic acid removal and massage had any correlation between each other. Research findings suggest that there is very limited evidence on a positive effect of lactic acid removal and massage. Although massage was seen to promote the removal of waste products and levels did lower following it, passive rest and warm down interventions after exercise was viewed as a more efficient way to release lactic acid throughout the body. 
There is very little evidence within sports massage literature stating that effleurage alone provides all the benefits of massage therapy. Whilst there are reports of short term effects of relaxation and muscle loosening, current evidence remains inconclusive as to whether it has long term effects without the use of other soft tissue techniques. Indicating that if these results are desired, treatment should include a range of techniques rather than standalone interventions. 

In my personal opinion I will continue to use effleurage when practicing sports massage as I believe it is an effective way to begin. It allows even distribution of the massage medium whilst also initiating tissue warming and preparation for further deep tissue pressure techniques within the massage. As well as physiological outcomes I have also observed positive responses in both relaxation and satisfaction after performing effleurage within a massage. Due to the research found, I personally believe that there is no reason why this technique should not be used within other practices, as it is a widely known and accepted foundational technique. The evidence I found in some studies and articles became inconclusive surrounding long-term benefits. On account of this, practitioners should proceed with caution and only apply effleurage if they feel it fits their clients needs.  

To conclude, effleurage as a foundational movement in sports massage will present a wide range of both physiological and psychological effects that will enhance an athlete in performance and recovery. Physiological impacts have been seen to improve circulation, increase venous return, assist lymphatic drainage and prepare muscles for relaxation. All of these effects will help an athlete in diminishing any post-event trauma to the body such as DOMS. Psychologically, effleurage will promote relaxation in the body, alongside mood modification, anxiety reduction and mental readiness to enhance performance levels. Although it is a well rounded technique that provides the body with many benefits, effleurage cannot be used alone within a massage, as evidence concludes that due to its superficial effects on tissues it will not be able to target deeper more prominent muscles that will need more direct pressure to feel results. Psychological results are subjective, relying on individuals' opinions to gain evidence which can be impacted by the clientele's report with the practitioner potentially influencing answers. Overall, effleurage within massage therapy is viewed as a highly respected technique that will continue to be used within a routine alongside other techniques as it is evidently beneficial.  
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