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Introduction

  Despite the lack of an agreed definition for sports massage it generally can be described as the manual manipulation of muscles and soft tissue by a qualified professional with the aim of enhancing performance or recovery in sport (Davis, Alabed and Chico, 2020). There are various techniques used within sports massage all having different overall effects and outcomes. 
 Effleurage is one of these and is commonly used in massage therapy including Swedish massage, deep tissue massage and sports massage therapy. The technique is gentle and involves smooth and long sweeping movements over the skin typically applied with the palm or the fingertips. It is intended to warm up the muscles, increase blood flow, promote relaxation and reduce muscle tension and pain. In a sporting environment effleurage can be used to help athletes recover from injury, reduce muscle soreness and stiffness and improve flexibility, range of motion and is derived from the French word effleurer (to touch lightly) (Ibrahim and Kamal Ali, 2020).

Physical Benefits

 Research on the efficacy of effleurage in sports is limited but some studies have shown that it can have a positive effect on athletic performance and recovery. For example, a study published by (Huang et al., 2010) found that effleurage improved hamstring flexibility by focusing on the musculotendinous junction for a short duration of time on 10 recreationally active females. Another study by (Kargarfard et al., 2015) found that effleurage massage reduced perceived muscle soreness and improved recovery after a bout of eccentric exercise. This can be backed up by a study published by (Crane et al., 2012) which states that when administered to muscle that has been acutely damaged through exercise massage therapy appears to help reduce inflammation and promote mitochondrial biogenesis presumably accelerating healing. The validity of these studies however could be questioned as they often refer to smaller sample groups and could be limited by any physiological differences between the sex of its participants.

 Care Setting

 It is also thought effleurage can also be effective within acute care settings, benefiting patients by reducing pain and discomfort associated with various medical conditions. A study by (Adams, White and Beckett, 2010) mentions that “Massage therapy can provide pain relief and relaxation, can support a patient’s emotional well-being and recovery and can ultimately aid in the healing process for hospitalized patients”.
 Whilst a more recent article published by (Abbasi et al., 2021) found that effleurage can be effective in reducing pain and stiffness associated with osteoarthritis. The study concluded that massage therapy should be recommended as an effective intervention to help reduce symptoms of patients suffering with osteoarthritis. However, research is limited again by its sample groups and does not indicate how long these affects last or if different lengths of massage had any different outcomes and inclusion of non-steroidal anti-inflammatory drugs in these studies will also skew these results. These studies have methodological limitations, that require further consideration in a critical care setting.




Muscle Temperature And Blood Flow

 Another expected benefit of effleurage is the increase of muscle temperature and blood circulation. This is thought to be achieved through the gentle, repetitive strokes that are used during the technique causing vasodilation. This causes the blood vessels to widen, allowing more blood to get to the area promoting redness of the skin called erythema (Permana and Rochmawati, 2023). Contradictory to this, a study by (Drust et al., 2003) found that although skin and muscle temperature increased, intramuscular temperature at 3.5cm deep showed no significant difference. This resulted in a conclusion that this approach may not be suitable as a preparation method for exercise due to it not affecting the deeper muscles within the body. Further and more up to date research into this would be needed and whether deeper massage techniques would have better benefits to the underlying deep muscles.
  
Psychological Benefits

 In addition to its physical benefits, effleurage has been found to have some psychological benefits including promoting relaxation and reducing stress and anxiety (Qais Gasibat and Wurida Suwehli, 2018). An article published by (Kütmeç Yilmaz, Duru Aşiret and Çetinkaya, 2020) found that effleurage was effective in reducing stress and anxiety levels in patients with chronic obstructive pulmonary disease whilst receiving non-invasive mechanical ventilation in the intensive care unit. However, this study did have its limitations. One such being that the researcher collected both control and intervention groups results which could have led to bias. 
 A previous journal by (Field et al., 2012) found that effleurage can be effective in reducing symptoms of depression in prenatal women. The study compared the effects of effleurage against a control group and concluded that effleurage made a significant impact compared to the control group in reducing symptoms of depression and anxiety. This study has also been referenced in current systematic reviews on the effectiveness of massage for reducing pregnant women's anxiety and depression (Hall et al., 2020) 
 Other studies have concluded that effleurage can help reduce anxiety before events such as football by helping players relax (Kayode Shuiabu and Bello, 2019) but seem to be limited during my research or have significantly smaller sample sizes.
 
Disputing Claims

 Although effleurage is well accepted by patients’ evidence from prospective clinical trials for its efficacy is low and of low quality (Kopf, 2021). Despite its widespread use, there is little anecdotal evidence to support the effects and applications of effleurage. Numerous claims regarding the benefits of effleurage in sports environments have not been proven beyond a reasonable doubt. One of these claims is the impact of effleurage on flexibility (Kaur and Sinha, 2020).  While effleurage is generally considered to be a safe and effective massage technique, there may be situations where its use is not appropriate or where the technique may be contradicted (Paine, 2015). 
 It is important for massage therapists and other healthcare professionals to thoroughly assess each client or patient and determine if the use of effleurage is appropriate. If there are any contradictions or concerns, the therapist should explore other massage techniques or treatment options that may be more appropriate for the individual's specific needs.



Conclusion

 In conclusion, effleurage is a useful technique for sports therapists and athletes who want to speed up recovery, lessen pain and stiffness and increase flexibility and range of motion (Ibrahim and Kamal Ali, 2020). It can also help in a nursing environment as a non-pharmaceutical form of pain relief (Adams, White and Beckett, 2010). However, additional investigation is required to fully comprehend the unique benefits of effleurage in both of these settings to establish the ideal frequency, depth and length of massage for maximal benefit. 
 The technique can also help to improve blood flow and circulation, reduce muscle tension and pain and promote relaxation and stress reduction (Permana and Rochmawati, 2023). Effleurage has been found to be particularly beneficial for patients who are experiencing pain or discomfort and can be an effective complementary therapy for a variety of medical conditions (Hall et al., 2020)
While more up to date research is needed to fully understand the mechanisms behind the benefits of effleurage, the technique has shown promise and as such, effleurage can be an effective tool for massage therapists and other healthcare professionals in promoting the health and well-being of their clients and patients.

Personal Opinion

 I often use effleurage in my practice as I find it a great starting point. It introduces touch to the client without going too deep which I feel helps relax my clients. It also allows me to warm the skin as I can feel the heat being generated on my hands and often see erythema on the skin. It’s here I also get the opportunity to start palpating the client to get a sense of what condition the tissues might be in and to start planning my treatment. I use it often before pre match football games where my aim is to warm the muscles, stimulate and energise the players before each game. 
 Despite the criticisms and lack of research out there for or against the use of this technique, I have found it beneficial in my own personal and clinical experience. I believe this technique is a great way to start off any sports massage and I have had positive feedback from using it. However, I do feel I need to keep up with current research and practices as massage therapy evolves with advances in technology allowing for new affordable approaches often restricted to clinical settings like hospitals or GP surgeries. 
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