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Examine the Evidence for the Efficacy of Various Soft Tissue Techniques.
This submission examines the reported effects and benefits of soft tissue release [hereafter STR] as a soft tissue massage technique. Drawing on available evidence, including any evidence that challenges the stated benefits, the application of STR in physical therapy is critically assessed. Finally, a conclusion will be drawn regarding whether the technique is suitable for incorporation into future practice as a physical therapist, along with an evaluation of its potential value for other therapists in the field. This will be based on the available evidence and its alignment with contemporary therapeutic goals and outcomes.
This section of the submission will discuss the reported benefits of STR and by critically evaluating the evidence provided, determine its credibility before discussing whether the technique will be incorporated into future practice. In this discussion, massage is defined as:
Manipulation of the soft tissues of the body with the hands. Massage is used to improve circulation, reduce oedema where present, prevent adhesions, reduce muscular spasm, and improve the tone of muscles (Oxford Concise Medical Dictionary).
Sport massage is defined as “the skill of manipulating the soft tissues of the body and isolating individual muscle groups using specific and specialized techniques including stroking, kneading and compressing (Mills and Parker-Bennett, 2004, p. 10)”. STR involves applying firm pressure to a muscle while simultaneously lengthening the muscle in a controlled manner by moving the related joint, either passively or actively (Sanderson, 2012).
Massage therapy, as a whole, has been extensively researched, with a wealth of studies examining its benefits and applications (Field, 2016). Field (2016) reviews the existing research and concludes that massage therapy “has positive effects on many different groups with varying conditions” (ibid). However, when it comes to specific soft tissue massage techniques, such as STR the available research tends to focus on particular demographics, conditions, or illnesses, rather than offering a comprehensive examination of the technique in general. This limited scope means that the broader benefits and potential applications of STR across various populations or settings remain underexplored.
The term "massage" is often associated with Swedish massage, which is typically seen as a relaxing treatment aimed at promoting well-being and stress reduction. Swedish massage is the most widely practiced form of massage in the United States (Virginia, et al. 2006), and consequently, it has a significant body of supporting evidence. This form of massage is often used to reduce muscle tension, improve circulation, and induce relaxation. Numerous studies have investigated its effects on muscle tension, stress reduction, and overall health (Barreto, 2027).
In contrast, STR is a more specific type of massage technique that differs fundamentally from Swedish massage. STR involves the manipulation of deep tissues through a range of motion, with the goal of releasing tightness or restrictions in the soft tissue (Sanderson, 2012). STR differs from Swedish massage by focusing on dynamic tissue manipulation, addressing muscular imbalances, injuries, and rehabilitation needs, particularly in sports therapy. The technique aims to improve the function of the muscles by addressing restrictions in the soft tissue through active or passive movement (ibid).
The benefits of STR and other deep tissue massage techniques are well-documented, albeit mostly within the broader category of deep tissue massage. According to Sanderson (2012), one of the primary benefits of massage, including STR, is its ability to increase venous and lymphatic drainage. The rise in interstitial pressure during and following massage facilitates fluid absorption, which promotes the flow of fresh blood into fatigued or injured areas (ibid). This can aid in the healing process and reduce muscle soreness, particularly in areas that are tight or have restricted blood flow. Additionally, STR strokes can elongate muscle fibres and enhance the flexibility of collagen, contributing to improved muscle function and mobility. This has direct benefits for athletes or individuals experiencing chronic tightness or restricted movement due to muscular imbalances or injuries.
Johnson (2010) also discusses the benefits of deep tissue massage in her book Deep Tissue Massage, which includes techniques such as STR. These benefits include increased blood flow, improved range of motion, decreased muscle tone, and lengthened muscles (Johnson, 2010, p. 11). The manipulation of deep tissues can release adhesions or knots in muscles, improve muscle length, and restore normal function, all of which are crucial for athletes or individuals recovering from injury. However, Johnson (2010) also acknowledges a significant limitation in the evidence base for these claims, noting that “it is generally acknowledged that there is a lack of sufficient scientific evidence to endorse all these claims” (ibid, p. 11). This highlights the challenges in conducting conclusive research, particularly where there is no standardised protocol for massage techniques, and methodologies vary across studies.
While the theoretical benefits of STR are compelling, the research supporting the technique remains limited, and much of the evidence focuses on specific populations or conditions, such as stroke victims or athletes. For example, one of the few studies directly investigating STR involved a hemiplegic stroke patient. In this preliminary case study, STR was applied to the muscles responsible for elbow flexion and supination. After just 10 minutes of passive STR performed over five consecutive days, there was a 41% improvement in elbow range of motion, with the effects observed eight weeks later (Barnard, 2000). These results suggest that STR may have significant potential for improving mobility in individuals with neurological impairments, such as stroke victims, where spasticity and restricted movement are common. However, the narrow focus of this research, limited to a specific patient population, underscores the need for further studies to explore the broader applications of STR in clinical practice.
Despite promising findings in isolated studies, research on STR remains underdeveloped compared to Swedish massage, which has been more widely studied and applied. The evidence surrounding STR is still limited, with the current research primarily confined to specific conditions or populations. Furthermore, STR, as a subset of sports massage, remains under-researched in comparison to more mainstream modalities like Swedish massage, which are more commonly used for general relaxation and stress relief.
From the perspective of a physical, drawing on the limited – but persuasive – evidence discussed above, it might be reasonably suggested that STR offers significant value in addressing a broad spectrum of musculoskeletal issues. Current evidence suggests that STR provides several positive effects, including improvements in muscular health, mobility, and rehabilitation. Its ability to enhance blood flow, increase tissue flexibility, and improve range of motion makes it particularly effective for clients dealing with conditions such as muscle tightness, injury recovery, and postural imbalances (Cash, 1996, p. 7).
One of the primary advantages of STR is its dynamic approach to soft tissue manipulation. Unlike more static techniques, such as Swedish massage, STR involves the movement of soft tissue through a full range of motion. This enables the treatment to address deep tissue issues more effectively, improving functionality and posture. 
While the research directly focused on STR remains limited, the available evidence is promising. Although more extensive research is necessary to better understand its broader applications, the preliminary findings suggest STR could have a positive impact on mobility and functionality, even with brief, targeted interventions.
However, it is important to recognise that STR has not been comprehensively examined in general clinical practice. The limited scope of the research means that further studies are required to fully evaluate its effectiveness across a wider range of conditions. Given this, STR may be recommended to practitioners, but it is strongly advised that they take steps to ensure that they are fully informed about the latest evidence to ensure STR is used appropriately and effectively in their practice. Practitioners are encouraged to adopt and apply the technique themselves, while taking care to remain open to new findings and adapting their approach based on sound evidence to best meet the needs of their clients.
In conclusion, while there is a substantial body of research on massage therapy as a whole, the evidence surrounding specific soft tissue techniques such as STR remains limited and often confined to particular patient populations or conditions. The benefits of STR, such as increased blood flow, improved range of motion, and enhanced flexibility, are supported by anecdotal and preliminary clinical findings. However, more research is needed to explore the broader applications of STR, particularly in injury prevention, rehabilitation, and general muscular health across diverse individuals.
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