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Abstract: Massage therapy has been widely adopted as an adjunctive treatment in physical
rehabilitation across diverse patient populations. This systematic review examines the current
evidence on the efficacy, mechanisms, clinical applications, and limitations of massage therapy
in physical rehabilitation. Drawing from randomized controlled trials, clinical studies, and meta-
analyses, we evaluate how various massage techniques impact pain, functional recovery, muscle
performance, and psychological well-being. The review highlights evidence-based outcomes,
identifies gaps in research, and offers recommendations for integrating massage therapy into
multidisciplinary rehabilitation programs.
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Introduction
Physical rehabilitation aims to restore function, reduce pain, and improve quality of life
following injury, surgery, or chronic health conditions. Traditional rehabilitation strategies—
such as therapeutic exercise, manual therapy, and modalities like heat and electrotherapy—are
often enhanced with complementary interventions. Massage therapy, defined as the manipulation
of soft tissues using hands or mechanical tools, is one such intervention with growing acceptance
in clinical settings.
Massage therapy is a therapeutic practice that involves the systematic manipulation of the body’s
soft tissues—such as muscles, tendons, ligaments, fascia, and connective tissue—using the hands,
fingers, elbows, forearms, or specialized tools. It is performed to promote physical, mental, and
emotional well-being.
Massage therapy is commonly used in healthcare, physical rehabilitation, sports medicine, and
wellness settings. Its primary goals include reducing pain and muscle tension, improving
circulation, enhancing flexibility and range of motion, and supporting relaxation and stress
reduction.
Massage therapy encompasses a range of techniques, including Swedish massage, deep tissue
massage, myofascial release, trigger point therapy, and sports massage. Its proposed benefits
include improved circulation, decreased muscle tension, reduced pain, and enhanced relaxation.
However, variability in study design and measurement outcomes has led to ongoing debate
regarding its role and effectiveness in physical rehabilitation. Therapeutic Purpose helps manage
pain, accelerate recovery from injury, reduce inflammation, and improve functional performance.
Rehabilitation Role often used as a complementary treatment alongside physical therapy and
exercise to support healing and restore movement. Psychological Benefits reduces anxiety,
improves mood, and promotes relaxation by calming the nervous system.
Methods of Systematic Review
A comprehensive search of databases including PubMed, MEDLINE, CINAHL, Cochrane
Library, and Google Scholar was conducted. Keywords included: “massage therapy,” “physical
rehabilitation,” “manual therapy,” “randomized controlled trials,” “pain management,”
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“functional outcomes,” and “systematic review” (search limited to peer-reviewed articles from
2000 to 2025).
Selection Criteria included studies met the following criteria:
 Human subjects in clinical rehabilitation settings
 Reported outcomes on pain, functional improvement, range of motion, or psychological
well-being
 Controlled or comparative study design
Exclusion criteria:
 Case reports without control groups
 Studies solely focused on massage for relaxation without rehabilitation outcomes
 Non-English publications
Data Extraction and Synthesis included participant characteristics, intervention details (type,
duration, frequency), outcome measures, and results. Effect sizes and statistical significance
were noted when available. Studies were grouped by clinical condition (e.g., musculoskeletal
disorders, postoperative rehabilitation, neurological impairment).
Mechanisms of Action: Massage therapy may influence rehabilitation outcomes through several
physiological and psychological mechanisms:
1. Neuromuscular Effects
 Muscle Relaxation: Mechanical pressure relieves muscle tension and spasm.
 Circulation: Improves local blood flow, enhancing nutrient delivery and waste removal.
 Neuromodulation: May influence nociceptive (pain) pathways via gate control
mechanisms.
2. Connective Tissue and Fascia
 Myofascial Release: Targets fascial restrictions to improve tissue mobility.
3. Psychological and Autonomic Benefits
 Reduces stress, anxiety, and sympathetic nervous system activity.
 Enhances patient engagement and compliance with rehabilitation exercises.
Evidence by Clinical Condition
- Musculoskeletal Disorders:
Low Back Pain: Multiple randomized controlled trials (RCTs) report short-term pain reduction
and improved mobility following massage therapy combined with exercise, compared to exercise
alone.
Neck Pain and Shoulder Dysfunction: Evidence suggests massage therapy can significantly
decrease pain and muscle stiffness and improve range of motion.
Sports Injuries: Studies demonstrate improved recovery from delayed onset muscle soreness
(DOMS) and enhanced performance metrics when integrated with conditioning programs.
- Postoperative Rehabilitation
Postoperative massage has been associated with:
 Reduced pain and opioid consumption
 Decreased swelling and stiffness
 Better functional outcomes in conditions like knee arthroplasty and rotator cuff repair
However, effectiveness may be influenced by timing, technique, and patient pain thresholds.
- Neurological Conditions
Stroke, spinal cord injury, and multiple sclerosis rehabilitation may benefit from massage
therapy through:
 Enhanced muscle tone regulation
 Improved proprioception
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 Reduction in spasticity Outcomes are modest and often require integrated physical
therapy.
- Chronic Pain Syndromes
In conditions such as fibromyalgia and chronic regional pain syndrome, massage therapy
improves pain intensity, sleep quality, and psychological well-being.
When compared to other modalities:
 Massage vs. Physical Exercise: Combined approaches reliably outperform massage alone
for long-term functional improvement.
 Massage vs. Manual Therapy (e.g., joint mobilization): Both have unique benefits;
combining them may yield additive effects.
 Massage vs. Electrotherapy: Evidence is mixed; massage is generally preferred for soft
tissue concerns, while electrotherapy may better target nerve-related symptoms.
Treatment Parameters
 Frequency: 1-3 sessions per week typical in clinical practice.
 Duration: 20-60 minutes per session.
 Techniques: Selection based on patient needs; deeper techniques for chronic tightness,
gentler for acute pain.
Massage therapy is generally safe when performed by trained clinicians. Contraindications
include:
 Acute inflammation/infection
 Open wounds or skin disorders
 Deep vein thrombosis risk
 Severe osteoporosis
Limitations in Research
 Heterogeneity of Methods: Variable techniques and outcome measures limit direct
comparisons.
 Short-Term Focus: Many studies assess only immediate or short-term effects.
 Blinding Challenges: Difficulty in blinding participants and therapists introduces
potential bias.

High-quality, large-scale RCTs with standardized protocols are needed. Research should focus
on:
 Long-term functional outcomes
 Dose–response relationships
 Biomarkers of physiological change
 Integration with digital and sensor-assisted rehabilitation
Conclusion
Massage therapy plays a supportive role in physical rehabilitation. While not a standalone
treatment for most conditions, it contributes to pain reduction, muscle relaxation, and enhanced
patient engagement when used alongside exercise and therapeutic modalities. Clinicians should
tailor massage interventions to individual patient needs and integrate them within broader
evidence-based rehabilitation plans.
Massage therapy is a non-invasive, evidence-informed intervention that supports healing and
functional recovery by improving soft tissue health and overall body balance. It plays an
important adjunctive role in physical rehabilitation and holistic healthcare.
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