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Chapter4
The Therapeutic Nature  
of Massage

I. Learning Contracts

Learning contracts are an excellent way to create a personalized strategy to successfully learn new material. The 
learning objectives for Chapter 4 are listed here. Think about how you’ll master each of these learning objectives 
and complete the chart with a plan for each objective. Use the example provided in Chapter 1 as a guide, but keep 
your own learning style and how you learn best in mind and get creative! You may be asked to create these learn-
ing contracts on your own, or your instructor may collaborate with you.

Learning Objective
Resources and 
Strategies

Evidence of 
Accomplishment

Verification of 
Accomplishment

Completion 
Date

What am I going to learn? What resources, 
strategies, and 
experiences will I use 
to learn this?

How will I know I 
have learned this?

How will I prove I 
have learned this?

To be added 
by student and 
instructor.

4-1. Describe the steps in the 
scientific method, and compare 
these steps to the types of 
information in one research article.

Topic 4-1:  Evidence-Based Massage

Topic 4-2:  Massage Effects and Benefits

Topic 4-3:  Massage Indications

Topic 4-4:  Understanding Stress and Wellness
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Learning Objective
Resources and 
Strategies

Evidence of 
Accomplishment

Verification of 
Accomplishment

Completion 
Date

What am I going to learn? What resources, 
strategies, and 
experiences will I use 
to learn this?

How will I know I 
have learned this?

How will I prove I 
have learned this?

To be added 
by student and 
instructor.

4-2. Evaluate one clinical trial 
described in a research article, 
and explain how the research 
results could be used in a massage 
practice.

4-3. Compare and contrast 
mechanical effects with reflexive 
effects. Provide one example of 
each type of effect.

4-4. Identify four effects of 
massage in the musculoskeletal 
system.

4-5. Differentiate between the 
parasympathetic nervous system 
response and the sympathetic 
nervous system response.

4-6. Describe what a muscle 
spindle is and its role in muscle 
protection.

4-7. Describe what a Golgi 
tendon organ is and its role in 
tendon protection.

4-8. Make a diagram of the pain-
spasm-pain cycle and explain it to 
classmates.

4-9. Summarize the physiological 
processes that occur in the body 
when touch is used to reduce 
pain, according to gate theory.

4-10. Identify two effects of 
massage in the cardiovascular 
system.
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Learning Objective
Resources and 
Strategies

Evidence of 
Accomplishment

Verification of 
Accomplishment

Completion 
Date

What am I going to learn? What resources, 
strategies, and 
experiences will I use 
to learn this?

How will I know I 
have learned this?

How will I prove I 
have learned this?

To be added 
by student and 
instructor.

4-11. Define the term indication.

4-12. Identify three massage 
indications that particularly 
interest you and explain why.

4-13. Compare and contrast a 
broad definition of stress with the 
type of stress that triggers the 
flight-or-fight response.

4-14. Outline the role of the 
sympathetic nervous system in 
relationship to stress.

4-15. List three physiological 
reactions to the flight-or-fight 
response.

4-16. List three conditions that 
are caused by or exacerbated by 
stress.

4-17. In your own words describe 
what the concept of wellness 
means to you.

4-18. Describe the basic 
components of a simple wellness 
model.

II. Glossary Terms

Instructions: Please write in a brief definition of each term.

Active treatment group 
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Benefit 

Clinical trial 

Control 

Cortisol 

Flight-or-fight response 

Gate control theory 

Indication 

Mechanical effect 

Pain-spasm-pain cycle 

Parasympathetic nervous system response 

Physiological effect 

Psychological effect 
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Reflexive effect 

Research article 

Scientific method 

Stress 

Stressor 

Stretch reflex 

Tendon reflex 

Wellness 

III. True or False?

Instructions: Indicate whether each of the following statements is true or false.

1. Current research is affirming all of our long-held beliefs about massage therapy.

2. One of the outcomes of the scientific method is integrating established knowledge with new knowledge.

3. More than one research study is needed to prove a hypothesis conclusively.

4. Massage forms beneficial adhesions in muscle tissue and fascia.
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5. Massage affects the soft tissue of the body in many ways, but has no effect on the skeletal system.

6. Gate theory states dull, aching, or throbbing pain can be blocked by somatic stimuli like massage.

7. The fact that massage decreases edema is a benefit to the cardiovascular system.

8. Pregnancy massage can benefit both the mother and baby.

9. The fight-or-flight response is regulated by the sympathetic nervous system.

10. Stressors are the same for everyone.

IV. Matching

Instructions: Match the correct answer to its description.

 A. Hyperemia F. Abstract
 B. Stress G. Indication
 C. Mechanical H. Fascia
 D. NCCAM I. Cortisol
 E. Intervention J. Research

1. A process of asking relevant questions and then seeking to answer them within the parameters of the 
scientific method

2. Government organization that supplies grants for research, research training, education, and outreach 
programs

3. Section of a research article that summarizes the research

4. Type of effect that is the direct result of the manual manipulation of the client’s soft tissue

5. Connective tissue of the body

6. An action or ministration intended to alter the course of a pathologic process

7. Increased blood flow to a local area

8. Term used often in health care massage to suggest a massage system or technique will provide a spe-
cific benefit to a particular client population

9. Any event that threatens homeostasis and causes increased cortisol secretion

10. Stress-related hormone that promotes the breakdown of proteins to form glucose to fuel muscles

V. Sentence Completion

Instructions: Fill in the blanks with the correct answer.

1. Using research as the basis for beliefs about the benefits of massage instead of trial and error and informa-
tion passed down from other generations results in  massage.
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2. In a clinical trial, the group receiving the treatment being researched is often referred to as the 
 treatment group and the group receiving no treatment is the  group.

3. A muscle with too much tone that can feel rigid, dense and can be resistant to passive movement is called 
.

4. By strengthening weakened muscles and lengthening chronically shortened muscles, massage promotes 
muscular  which leads to better posture.

5. Massage activates the  nervous system which sends the body into rest and recovery 
mode.

6.   are proprioceptors in the muscle belly that monitor a muscle’s 
length.

7. Nerve  is caused by soft tissue and edema while nerve  is caused by 
bone.

8. Depression, insomnia, tension and migraine headaches, and eating disorders are all examples of conditions 
associated with  .

9. Stress management activities include building your  and  reserves.

10. While wellness plans may vary, they usually address three main areas:  health, 
 health, and  health.

VI. Short Answer Questions

Instructions: Complete all of the following short answer questions.

Topic 4-1:  Evidence-Based Massage

1. Define the term “research literacy” in your own words. How does it relate to massage and massage 
therapists?

2. Deductive reasoning and inductive reasoning are both methods of knowing. It’s important to understand 
the difference between the two and how these methods apply to massage therapy. In the lines below, define 
both terms and then describe, in your own words, how you can use each method in your massage practice.

Deductive reasoning:
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Inductive reasoning:

3. Why did scientists develop the scientific method?

4. The fundamental questions “Does it work?” and “Does it serve?” when applied to a massage system or tech-
nique guide most health care research. Complete the sentences below:

“Does it work?” seeks to establish:

“Does it serve?” reminds us that:

5. Place the letter of each type of research study next to its definition.

 A. Case report E. Clinical trial
 B. Case control study F. Meta-analysis
 C. Systematic review G. Case series
 D. Correlation study 

1. Analyzes and summarizes published literature on a particular question or treatment

2. Type of systematic review using defined statistical methods to combine the findings of several 
primary studies

3. Describes outcome from treatment of one client or patient

4. Demonstrates a relationship or lack of relationship between two variables

5. Compares a treatment to a placebo (inactive treatment), to another treatment, or to standard treat-
ment to establish safety and efficacy, using randomization and controls in study design

6. Describes outcomes from treatment protocol for more than one client or patient

7. Examines the health histories of similar people with and without a particular condition to identify 
risk factors for the condition
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Topic 4-2:  Massage Effects and Benefits

1. The effects of massage are the resulting changes that occur in the body, mind, and emotions of the client. 
Define and provide an example for each type of massage effect listed below. Mechanical effects has been 
completed for you as a guide.

Mechanical: Definition: Effects from direct manipulation of the client’s tissue; Example: The pressure of a 
gliding stroke from ankle to thigh moves blood in the veins of the leg toward the heart.

Reflexive:

Primary:

Secondary:

Structural:

Systemic:
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Cumulative:

Combined:

Physiological:

Psychological:

Energetic:

2. One of the most important effects of massage is activating the parasympathetic nervous system. Why is this 
important? Describe what happens to the body when the sympathetic nervous system is triggered. What is 
this mode commonly called? Then describe what happens in the body when the parasympathetic nervous 
system is triggered. What are the benefits to the body of the parasympathetic nervous system?
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Sympathetic Nervous System

Parasympathetic Nervous System

3. Research demonstrates that massage can cause changes in the proportions of chemical messengers in the 
body, facilitating positive physiological and psychological changes and benefits. In the list below, name the 
type of chemical messenger being described, and give an example of each type.

Chemical messengers synthesized by endocrine glands in response to certain stimuli and secreted into the blood 
to be carried to target cells:

Chemical messengers released by neurons to communicate with another neuron or with a specific receptor in 
body tissue:

A family of neurotransmitters composed of two or more amino acids that often function as chemical messen-
gers in nonneural tissue:

A chemical messenger released by a neuron that travels in the bloodstream to its target cell. Sometimes these 
chemicals are simply called hormones, but the term “neurohormone” indicates that the substance originates in 
neural tissue:

4. What are muscle spindles? How do they protect muscles from tearing through the stretch reflex?
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5. What are Golgi tendon organs? What is their role in tendon protection through the tendon reflex?

6. One of the benefits of massage that clients often hear about is increased local circulation. Therapists need to 
be prepared to explain how massage physically increases local circulation and the benefits of that. To clarify 
and practice your own language regarding this process, write down what each of the following factors con-
tributes to increased local circulation. First describe the process listed and then explain how it benefits the 
body. Use language you would use when talking to a client.

Breakdown of muscular tension:

Mechanical pressure of massage strokes on arteries:

Release of vasodilators like histamines:

Autonomic nervous system responses:

7. Understanding how our emotions influence our health and our health influences our emotions is key for a 
massage therapist to understand the many ways her work is affecting a client. Describe neuropeptides’ role 
in the mind-body connection.
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Topic 4-3:  Massage Indications

1. List the four possible outcomes that show massage is an indicated method of treatment for a specific condi-
tion or population.

2. Choose at least three of the conditions or special populations listed in Topic 4-3 that you are interested in 
working with as a professional therapist. List them in the lines below, and in language you would use when 
talking with an affected client, describe how massage benefits each condition or special population.

Topic 4-4:  Understanding Stress and Wellness

1. The fight-or-flight response produces a range of rapid changes in the body to ensure the body can respond to 
a threat. Describe the changes that occur for each body part.

Eyes:

Heart:

Skin and viscera:

Lungs:
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Liver:

Muscle tone and reflexes:

Gastrointestinal tract and digestive system:

Perspiration:

2. What is your personal definition of wellness?

VII. Case Studies

Topic 4-1:  Evidence-Based Massage

After receiving a massage, a client says she wants to refer her friend to you. She mentions that her friend has 
 thoracic outlet syndrome, a condition you haven’t worked with and don’t know much about. What do you do?
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Topic 4-2:  Massage Effects and Benefits

A new client calls to make an appointment because they received a gift certificate from a friend. In the initial 
phone conversation he expresses skepticism about the benefits and value of massage. What do you do?

Topic 4-3:  Massage Indications

1. One of your regular clients was recently diagnosed with breast cancer and she wants to continue receiving 
massage. What do you do?

Topic 4-4:  Understanding Stress and Wellness

1. During a massage session, a client tells you that during his recent physical his doctor told him he needed to 
reduce his current stress level because it may lead to stress-related conditions. He asks you to explain how 
stress affects the body, what kind of conditions are caused by stress, and how he can reduce his current 
stress level. What do you say?

VIII. Activities

Topic 4-1:  Evidence-Based Massage

1. To develop a true understanding of the scientific method, it’s helpful to apply each of the steps to an actual 
research study. Using the resources listed in Box 4-2 of the textbook, find the results of a research study on 
a topic of interest to you. First, write the name of the study, the source (where the study may be found), the 
authors of the study, and the date published:
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Now, list each of the nine steps of the scientific method and then describe how the information in your research 
study applies to each step. Use the example given in the textbook as a guide.

2. It’s important for massage therapists to stay informed about research study results by reading research 
articles. Using the resources listed in Box 4-2 of the textbook, find a research article written about a clinical 
trial on a massage subject that interests you.

First, write the name of the study, the source (where the study may be found), the authors of the study, and the 
date published:

Now, describe how the results from that clinical trial can be applied to your massage practice.

3. Most research studies begin with one person who has a question they want to answer or a hypothesis they 
want to prove. What questions or theories do you have about massage systems, techniques, or benefits? 
If you were going to organize a research study to test your question or theory, which type of research 
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study—case report, case series, correlation study, case control study, clinical trial, systematic review, or 
meta-analysis—would be most applicable? Describe how you would conduct your study below:

Research study topic:

Type of research study:

Describe the study subjects:

How would you conduct the research?

What do you anticipate the results of the research to be?

Topic 4-2:  Massage Effects and Benefits

1. Massage is a positive intervention in people’s lives for many reasons. Describe those reasons in your own 
words. How has massage been a positive intervention in your life or the life of someone you know? Write a 
paragraph describing how massage has brought about change for you or someone you know.

How is massage a positive intervention?
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How has massage changed you or someone you know?

2. Massage therapists must be able to explain how massage affects the body to their clients in language they 
will understand. For each of the eight benefits of massage to the muscular system listed below, write a 
description that you would use to explain to a client how the benefit is achieved and why the benefit is 
important. Visual learners may find it helpful to create a mind map with this information. Practice saying 
your descriptions out loud to a classmate. When you feel comfortable with the language, use the descrip-
tions to educate your clients in the student clinic.

Massage decreases muscle tension in hypertonic muscles.

Massage reduces muscle spasms.

Massage reduces adhesions in muscle tissue and fascia.

Massage strengthens weakened muscle tissue.
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Massage promotes muscular balance, which leads to better posture.

Massage increases flexibility and range of motion.

Massage decreases muscle soreness, muscle fatigue, and muscle recovery time in athletes.

Massage promotes healing from soft-tissue injury.

3. Draw a diagram of the pain-spasm-pain cycle. List the three ways massage can break the pain-spasm-pain 
cycle.

4. Massage benefits the different systems of the body in many ways. Flash cards are an effective way to 
increase your ability to understand and recall the various benefits. Use index cards or a computer program 
like PowerPoint to create flash cards based on the list below. For each of the benefits listed below, write the 
system of the body the benefit corresponds to and a description, in language you would use to explain the 
benefit to a client, of how massage creates that benefit for the body system.

Massage improves local circulation.
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Massage decreases edema.

Massage loosens mucus in the lungs and aids mucus expulsion.

Massage decreases constipation.

Massage supports venous return.

Massage increases lymph circulation.

Massage helps manage lymphedema.

Massage decreases blood pressure.
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Massage improves respiratory function.

Massage boosts immune function.

Massage decreases laryngeal tension.

Massage increases filtration in the kidneys.

5. Many research studies are mentioned in the sections Effects and Benefits for Pregnancy and Child 
Development and Psychological Effects and Benefits of Massage. Choose at least one study that interests you 
and, using the reference list at the back of the chapter as a guide, find the full research article. Read the 
article and be prepared to give a summary report to the class. Search for other research studies and articles 
on the same topic. Are the findings similar or different? Write about what you have learned and the sources 
you’ve consulted.
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Topic 4-3:  Massage Indications

1. Massage is indicated for many different conditions and client populations. Choose at least three from those 
listed in Topic 4-3 that you are particularly interested in. Why do those conditions or populations interest 
you? Do you plan to work with those conditions or populations in your own practice? Interview a massage 
therapist who works with these populations or clients with these conditions to learn information like: what 
effects has she seen from massage, what the benefits and challenges are of working with these populations, 
and how he or she started working with these populations. See if you can interview clients with these con-
ditions who receive massage to discover how massage has helped them. Write down what you have learned 
through this experience.

Topic 4-4:  Understanding Stress and Wellness

1. Tabulate your personal stress level using the Holmes and Rahe Stress Scale, or the adapted scale, on pp. 111–113 
of your text. Are you surprised by the results? Do they seem right to you? Write about what you have learned 
by assessing your own stress level, what you want to remember, and how you think this understanding might 
help you in your massage therapy practice.

2. Stress affects every body system on some level. For each of the following body systems listed below, describe 
how stress affects that system and name corresponding stress-related conditions.

Integumentary
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Musculoskeletal

Nervous

Digestive

Urinary

Reproductive
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Endocrine

Cardiovascular

Respiratory

Lymphatic and immune

3. Wellness plans are a helpful way for a client or therapist to recognize where their current level of wellness 
lies and identify steps to improve it. Once you learn how to create a wellness plan, it can serve as a life-long 
tool to help you achieve and maintain balance and health. Using a dedicated notebook, create a wellness 
plan by following these steps:

1. Refer to Topic 4-4 in the textbook (pp. 117–119) and write out your answers to each of the questions listed 
for these key areas:
•	 Physical Wellness
•	 Intellectual Wellness
•	 Emotional Wellness
•	 Spiritual Wellness
•	 Occupational Wellness
•	 Social Wellness
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2. Once you have answered all of these questions, identify aspects where you would like to create change. 
Write a few action steps to address these issues. Identify any obstacles you anticipate and the strategies 
you will use to overcome those obstacles.

3. In the lines below, write what you learned by doing this exercise, and what you want to remember. Read 
your wellness plan on a regular basis and modify it as needed, so it continues to be a beneficial tool on 
your path to wellness!

IX. Rubrics

Learning Objective Excellent Good Needs Improvement

4-1. Describe the steps in 
the scientific method, and 
compare these steps to the 
types of information in one 
research article.

The student is able to accu-
rately describe the steps in the 
scientific method and correctly 
compare these steps to the 
types of information in one 
research article.

The student is able to some-
what accurately describe the 
steps in the scientific method 
and correctly compare most of 
these steps to the types of infor-
mation in one research article.

The student is unable to accu-
rately describe the steps in the 
scientific method or correctly 
compare these steps to the 
types of information in one 
research article.

4-2. Evaluate one clinical 
trial described in a research 
article, and explain how the 
research results could be 
used in a massage practice.

The student is able to analyti-
cally evaluate one clinical trial 
described in a research article 
and thoroughly explain how 
the research results could be 
used in a massage practice.

The student is able to evalu-
ate one clinical trial described 
in a research article and give 
general examples of how the 
research results could be used 
in a massage practice.

The student is not able to accu-
rately evaluate one clinical trial 
described in a research article 
or explain how the research 
results could be used in a mas-
sage practice.

4-3. Compare and contrast 
mechanical effects with 
reflexive effects. Provide 
one example of each type of 
effect.

The student can thoroughly 
compare and contrast mechan-
ical effects with reflexive effects 
and provide more than one 
example of each type of effect.

The student can compare and 
contrast mechanical effects 
with reflexive effects and 
provide one example of each 
type of effect.

The student cannot correctly 
define or compare and contrast 
mechanical effects with reflex-
ive effects. They are unable to 
provide an example of each 
type of effect.

4-4. Identify four effects 
of massage in the 
musculoskeletal system.

The student can identify more 
than four of the eight effects of 
massage in the musculoskeletal 
system.

The student can identify four of 
the eight effects of massage in 
the musculoskeletal system.

The student can identify less 
than four of the eight effects of 
massage in the musculoskeletal 
system.

4-5. Differentiate between 
the parasympathetic nervous 
system response and the 
sympathetic nervous system 
response.

The student can accurately 
describe and differentiate 
between the parasympathetic 
nervous system response 
and the sympathetic nervous 
system response.

The student displays a general 
understanding of the para-
sympathetic nervous system 
response and the sympathetic 
nervous system response, but 
cannot differentiate between 
them with detail.

The student is unable to accu-
rately describe or differentiate 
between the parasympathetic 
nervous system response 
and the sympathetic nervous 
system response.
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Learning Objective Excellent Good Needs Improvement

4-6. Describe what a muscle 
spindle is and its role in 
muscle protection.

The student correctly describes 
what a muscle spindle is and its 
role in muscle protection.

The student may be able to 
describe what a muscle spindle 
is or its role in muscle protec-
tion, but not both.

The student is unable to 
describe what a muscle 
spindle is or its role in muscle 
protection.

4-7. Describe what a Golgi 
tendon organ is and its role 
in tendon protection.

The student correctly describes 
what a Golgi tendon organ 
is and its role in tendon 
protection.

The student may be able to 
describe what a Golgi tendon 
organ is or its role in tendon 
protection, but not both.

The student is unable to 
describe what a Golgi tendon 
organ is or its role in tendon 
protection.

4-8. Make a diagram of the 
pain-spasm-pain cycle and 
explain it to classmates.

The student makes a detailed 
diagram of the pain-spasm-
pain cycle and clearly explains 
it to classmates.

The student makes a general 
diagram of the pain-spasm-
pain cycle and gives a general 
explanation of the concept to 
classmates.

The student is unable to create 
a diagram of the pain-spasm-
pain cycle or explain it to 
classmates.

4-9. Summarize the 
physiological processes 
that occur in the body when 
touch is used to reduce pain, 
according to gate theory.

The student gives a correct and 
detailed summary of the physi-
ological processes that occur in 
the body when touch is used 
to reduce pain, according to 
gate theory.

The student gives a general 
summary of the physiological 
processes that occur in the 
body when touch is used to 
reduce pain, according to gate 
theory.

The student is unable to give a 
correct summary of the physi-
ological processes that occur in 
the body when touch is used 
to reduce pain, according to 
gate theory.

4-10. Identify two 
effects of massage in the 
cardiovascular system.

The student is able to accu-
rately identify more than two 
effects of massage in the 
cardiovascular system.

The student is able to accu-
rately identify two effects of 
massage in the cardiovascular 
system.

The student is unable to iden-
tify two effects of massage in 
the cardiovascular system.

4-11. Define the term 
indication.

The student is able to give a 
clear and accurate definition of 
the term indication.

The student is able to convey a 
general definition of the term 
indication.

The student is unable to give 
any definition of the term 
indication.

4-12. Identify three massage 
indications that particularly 
interest you and explain why.

The student is able to identify 
more than three massage indi-
cations that particularly interest 
them and provide a detailed 
description of why.

The student is able to identify 
three massage indications that 
particularly interest them and 
provide a general description 
of why.

The student is not able to 
identify three massage indica-
tions that particularly interest 
them or provide an explanation 
of why.

4-13. Compare and contrast 
a broad definition of stress 
with the type of stress that 
triggers the flight-or-fight 
response.

The student accurately and 
thoroughly compares and 
contrasts a broad definition of 
stress with the type of stress 
that triggers the flight-or-fight 
response.

The student is able to, in 
general terms, compare and 
contrast a broad definition of 
stress with the type of stress 
that triggers the flight-or-fight 
response.

The student is unable to com-
pare and contrast a broad 
definition of stress with the 
type of stress that triggers the 
flight-or-fight response.

4-14. Outline the role of the 
sympathetic nervous system 
in relationship to stress.

The student accurately outlines 
the role of the sympathetic 
nervous system in relationship 
to stress. 

The student is able to outline 
the role of the sympathetic 
nervous system in relation-
ship to stress, but uses general 
terms and lacks detail.

The student cannot outline 
the role of the sympathetic 
nervous system in relationship 
to stress.

4-15. List three physiological 
reactions to the flight-or-
fight response.

The student lists more than 
three physiological reactions to 
the flight-or-fight response and 
is able to thoroughly explain 
each.

The student lists three physi-
ological reactions to the flight-
or-fight response and is able to 
explain each in general terms.

The student cannot list three 
physiological reactions to the 
flight-or-fight response.

4-16. List three conditions 
that are caused by or 
exacerbated by stress.

The student can list and 
describe more than three 
conditions that are caused by 
or exacerbated by stress.

The student can list three con-
ditions that are caused by or 
exacerbated by stress and give 
general descriptions of each.

The student cannot list three 
conditions that are caused by 
or exacerbated by stress.
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Learning Objective Excellent Good Needs Improvement

4-17. In your own words 
describe what the concept of 
wellness means to you.

The student is able to give a 
clear definition of what the 
concept of wellness means to 
her.

The student is able to talk 
about some general concepts 
related to her description of 
wellness, but is not able to give 
a concise answer.

The student is not able to 
articulate a description of what 
the concept of wellness means 
to her.

4-18. Describe the basic 
components of a simple 
wellness model.

The student describes the basic 
components of a simple well-
ness model.

The student is able to describe 
the general concept of a simple 
wellness model, but is not 
able to list all of the specific 
components.

The student is not able to 
describe the basic components 
of a simple wellness model.
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