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Effects of Myofascial Release on Increasing Function

Introduction


Athletes commonly suffer from functional pain or restrictions in flexibility due to scar tissue or adhesion build-up in the muscle and fascia.  This is usually caused from strains to the muscles.   Myofascial Release is a massage technique that utilizes the stretching of the fascia and muscle to help increase Range of Motion or to decrease pain by breaking up these adhesions in the fascia.  Fascia is the connective tissue that covers all muscle and tissue in the body.  Breaking up these adhesions between the fascia and muscle allows the muscle and fascia to move smoothly over each other and helps alleviate the problem7.  


The idea of Myofascial Release is to slowly stretch the fascia because fascia does not respond to quick tensile forces.  Rather it will elongate with a slow moderate stretching7.  This will help the muscle to glide over the fascia because it is giving the muscle more space to move, increasing flexibility.  Other techniques help break down different adhesions to also increase flexibility and decrease associated pain.


In this paper I will explain Myofascial Release.  I will talk about its history, the physiology and anatomy behind its use, the physiology behind static stretching, how Myofascial Release and Static Stretching increase Range of Motion, and finally different techniques used for Myofascial Release. 

History of Myofascial Release


Myofascial Release, or similar theories has been around since the 19th century, however there is no documentation that suggests the exact origin of Myofascial Release.  Dating back to the 1940’s the term Myofascial was used in Janet Travell’s research of different pain syndromes.  In the 1950’s there were articles that were published that talked about trigger points and Myofascial pain.  As we went into the 1960’s and 1970’s, the acknowledgment of Myofascial trigger points in causing pain and restrictions in Range of Motion was increasing3.  


The actual term of Myofascial Release was not used until 1981.  It was used in the title of a course on Myofascial Release at Michigan State University3.  Myofascial Release is based on the concepts created by Andrew Taylor Still, the founder of Osteopathic Medicine, in the 19th century.  The first form of Myofascial Release that was used By Still was the indirect method.  This method involves the gentle stretching of the fascia, such as the cross-hand technique.  The indirect method was growing at the Kansas City College of Osteopathy and Surgery.  Dr. George Andrew Laughlin and Dr. Esther Smoot were very influential in the growth of this indirect method3.  


The Direct Myofascial Release most likely came about in the 1920’s.  This technique has developed much more slowly than the indirect technique3.  Dr. William Neider developed this technique that was named “fascial twist,” which was more forceful then the gentle stretching of the indirect method3.   Many of his concepts are present in today’s techniques of Myofascial Release.


To effectively use Myofascial Release, a thorough understanding of its techniques is necessary.  To best utilize Myofascial Release, knowledge of the anatomy and the neurology is needed.  

Physiology of Myofascial Release


Fascia is a connective tissue along with tendons, ligaments, bone, and muscle.  Fascia is divided into three different layers.  The first layer, which is the superficial fascia, consists of connective tissue and adipose tissue.  It provides a path for nerves and blood supply3.  


The second layer of fascia is called the potential space.  This area can become inflamed, which shows that it can be injured or stretched with any type of injury3.   The final layer of fascia is the deep layer.  This layer is a very dense connective tissue that covers all the muscles and organs of the body.  This layer also divides the different muscles from each other.  The function of this layer is to allow movement of the muscles over each other, can provide attachments of some muscles, and it fills the spaces between some muscles and organs3.  


At times the muscles that are beneath and surrounded by this fascia become large rather quickly.  This can cause the fascia to be too small and tight around the muscle.  This causes restrictions in Range of Motion of a particular muscle.  One function of Myofascial Release is to help stretch the fascia to allow more motion of the muscle therefore increasing the Range of Motion of the body.  


Restrictions in motion and the cause of pain can also occur as a result of a muscle strain.  A muscle strain can lead to chronic issues and inflammation.  This pain can be a result of Myofascial Pain Syndrome.  Treatment of this type of pain has no real plan like the treatment of an acute injury has.  This pain begins in the fascia and the muscle.  This causes restrictions in Range of Motion and causes pain.  If this is untreated, Myofascial Trigger Points can then develop3.  


Myofascial Trigger Points are “…a hyperirritable spot in skeletal muscle that is associated with a hypersensitive palpable nodule in a taut band.  The spot is painful on compression and can give rise to characteristic referred pain, referred tenderness, motor dysfunction, and autonomic phenomena,” quoted by J.G. Travell and D.G. Simons in The Manual of Trigger Point and Myofascial Therapy2.  There are a few different theories regarding the origin of Myofascial trigger points.  One of them is the thought that abnormal muscle spindles send signals that may cause a trigger point.  Another theory deals with scar tissue formation, while a third one talks about nerve signals can cause a Myofascial Trigger Point2.  All of these can be causes of trigger points, however researchers are not exactly sure of the origin of the trigger points. 


Different techniques of Myofascial Release can help work out these trigger points and decrease pain and restore motion.  Adhesions and scar tissue build-up can also be a cause of decreased motion and increased pain.  Myofascial Release can be used to reduce these adhesions and restore motion and decrease the associated pain from the lack of function7.

Physiology of Stretching


Static Stretching is a technique very commonly used to help improve Range of Motion of a particular body part and help reduce the risk of injury.  The principal behind static stretching is the stress-strain curve, which demonstrates the extensibility and breaking point of tissue.  Muscle will stretch when a force is placed on it.  When the muscle is stretched beyond its original length it will then stay at the new length if the force is great enough.  


Continuous stretching over a long period of time will result the muscle to elongate and become more flexible.  This will cause the Range of Motion to increase and therefore help reduce the risk of injury from a tensile force.  If the muscle is more flexible, it obviously can stretch further. When a strong tensile force is placed on the muscle, it can go further than it originally could, making it harder for the muscle to tear.

Myofascial Release Techniques and Guidelines


Some contraindications to Myofascial release are its use on acute fractures, someone with osteoporosis, arthritis, on anyone with skin conditions, and over areas with heavy edema8.  If the athlete does not have any of these conditions, Myofascial Release is very helpful in their treatment as will be explained later in this paper.  

There are several different techniques for Myofascial Release.  Some focus more on the actual stretching of the fascia, while others focus more on trying to release and work out the Myofascial Trigger Points and adhesions that can form between the fascia and the muscle.  Myofascial Release can be performed anywhere there is fascia in the body and you can work out either superficial or the deep fascia.  

Before you can perform this type of therapy you must find out where the restrictions are in the person.  You can do this by looking for any areas of restriction or pain in the person.  For example, a person may complain of chronic hamstring pain and may demonstrate hamstring tightness.  This could be a candidate for the use of Myofascial Release.  The athlete may also reveal previous hamstring injuries, which could be a cause of Myofascial Pain Syndrome. 

One technique is the “transverse fascial-plane release” technique, which used commonly used on the diaphragm, thorax area, and the spinal column area9.  Also, the cross-hand technique, in which you have your hands crossed and apply pressure in opposite directions to slightly stretch the fascia9.  Another technique, which is used to help break up adhesions within the fascia, is the J-stroke method.  With this technique, you hold the fascia on stretch with one hand, and move the other hand over the restricted area in a J pattern7.  Another form o f release is the skin rolling technique, in which you just roll the skin between your fingers trying to work out the trigger points and adhesions that can form within the fascia to help the athlete restore his or her normal Range of Motion7.  If you are looking to work the superficial fascia, you only need one hand, and just place less pressure.  To release deeper fascia, a more intense pressure should be applied.

Myofascial Release and Static Stretching To Improve Function


As was stated above, Myofascial Release can help increase Range of Motion and decrease chronic muscle pain caused by either Myofascial Trigger Points or other adhesions with the Myofascia.  One case report looked at a female runner who had extremely chronic hamstring pain.  She was unable to run because of the pain.  She also had deficits in her Flexibility in the involved leg.  Also, she had tightness in many other areas such as her pectoralis major.  She received Myofascial Release on her Posterior leg as well as back, and was also doing manual hamstring exercises at home 2 times per day6.  


After a few treatments she had a significant reduction in pain.  She also began hamstring exercises for strengthening.  She was able to begin running again with no pain, and her flexibility was also increasing6.  The release and stretching together helped this athlete restore her Range of Motion and reduce her pain.


The next article was a clinical study that wanted to analyze the differences between Myofascial Release and Static Stretching on increasing the Flexibility of the Hamstrings.  While Static Stretching has been a known treatment of Range of Motion deficits, Myofascial Release is more commonly a secondary treatment and often coupled with other treatments.  This study looks at the two different treatments alone to compare the results4.  The participants of this study needed to have at least a 15-degree deficit in Hamstring flexibility to qualify to participate.  Also, the participants could not have any hamstring injury or lower back pain within the last 6 months before the study4.  


There were three different groups in the study: the control group, the Myofascial Release group, and the Static Stretching group.  The two groups that were receiving treatment underwent four weeks of treatment, while recording the results of the active knee extension as they progressed through the study4.  The stretching group did four thirty second stretches during each session.  The release group did four treatments per session.  The control group obviously did not do any stretching exercises during the study4.


Both the Static Stretching group and the Myofascial Release group showed significant increases in the flexibility of the athlete’s Range of Motion.  However, the researches found no difference between these two groups.  The study found that the two methods are both effective in increasing Range of Motion4.


Another study which is similar to the one above, focused on Myofascial Release and stretching on Range of motion and also Muscle activity.  This study focused more on the hip flexors, rather than the hamstrings.  This study was similar to the one above and found similar results.  Both the Static Stretching and the Myofascial Release showed great increases in hip flexor flexibility.  However, the two treatments had no effect on the muscle firing activity of the antagonistic muscles; in this case the gluteus maximus5.
Conclusion


Myofascial Release is a very good tool for Athletic Trainer’s to utilize in treatment of their athletes.  It has been shown to greatly increase Range of Motion, the same amounts as static stretching.  As well as decreasing pain and myofascial trigger points associated with chronic myofascial pain syndrome commonly from hamstring strains and the build-up of scar tissue2.  Myofascial release is mostly used with another treatment, usually not as the initial treatment of injuries.  I believe that coupled with static stretching, the function of the athlete can be greatly increased.  One study on Static Stretching’s effect on muscle soreness found that stretching has a very small effect on the reduction of muscle soreness1.  Therefore Myofascial Release and Static Stretching will greatly increase the function of an athlete. 

  However, to come to a definitive conclusion there needs to be more research comparing the use of Myofascial Release and Static Stretching.  Also there needs to be research that compares these two treatments along with Myofascial Release and Static Stretching together.
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