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Introduction

Manual therapy, a hands-on treatment technique used by physical
therapists and other healthcare professionals, has gained increasing
recognition for its effectiveness in treating musculoskeletal conditions.
Unlike conventional therapeutic exercises or modalities, manual
therapy involves the skilled use of the therapist’s hands to manipulate
or mobilize the soft tissues and joints of the body. These techniques
are designed to alleviate pain, improve mobility, reduce inflammation,
and enhance overall function. From patients recovering from injury to
those dealing with chronic pain, manual therapy offers a natural, non-
invasive approach to healing.

In this article, we will explore the various techniques involved
in manual therapy, the conditions it can treat, and the wide range of
benefits it offers to individuals seeking relief from musculoskeletal
discomfort. By understanding how manual therapy works and how
it can be applied, patients can better appreciate the value of this
specialized treatment in their overall care plan [1].

Description

Techniques and applications of manual therapy

Manual therapy is an umbrella term that encompasses a variety
of hands-on techniques used to treat musculoskeletal pain and
dysfunction. These techniques are typically performed by trained
physical therapists, chiropractors, osteopaths, and other healthcare
providers who specialize in musculoskeletal disorders. The overall
goal of manual therapy is to enhance the body’s healing process by
improving mobility, reducing muscle tension, and relieving pain. Some
of the most commonly used manual therapy techniques include:

Joint mobilization

Joint mobilization involves the therapist using their hands to move
a joint through its natural range of motion in a controlled and graded
manner. The goal of this technique is to improve the flexibility and
mobility of joints that may be stiff or restricted due to injury, arthritis,
or other conditions. Joint mobilization is particularly effective for
conditions such as osteoarthritis, frozen shoulder, or spinal issues
like herniated discs [2]. The therapist will apply gentle, rhythmic
movements to the joint to reduce pain, improve motion, and promote
better function.

Joint manipulation (Chiropractic Adjustments)

Joint manipulation, often referred to as chiropractic adjustments,
involves a high-velocity, low-amplitude thrust applied to a joint,
typically with the intent of restoring proper alignment and function.
This technique is frequently used for spinal issues but can also be
applied to other joints. The manipulation helps restore normal joint
mechanics and can provide relief for conditions such as back pain, neck
pain, and headaches. While joint manipulation can sometimes result
in an audible "pop," it is generally a safe and effective treatment when
performed by a trained practitioner.

Soft tissue mobilization

Soft tissue mobilization refers to a variety of techniques used to
treat muscle, tendon, and ligament tightness or injury. Techniques
such as massage, myofascial release, and trigger point therapy involve
the therapist applying varying degrees of pressure to soft tissues to
break up adhesions, relieve muscle tightness, and reduce inflammation.
Soft tissue mobilization is commonly used for conditions such as
sports injuries, muscle strains, and post-surgical rehabilitation. By
improving blood flow to the tissues and encouraging the removal of
waste products, soft tissue mobilization aids in the healing process [3].

Stretching and passive range of motion

In addition to manual joint mobilizations and soft tissue techniques,
physical therapists often use stretching exercises and passive range
of motion (ROM) techniques to improve flexibility and mobility. In
passive ROM, the therapist moves the patient’s limbs or joints through
their range of motion without the patient’s active involvement. This
is particularly helpful for patients who are recovering from surgery,
injury, or stroke and it can prevent stiffness and promote healing by
maintaining joint flexibility.

Muscle energy techniques

Muscle energy techniques (METs) are a set of manual therapy
techniques that involve the patient contracting their muscles against a
resistance provided by the therapist. The purpose of MET is to improve
flexibility, release muscle spasms, and increase joint mobility. It is
often used for musculoskeletal conditions like low back pain, hip pain,
and muscle strains. The technique is typically applied in a controlled
manner and is often used in conjunction with other manual therapies

(4].
Benefits of manual therapy

Manual therapy offers a wide range of benefits, both in terms of
alleviating pain and improving function. Here are some key benefits of
manual therapy:

Pain reduction

One of the most immediate and noticeable benefits of manual
therapy is pain relief. By addressing the underlying musculoskeletal
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issues whether it’s joint stiffness, muscle tension, or soft tissue damage—
manual therapy can provide significant pain relief. Techniques like
joint manipulation and soft tissue mobilization can help decrease
inflammation, release endorphins, and promote healing, leading to a
reduction in pain.

Improved mobility and flexibility

For individuals experiencing limited range of motion due to injury,
surgery, or chronic conditions like arthritis, manual therapy can help
restore mobility. Joint mobilization and manipulation can improve
joint function, while soft tissue techniques can help release tight
muscles and fascia [5]. As a result, patients often experience greater
ease in movement, which improves their ability to perform daily
activities and engage in exercise or sports.

Enhanced healing

Manual therapy promotes circulation and the flow of oxygen and
nutrients to the injured area, which accelerates the healing process.
By improving blood flow to muscles, joints, and soft tissues, manual
therapy helps reduce swelling, speeds up recovery, and prevents further
complications, such as muscle atrophy or joint degeneration. It can also
help reduce the formation of scar tissue following injury or surgery.

Increased function and strength

Through a combination of joint mobilization, soft tissue work, and
muscle re-education, manual therapy can help individuals regain lost
function and strength. For example, a patient recovering from knee
surgery may have difficulty bending or straightening the knee fully.
Manual therapy can help restore proper movement and prevent long-
term disability by addressing the limitations in strength or flexibility.

Reduced reliance on medication

Manual therapy is a non-invasive, drug-free alternative to
managing musculoskeletal pain. By reducing pain and inflammation
naturally, manual therapy can help patients avoid or minimize the
need for medications such as pain relievers, anti-inflammatory drugs,
or even opioids [6]. This makes manual therapy an appealing option for
individuals who prefer to avoid the side effects or risks associated with
pharmacological treatments.

Conclusion

Manual therapy is a highly effective treatment approach for a
wide range of musculoskeletal conditions, offering numerous benefits
from pain relief and improved mobility to faster healing and restored
function. Whether used alone or in combination with other treatments,
manual therapy techniques can help patients recover from injuries,
manage chronic conditions, and improve their overall quality of life. For
anyone experiencing musculoskeletal pain or dysfunction, consulting
with a trained physical therapist or manual therapy specialist can be a
crucial step toward a faster and more complete recovery.

By addressing the root causes of pain and dysfunction, manual
therapy provides a natural, non-invasive method of healing that
empowers individuals to move better, feel better, and live better.

Acknowledgement

None

Conflict of Interest
None

References

1. Rose J, Cahill-Rowley K, Vassar R, Yeom KW, Stecher X, et al. (2015)
Neonatal brain microstructure correlates of neurodevelopment and gait in
preterm children 18-22 mo of age: An MRI and DTI study. Pediatr Res 78:
700-708.

2. Schweizer K, Romkes J, Coslovsky M, Brunner R (2014) The influence of
muscle strength on the gait profile score (GPS) across different patients. Gait
Posture 39: 80-85.

3. Ellenberg JH, Nelson KB (2013) The association of cerebral palsy with birth
asphyxia: A definitional quagmire. Dev Med Child Neurol 55: 210-216.

4. Palisano R, Rosenbaum P, Walter S, Russell D, Wood E, et al. (1997)
Development and reliability of a system to classify gross motor function in
children with cerebral palsy. Dev Med Child Neurol 39: 214-223.

5. Damiano DL, Martellotta TL, Sullivan DJ, Granata KP, Abel MF (2000)
Muscle force production and functional performance in spastic cerebral palsy:
Relationship of cocontraction. Arch Phys Med Rehabil 81: 895-900.

6. Palisano RJ, Rosenbaum P, Bartlett D, Livingston MH (2008) Content validity
of the expanded and revised Gross Motor Function Classification System. Dev
Med Child Neurol 50: 744-750.

J Nov Physiother, an open access journal

Volume 14 - Issue 11 » 1000771


https://www.nature.com/articles/pr2015157
https://www.nature.com/articles/pr2015157
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0966636213002658
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0966636213002658
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/dmcn.12016
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/dmcn.12016
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1469-8749.1997.tb07414.x
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1469-8749.1997.tb07414.x
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0003999300973453
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0003999300973453
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/j.1469-8749.2008.03089.x
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/j.1469-8749.2008.03089.x

