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Richard Lebert, RMT, 
works at The Fowler 

Kennedy Sports Medicine 
Clinic, a sports injuries clinic 
in London, Ontario. Richard 
is passionate about helping 

therapists reach their full 
potential, which led to 

the creation of The RMT 
Education Project, an online 
evidence-based resource for 

massage therapists.  
Twitter @AdaptiveTherapy;  

www.RMTedu.com. 

The Oxford Handbook of Public Health 
Practice states that it takes 17 years for new 

research to be implemented in clinical practice. 
This gap between scientific research and 
clinical practice can only be bridged by raising 
practitioners’ awareness and understanding of 
research. Social media sites provide massage 
therapists with a digital meeting ground where 
they can bridge the knowledge gap between 
scientific research and clinical practice by 
exchanging ideas with their peers at the local, 
regional and global levels. 

Evidence-informed massage 
In the past 10 years, Registered Massage 
Therapy has exploded into mainstream health 
care; it is now a recognized treatment option 
for a wide range of injuries. This means 
the profession is moving into more formal 
clinical settings, and these changes to the 
profession have led to the need to adapt to 
an evidence-informed model of care—“evi-
dence-informed massage.” In this model of 
health care, massage therapists are aware of 
emerging evidence, and integrate this new 
information into their clinical practice in a 
timely manner.

It is important to understand the concept 
of evidence-informed massage therapy in 
order to apply it to clinical practice. Evidence-

informed massage is the synthesis of:
• therapist expertise
• patient values
• best available evidence
With the emergence of evidence-informed 

massage, it is important that therapists 
have the tools and resources to bridge the 
knowledge gap between scientific research 
and clinical practice. A 2015 survey of 
Ontario RMTs published in the Journal of 
Complementary and Integrative Medicine 
concluded that there is room for improvement 
when it comes to research awareness in 
the profession1. Fortunately, there are many 
ways in which massage therapists can work 
together to improve their research literacy 
skills.

Working together 
Social media—more specifically, Facebook—is 
one of the more effective tools available to 
improve research literacy skills, because it 
provides a platform from which massage 
therapists from all over the world can work 
together to critically evaluate the latest 
academic research papers, teasing out the clin-
ically relevant points. This critical evaluation is 
vitally important, because Facebook is flooded 
with blog posts and other articles, with little 
research backing. 
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So, what types of material are available, 
and how do they stack up?

Research material
Sources of research
With the “CAARP” test (see sidebar) in 
mind, if you are looking for an authoritative 
opinion on a given topic, systematic reviews 
are considered the gold standard. The 
Cochrane Handbook for Systematic Reviews 
of Interventions suggests that, “A systematic 
review attempts to identify, appraise and 
synthesize all the empirical evidence that meets 
pre-specified eligibility criteria to answer a 
given research question. Researchers conduct-
ing systematic reviews use explicit methods 
aimed at minimizing bias, in order to produce 
more reliable findings that can be used to 
inform decision making.” The Cochrane 
Library (www.cochranelibrary.com) is the best 
known source of systematic reviews. To date, 
however, there have been only a few large-
scale randomized control trials of massage 
therapy, which means that systematic reviews 
of massage therapy can be hard to come by. 

Another way to inform your clinical practice 
is through peer-reviewed publications geared 
towards massage therapy. The two leading 
publications for massage therapists are the 
International Journal of Therapeutic Massage 
& Bodywork and the Journal of Bodywork and 
Movement Therapies.

Research databases
If you would like to read articles on a broader 

range of topics then you can use a research 
database. PubMed (www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/
pubmed) is the largest medical database, and 
has many functions that will help you narrow 
down your search. One limitation with PubMed 
is that unless you are affiliated with an educa-
tional institution, many of the articles it lists 
will be behind a paywall, which can limit access 
to the entire article. However, you will still be 
able to read the abstract, which will give a brief 
summary of the key points of the article.

Open-access research
The last 10 years have seen rapid growth in the 
open-access publishing model, in which the 
full text of research articles is freely provided. 
The RMT Education Project (www.rmtedu.com) 
is an online resource where massage therapists 
can access a curated list of open-access arti-
cles. This website can serve as a starting point 
in the development of a body of knowledge 
that massage therapists can use to guide their 
evidence-informed practice.

Grey literature
Another way to access timely information is 
through the grey literature, which includes 
information or research produced by organiza-
tions that are outside of commercial or academic 
publishing and distribution channels. It can include 
magazines, articles, videos, e-mails, newsletters, 
blogs and even tweets. There is an abundance of 
grey literature available on the internet. However, 
this information requires a critical eye to evaluate 
the content—think CAARP.

“ A 2015 survey  
of Ontario 
RMTs 
concluded 
that there 
is room for 
improvement 
when it comes 
to research 
awareness in the 
profession.”

SIDEBAR

CAARP considerations
The CAARP test is one tool that can be used to evaluate materials. 

n   Currency: Is the information current for your topic?

n   Authority: Who are the authors and what are their qualifications?

n   Accuracy: Where does the information come from and is it supported by evidence?

n   Relevance: Does the information relate to your topic or answer your question?

n   Purpose: What is the purpose of the information? Are the authors’ intentions clear?
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Why research matters
Evidence-informed massage continues to 
be more common in environments such as 
hospitals, sports medicine clinics and long-
term care facilities. These settings require 
massage therapists to work directly with 
physicians and allied health professions, which 
requires a sound understanding of the latest 
research findings. Evidence-informed massage 
is important because the last five years have 
seen major changes in the scientific knowledge 
about pain science, myofascial trigger points 
and myofascial release. This new knowledge 
might not revolutionize the way you practice, 
but it will change the way you communicate 
with other health care professionals. Massage 
therapists who are able to understand and 
incorporate research into their clinical practice 
will be well positioned to transition into these 
multidisciplinary clinical settings. 

Regardless of the setting in which you 
work, it is important that RMTs, as regulated 
health professionals, develop and maintain 

evidence-informed practices, and keep up to 
date with the latest research and information. 
With this in mind, the following sections look 
at the latest research evidence in three areas, 
and how it is changing clinical practice.

Pain science
Scientific research has changed the way in 
which we view injuries, and we now know 
that pain has the potential to transform the 
way the nervous system functions. The brain 
is a neuroplastic structure that is capable of 
changing over time. Long after the tissue 
has healed, patients can feel pain due to 
changes in the nervous system. This has 
important implications for assessment and 
treatments, essentially as the experience 
of pain does not always correlate to the 
severity of the injury.

Myofascial release
Before reviewing the literature on myofascial 
release, I used a heavy-handed approach in 
my practice to invoke a mechanical “tissue 
release.” Then I came across a research paper 
by Robert Schleip entitled “Fascial plasticity—a 
new neurobiological explanation.” In short, 
this paper suggests that massage therapy stim-
ulates fascial mechanoreceptors, which can, in 
turn, trigger tonus changes in connected skel-
etal muscle fibres. These muscle tonus changes 
might then be felt by the therapist. This paper 
was an easy to understand review of Schleip’s 
research, complete with helpful illustrations. It 
helped me to move from a mechanical mindset 
to one that is inclusive of the nervous system. 

For me, Robert Schleip was a starting point. 
His paper cited other useful articles that 
were relevant to myofascial release, and this 
“citation chaining” lead me to work by other 
authors, including Carla Stecco, Antonio 
Stecco and Leon Chaitow. 
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Myofascial trigger points
There has been a monumental shift in knowl-
edge about the pathological entity that we call 
myofascial trigger points. Late in 2014, a critical 
analysis of trigger points was published in the 
journal Rheumatology that served to decon-
struct the known etiology of myofascial trigger 
points.2 The authors suggested that researchers 
move their search for myofascial trigger points 
from muscles to nerves, or other structures. 

This was followed in the summer of 2015 
by another paper on the topic of myofascial 
trigger points: “Myofascial trigger points 
then and now: a historical and scientific 
perspective.”3 This narrative review provided 
perspective on the topic of myofascial trigger 
points. It might surprise you to know that, 
with more than 30 years of research, there is 
still no consensus as to what these sore spots 
are. Theories include nerve inflammation, 
fascial densification and central sensitization. 

Moving the profession forward
Evidence-informed massage therapy provides 

the profession with an opportunity 
for unprecedented growth, and 
one of the most effective ways 
to facilitate this growth is by 
connecting with like-minded 
peers on social media. These 
sites offer a forum where 
massage therapists can work 
together to critically evaluate 
the contents of research 
papers and tease out the 
clinically relevant points, and 
provide some of the best 
tools available to bridge the 
knowledge gap between 
scientific research and 
clinical practice. Whether 
you are new to the 
profession or have decades of experience, 
there is someone out there who will benefit 
from your knowledge—so join the conversa-
tion and help move the profession forward.  

References available upon request.
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