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APPENDIX D. EVIDENCE TABLES FOR INCLUDED SYSTEMATIC REVIEWS 
Author, year Description of 

systematic review 
Description of massage Description of 

pain 
Excerpted findings relevant to massage 

Anthonissen 
2016 

includes a variety of 
interventions, of which 
massage is one 
 
2/22 includes relevant to 
massage 
 
Quality Score: 10 

Style: Soft tissue mobilization, 
massage with cocoa butter, skin 
rehabilitation massage (detailed 
descriptions provided) 
Provider: Not provided 
Co-interventions: Provided 
Duration: Provided 
Comparators: Standard care, no 
treatment 

Scar pain A reduction of pain was shown in 2 studies... 
these findings were based on subjective rating 
scales and mostly based on trials with small 
sample sizes. 

Piper 2016 focused solely on 
massage as the 
intervention 
 
6/6 includes relevant to 
massage 
 
Quality Score: 10 

Style: Soft-tissue therapy 
Provider: Provided 
Co-interventions: Provided 
Duration: Provided 
Comparators: Placebo/sham, 
waiting list (wait and see), or no 
intervention. 

Carpal tunnel 
syndrome, lateral 
epicondylitis, 
subacromial 
impingement 
syndrome, plantar 
fasciitis 

Myofascial release therapy was effective for 
treating lateral epicondylitis and plantar fasciitis. 
Localized relaxation massage combined with 
multimodal care may provide short-term benefit for 
treating carpal tunnel syndrome. 

Furlan 2015 focused solely on 
massage as the 
intervention 
 
25/25 includes relevant to 
massage 
 
Quality Score: 11 

Style: Soft-tissue manual 
manipulation 
Provider: Provided 
Co-interventions: Provided 
Duration: Provided 
Comparators: Provided 

Acute and chronic 
low-back pain 

Massage was better than inactive controls for pain 
in the short-term, but not in the long-term follow-
up. Massage was better than active controls for 
pain both in the short- and long-term follow-ups. 
There were no reports of serious adverse events 
in any of these trials. The most common adverse 
events were increased pain intensity in 1.5% to 
25% of the participants. 
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Author, year Description of 
systematic review 

Description of massage Description of 
pain 

Excerpted findings relevant to massage 

Bervoets 2015 focused solely on 
massage as the 
intervention 
 
26/26 includes relevant to 
massage 
 
Quality Score: 9 

Style: Swedish massage, Thai 
massage, self-massage, 
combination of techniques, not 
described 
Provider: Provided 
Co-interventions: Provided 
Duration: Provided 
Comparators: Provided 
 

Low back pain, 
shoulder pain, 
fibromyalgia, 
osteoarthritis of 
the knee, chronic 
musculoskeletal 
pain, neck pain, 
chronic patellar 
tendinopathy, 
carpal tunnel 
syndrome, hand 
pain, and hand 
osteoarthritis 

Low- to moderate-level evidence indicated that: 
(1) massage reduces pain in the short term 
compared to no treatment in people with shoulder 
pain; (2) massage reduces pain in the short term 
compared to no treatment in people with 
osteoarthritis of the knee; (3) massage does not 
reduce pain in those with low back pain; (4) 
massage does not reduce pain in those with neck 
pain. 
Low- to very low-level evidence from single 
studies indicated no clear benefits of massage 
over active treatments in people with: (5) 
fibromyalgia, (6) low back pain, and (7) general 
musculoskeletal pain. 

Calixtre 2015 focused solely on 
massage as the 
intervention 
 
8/8 includes relevant to 
massage 
 
Quality Score: 9 

Style: Provided 
Provider: Provided 
Co-interventions: Provided 
Duration: Provided 
Comparators: Provided 

Acute and chronic 
temporo-
mandibular 
disorder 
 

Widely varying evidence that manual therapy 
improves pain and pressure pain threshold in 
subjects with temporomandibular disorder signs 
and symptoms, depending on the technique. 

Keeratitanont 
2015  

focused solely on 
massage as the 
intervention 
 
6/6 includes relevant to 
massage 
 
Quality Score: 6 

Style: Traditional Thai massage 
Provider: Not provided 
Co-interventions: Provided 
Duration: Provided 
Comparators: Not provided 
 

Chronic 
myofascial pain 
syndrome, chronic 
low back pain, 
scapulocostal 
syndrome 
 

Traditional Thai massage benefits of pain 
reduction appear to maintain for up to 15 weeks. 
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Author, year Description of 
systematic review 

Description of massage Description of 
pain 

Excerpted findings relevant to massage 

Yuan 2015 focused solely on 
massage as the 
intervention 
 
10/10 includes relevant to 
massage 
 
Quality Score: 8 

Style: Swedish massage, 
connective tissue massage, 
manual lymphatic drainage, 
myofascial release, shiatsu, a 
combination of different massage 
styles 
Provider: Provided 
Co-interventions: Provided 
Duration: Provided 
Comparators: Provided 
 

Fibromyalgia There is moderate evidence that myofascial 
release has positive effects on multiple 
fibromyalgia symptoms, especially pain, anxiety, 
and depression, for which the effect sizes are 
clinically relevant. Shiatsu improves pain and 
Swedish massage does not improve outcomes. 

Loew 2014 focused solely on 
massage as the 
intervention 
 
2/2 includes relevant to 
massage 
 
Quality Score: 11 

Style: Deep transverse friction 
massage 
Provider: Provided 
Co-interventions: Provided 
Duration: Provided 
Comparators: Provided 
 

Lateral elbow or 
lateral knee 
tendinitis 
 
 

We do not have sufficient evidence to determine 
the effects of deep transverse friction on pain, 
improvement in grip strength, and functional status 
for patients with lateral elbow tendinitis or knee 
tendinitis, as no evidence of clinically important 
benefits was found. 

Chaibi 2014 includes a variety of 
interventions, of which 
massage is one 
 
1/6 includes relevant to 
massage 
 
Quality Score: 7 

Style: Head and neck massage 
Provider: Provided 
Co-interventions: Provided 
Duration: Provided 
Comparators: Provided 

Chronic headache 
 

The massage therapy study included only 11 
participants, but the massage group had 
significantly more reduction in their headache 
intensity than detuned ultrasound group. 

Cheng 2014 focused solely on 
massage as the 
intervention 
 
15/15 includes relevant to 
massage 
 
Quality Score: 8 

Style: Chinese traditional 
massage, common Western 
massage, manual pressure 
release, strain/counterstrain 
technique, and myofascial band 
therapy 
Provider: Not provided 
Co-interventions: Provided 
Duration: Provided 
Comparators: Provided 
 

Chronic neck pain  This systematic review found moderate evidence 
of manual therapy on improving pain in patients 
with neck pain compared with inactive therapies 
and limited evidence compared with traditional 
Chinese medicine. 
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Author, year Description of 
systematic review 

Description of massage Description of 
pain 

Excerpted findings relevant to massage 

Li 2014 focused solely on 
massage as the 
intervention 
 
9/9 includes relevant to 
massage 
 
Quality Score: 10 

Style: Swedish massage, 
connective tissue, Shiatsu, 
therapeutic touch, unspecified, 
Chinese traditional massage, 
myofascial therapy 
Provider: Not provided 
Co-interventions: None 
Duration: Provided 
Comparators: Provided 

Fibromyalgia 
 

Massage therapy with duration ≥ 5 weeks had 
beneficial immediate effects on improving pain in 
patients with fibromyalgia. The meta-analyses 
showed that massage therapy with duration ≥ 5 
weeks significantly improved pain (SMD, 0.62; 
95% CI 0.05 to 1.20; p = .03) 

Kong 2013 focused solely on 
massage as the 
intervention 
 
12/12 includes relevant to 
massage 
 
Quality Score: 10 

Style: Massage therapy, Chinese 
traditional massage, soft tissue 
massage, slow-stroke back 
massage, manual pressure 
release, strain/counterstrain 
technique, myofascial band 
therapy, Thai massage 
Provider: Not provided 
Co-interventions: None 
Duration: Provided 
Comparators: Provided 
 

Acute and chronic 
neck pain, acute 
and chronic 
shoulder pain 
 

In immediate effects, the meta-analyses showed 
significant effect of MT for neck pain (standardised 
mean difference, SMD, 1.79; 95% confidence 
intervals, CI, 1.01 to 2.57) 

Patel 2012 focused solely on 
massage as the 
intervention 
 
15/15 includes relevant to 
massage 
 
Quality Score: 10 

Style: Included Swedish 
techniques, fascial or connective 
tissue release techniques, cross 
fibre friction, and myofascial trigger 
point techniques 
Provider: Provided 
Co-interventions: Provided 
Duration: Provided 
Comparators: included no 
treatment, hot packs, active range-
of-movement exercises, 
acupuncture, exercises, sham 
laser, manual traction, mobilization, 
and education 

Acute and chronic 
neck pain without 
radiculopathy, 
cervicogenic 
headache, neck 
disorders with 
radiculopathy 
 
 

No firm conclusions could be drawn and the 
effectiveness of massage for improving neck pain 
and function remains unclear. There was very low-
level evidence that massage may have been more 
beneficial than education in the short term for pain 
bothersomeness. 
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Author, year Description of 
systematic review 

Description of massage Description of 
pain 

Excerpted findings relevant to massage 

van den Dolder  
2014 

includes a variety of 
interventions, of which 
massage is one 
 
7/23 includes relevant to 
massage 
 
Quality Score: 9 

Style: Not provided 
Provider: Not provided 
Co-interventions: Provided 
Duration: Provided 
Comparators: Provided 

Acute and chronic 
shoulder pain 

There is low-quality evidence that soft tissue 
massage is effective for improving pain in patients 
with shoulder pain in the short term. 

Smith 2012 focused solely on 
massage as the 
intervention 
 
6/6 includes relevant to 
massage 
 
Quality Score: 11 

Style: Slow stroke, effleurage, 
variety of techniques, none 
specified 
Provider: Partner, masseuse, not 
reported 
Co-interventions: None 
Duration: Provided 
Comparators: Provided 

Labor pain 
 
 

Massage may have a role in reducing pain, and 
improving women’s emotional experience of 
labour. 

Terhorst 2011 
Terhorst 2012 

includes a variety of 
interventions, of which 
massage is one 
 
6/60 includes relevant to 
massage 
 
Quality Score: 9 

Style: Swedish massage, 
connective tissue massage, tui na 
and yoga, massage 
Provider: Not provided 
Co-interventions: Provided 
Duration: Provided 
Comparators: Provided 
 

Fibromyalgia Of the 5 pooled studies, 4 showed no effect; and 
the composite effect indicated that massage was 
not effective in reducing FM pain in this set of 
studies. All studies scored low- or very low-quality. 
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Author, year Description of 
systematic review 

Description of massage Description of 
pain 

Excerpted findings relevant to massage 

Furlan 2010 
Furlan 2012 

includes a variety of 
interventions, of which 
massage is one 
 
35/356 includes relevant 
to massage 
 
Quality Score: 11 

Style: Myofascial pressure release, 
transverse friction, connective 
tissue, traditional Chinese 
massage, soft tissue, Swedish, 
Thai, bone setting, reflexology, 
accupressure, underwater, 
roptrotherapy, undescribed styles 
Provider: included: licensed or 
experienced massage therapists, 
physical therapists, reflexologists, 
acupressure therapists, folk 
healers, general practitioners, 
manual therapists, bone setter, 
chiropractic students, and not 
provided 
Co-interventions: Provided 
Duration: Provided 
Comparators: Provided 

Acute and chronic 
low back pain, 
neck pain  

Massage was superior to placebo or no treatment 
in reducing pain (grade: moderate) immediately 
post-treatment only in subjects with 
acute/subacute but not in subjects with chronic 
low back pain (grade: low). Massage was 
significantly better than relaxation (clinical 
importance of difference: medium degree) or 
physical therapy (clinical importance of difference: 
large degree) in reducing chronic nonspecific low 
back pain intensity immediately after the treatment 
(grade: low to moderate). Massage was better 
than no treatment in reducing immediate-term 
post-treatment pain intensity in subjects with 
chronic or unknown duration of nonspecific pain 
(grade: low). Massage was better than placebo in 
reducing neck pain intensity immediately after the 
treatment in subjects with acute/subacute or 
unknown duration of nonspecific pain (grade: low). 

Ernst 2009 focused solely on 
massage as the 
intervention 
 
8/14 includes relevant to 
massage 
 
Quality Score: 7 

Style: Style not directly addressed 
aside from: “Classical massage 
was defined as a manual treatment 
using effleurage (long, slow 
strokes), friction (small circular 
strokes), percussion (chopping and 
drumming motions) and petrissage 
(kneading action on muscles).” 
Provider: excluded lay persons 
Co-interventions: Provided 
Duration: Provided 
Comparators: Provided 
 

Cancer palliation Collectively, studies suggest that massage can 
alleviate pain, however the methodological quality 
was poor, preventing definitive conclusions 



Massage for Pain Evidence Map Evidence-based Synthesis Program 

38 

Author, year Description of 
systematic review 

Description of massage Description of 
pain 

Excerpted findings relevant to massage 

Wilkinson 2008 focused solely on 
massage as the 
intervention 
 
4/10 includes relevant to 
massage 
 
Quality Score: 10 

Style: Soft tissue manual 
manipulation, including foot 
massage, Swedish, unspecified, 
aromatherapy/carrier oil massage. 
Provider: A therapist with 
recognized qualification 
Co-interventions: Not provided 
Duration: Provided 
Comparators: Provided 

Cancer symptoms 
including pain 

In the 4 studies using pain as an outcome 
measure, there was a nonstatistically significant 
trend towards improvement. 

Ezzo 2007 focused solely on 
massage as the 
intervention 
 
14/19 includes relevant to 
massage 
 
Quality Score: 8 

Style: Soft tissue manual 
manipulation, including Swedish 
techniques, fascial or connective 
tissue release techniques, cross 
fiber friction, and myofascial trigger 
point techniques. 
Provider: Not provided 
Co-interventions: Provided 
Duration: Provided 
Comparators: Provided 

Acute and chronic 
neck pain 

The contribution of massage to managing cervical 
pain remains unclear. 

Bardia 2006 includes a variety of 
interventions, of which 
massage is one 
 
4/18 includes relevant to 
massage 
 
Quality Score: 11 

Style: Not provided 
Provider: Not provided 
Co-interventions: Unclear 
Duration: Provided 
Comparators: Provided 

Cancer pain Mix of results from methodologically weak studies 

Smith 2006 includes a variety of 
interventions, of which 
massage is one 
 
1/14 includes relevant to 
massage 
 
Quality Score: 9 

Style: Directional firm rhythmic 
massage comprised of effleurage, 
sacral pressure, and shoulder and 
back kneading. 
Provider: Researcher and partner 
Co-interventions: Standard care 
Duration: Provided 
Comparators: Standard care 

Labor pain There was a significant reduction in women’s 
perception of pain for the massage group 
compared to the control group during all 3 phases 
of labour in the one included study. The efficacy of 
massage has not been established. 
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Author, year Description of 
systematic review 

Description of massage Description of 
pain 

Excerpted findings relevant to massage 

Haraldsson 
2006  

focused solely on 
massage as the 
intervention 
 
19/19 includes relevant to 
massage 
 
Quality Score: 11 

Style: Soft tissue manual 
manipulation including Swedish 
techniques, fascial or connective 
tissue release techniques, cross 
fiber friction, and 
myofascial trigger point techniques 
Provider: Provided 
Co-interventions: Provided 
Duration: Provided 
Comparators: Provided 

Chronic neck pain 
 

No recommendations for practice can be made at 
this time because the effectiveness of massage 
for neck pain remains uncertain. 

Huntley 2004 includes a variety of 
interventions, of which 
massage is one 
 
2/12 includes relevant to 
massage 
 
Quality Score: 10 

Style: Provided 
Provider: Not provided 
Co-interventions: Provided 
Duration: Provided 
Comparators: Provided 
 

Labor pain Both of the massage trials showed positive effects 
for the relief of pain during labor. These trials did 
not rate highly on the Jadad scale because and it 
is impossible to make any definitive conclusions 
regarding effectiveness in labor pain control. 

Cherkin 2003 includes a variety of 
interventions, of which 
massage is one 
 
8/17 includes relevant to 
massage 
 
Quality Score: 9 

Style: Included to therapeutic 
massage, comprehensive 
massage, unspecified. 
Provider: Not provided 
Co-interventions: Provided 
Duration: Provided 
Comparators: Provided 
 

Back pain 
 

Two reviews, including 5 studies total, concluded 
that high-quality trials were needed before the 
value of massage for back pain could be 
determined. The 3 RCTs that evaluated massage 
reported that this therapy is effective for subacute 
and chronic back pain. Initial studies suggest that 
massage is effective for persistent back pain. 

Simkin 2002 includes a variety of 
interventions, of which 
massage is one 
 
1/38 includes relevant to 
massage 
 
Quality Score: 9 

Style: Desribed as for back, head, 
hands, feet 
Provider: Partner 
Co-interventions: Lamaze 
Duration: Provided 
Comparators: Usual care 

Labor pain The randomized controlled trial of massage by 
partners in labor found that the massaged women 
had significant emotional and physical relief, as 
reported by the women themselves, and assessed 
by their partners and a blinded observer. The 
intervention of massage has not undergone 
sufficient scientific study to provide clear 
conclusions regarding benefits and risks. 
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Author, year Description of 
systematic review 

Description of massage Description of 
pain 

Excerpted findings relevant to massage 

Pan 2000 includes a variety of 
interventions, of which 
massage is one 
 
3/21 includes relevant to 
massage 
 
Quality Score: 6 

Style: Swedish massage, 
unspecified 
Provider: Not provided 
Co-interventions: Provided 
Duration: Provided 
Comparators: Provided 

Palliative care 
patients’ pain 

Massage with or without aromatherapy, might 
provide short-term relief for patients with 
intractable cancer pain. Evidence level 3.3 
(second lowest rating of 6). 

Richards 2000 focused solely on 
massage as the 
intervention 
 
4/22 includes relevant to 
massage 
 
Quality Score: 5 

Style: Therapeutic massage, 
myofascial trigger point therapy, 
Swedish, unspecified 
Provider: Provided 
Co-interventions: Provided 
Duration: Provided 
Comparators: Provided 

Pain in critical 
care setting 
 
 

In studies in which the effect of massage on 
discomfort was investigated, it was found to be 
effective in reducing pain. 

Ernst 1999 focused solely on 
massage as the 
intervention 
 
4/4 includes relevant to 
massage 
 
Quality Score: 6 

Style: Gentle stroking back 
massage, light effleurage, soft 
tissue lumbosacral massage, 
underwater massage 
Provider: Not provided 
Co-interventions: None 
Duration: Provided 
Comparators: Provided 

Low back pain 
 

It is concluded that too few trials of massage 
therapy exist for a reliable evaluation of its 
efficacy. Massage seems to have some potential 
as a therapy for LBP. 

Kong 2011 focused solely on 
massage as the 
intervention 
 
10/10 includes relevant to 
massage 
 
Quality Score: 3 

Style: Swedish massage, tui na, 
other soft tissue manual 
manipulation 
Provider: Not provided 
Co-interventions: Not provided 
Duration: Provided  
Comparators: Provided 
 

Fibromyalgia 
 

All studies reported an association between the 
therapeutic massage and improved clinical 
symptom of pain. The meta-analysis results 
showed that 4 studies with 3 to 10 weeks of 
therapy had a decrease in pain versus either other 
therapies or no treatment controls. The pooled 
effect size was -0.92 (95% CI, -1.28 to -0.56) 
favoring therapeutic massage. The studies are 
very heterogeneous, and there is insufficient 
evidence for a definitive conclusion. 
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Author, year Description of 
systematic review 

Description of massage Description of 
pain 

Excerpted findings relevant to massage 

Lewis 2006 focused solely on 
massage as the 
intervention 
 
20/20 includes relevant to 
massage 
 
Quality Score: 9 

Style: Therapeutic massage, 
including Swedish 
Provider: Provided 
Co-interventions: None 
Duration: Provided 
Comparators: Provided 

Musculoskeletal 
pain (low back, 
neck, various 
chronic, shoulder, 
diffuse, eccentric 
exercise limb, 
post-running 
soreness) 

Research on the effectiveness of TM to relieve 
pain of musculoskeletal origin is inconclusive. TM 
was superior to no treatment in 5 out of 10 
comparisons, superior to sham laser treatment in 
one out of 2 comparisons, and superior to active 
treatment in 7 out of 22 comparisons. 

 




