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bOdy meChaniCS by joe muscolino

Perhaps we need

to create a new

way of thinking
about and defining
the profession in a
way that is more
functionally relevant
and important to our
needs ... we need

to look critically

at the criteria that
make learning and
knowing a muscle’s
action important.

what muscle actions should
we learn and know?

THE QUESTION

Here is an important question for massage therapy
students and practitioners alike: What muscle actions
should we learn and know? Certainly, learning every
action of every muscle would be wonderful. However,
being this comprehensive isn’t practical for most mas-
sage therapy curricula and newly graduated practicing
therapists. There is a limited amount of time and effort
that can be dedicated to this subject.

So, to be realistic, we need to prioritize and choose.
But how do we prioritize when choosing what muscle
actions to learn? Let’s think about an answer to-
gether.

ONE ANSWER

Following are three important criteria that can be used
in making this decision. All are based on increasing the
massage therapist’s ability to properly assess, treat and
counsel our clients.

The first criterion is deciding whether knowing the
specific action of a muscle helps us locate and palpate
the muscle. The second criterion is whether knowl-
edge of this action helps us to better figure out how to
stretch the muscle. And the third criterion is whether
this knowledge helps us counsel our clients about how
to change their postures and habits so they do not con-
tinue to overuse and misuse the muscle.



eriterion one: palpation
Muscle palpation is likely the most important assess-
ment tool available to massage therapists. But if we
cannot locate and identify the muscle, how can we ac-
curately assess and determine if it is tight and therefore
needs to be worked? For this reason, the first goal of
palpation assessment is locating the muscle. If learning
a certain muscle action assists us in doing this, then
this action is important to know. An example is down-
ward rotation of the scapula at the scapulocostal joint
by the pectoralis minor, an action that is usually not
taught.

Downward rotation best isolates a contraction of the
pectoralis minor, allowing the adjacent musculature
to remain relaxed. With the client seated and his hand
resting in the small of his back, ask the client to move
his hand posteriorly (Figure 1). This causes extension
of the arm at the glenohumeral joint, which requires
downward rotation of the scapula. When the pectoralis
minor contracts to create this scapular downward rota-
tion, it can be easily palpated and discerned through
the overlying pectoralis major.

criterion two: stretching
Stretching is an extremely valuable treatment tool. Fig-
uring out how to stretch a muscle is fairly simple and
straightforward: make the muscle longer by doing the
opposite of the actions of the muscle that were learned.
Medial rotation of the thigh by the piriformis is a good
example.

An excellent stretch for the piriformis is performed
by flexing and laterally rotating the client’s thigh at the
hip joint (Figure 2). Asking the client to laterally rotate

the thigh stretches medial rotators. Yet how often are
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Figure 1 Asking the client to extend the arm at the glenohumer-
al joint causes the pectoralis minor to contract to downwardly
rotate the scapula. Knowing that the pectoralis minor is a

downward rotator of the scapula is an important action to know.

The most commonly taught action of this muscle is
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