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When treating clients presenting 

with a specific musculoskeletal 

condition, massage should never 

be done unless an accurate assessment has 

first been made. An assessment informs the 

practitioner about the physical integrity of 

the tissues of the client’s body that are to be 

treated and points the practitioner toward 

the appropriate treatment tools to facilitate 

the healing of the condition.

Of all assessment tools available to the 

massage practitioner, palpation, especially 

palpation of the musculature, is the most 

important. Indeed, muscle palpation is so 

integral to the field of massage therapy that 

I believe it’s likely that the massage therapy 

profession leads all other health fields in 

muscle palpation skills. 

The term palpation derives from the 

Latin word ‘palpare’ - to touch.

 However, in the context of muscular 

assessment, palpation involves much more 

than simply touching the muscle. Muscular 

palpation has two major objectives.

The first is to locate the target muscle 

that is being palpated and, once it has been 

located, the second is to assess its health by 

feeling for its tone and texture.

•	Is it tight or loose? 

•	Are there trigger points located within 

it? 

•	Is it inflamed or tender to touch? 

•	Are fascial adhesions present?

Assessing the health of the muscle is 

the most important aspect of palpation 

because the integrity of the tissues is 
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 The Science and Art of
Muscle Palpation

The importance of palpation and what it means 

to us as medical practitioners cannot be overly 

stressed. This article discusses four guidelines that 

primarily address the science of muscle palpation and 

demonstrates how mastery of this skill can be used to 

determine and evaluate the best course of action by 

the practitioner. 
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what determines our decisions regarding 

treatment. However, if we do not first locate 

and discern the muscles of the region, we 

will not even know what musculature we 

are assessing. Further, effective massage 

therapy often involves working the 

entirety of the muscle, from attachment to 

attachment. This can only be done if we 

know the exact borders of the muscle.

Palpation protocols 
For these reasons, accurate location of 

target musculature is supremely important 

and is the basis for clinical remedial/

orthopaedic massage. Each target muscle 

has a palpation protocol that can be carried 

out to identify and locate it. At times there 

may be a number of possible protocols that 

work equally well for a muscle. 

Unfortunately, because of the manner 

in which it’s presented in textbooks and the 

classroom, muscle palpation is often not 

well learned by students and practitioners 

alike. 

Muscle palpation is often presented 

as protocols to be memorised with little 

understanding of why each step is done. 

As with most things that are memorised 

they are often forgotten or, in time, become 

fuzzy leaving us with weak palpation skills. 

Further, the protocols are often passed 

along without being critically examined thus 

setting the stage for massage practitioners 

to learn less than ideal technique.

Instead of memorising a protocol for 

each and every muscle, it’s better to learn 
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