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Proposed Discussion Topic:  

How would having unified definitions on modalities such as Swedish massage, deep tissue massage, sports 
massage, and clinical massage shape the massage therapy profession? 

 

Summary Rationale  

Why should the AOD assign meeting agenda time to discuss this topic?  

 
Massage therapy is an art that has long been hard to define. We use not only our knowledge to guide our 
sessions but also our intuition. No two massages are the same yet we use the same techniques in every 
massage. That is a paradox which has led basic definitions of modalities up to individual therapists. By creating  
unified definitions of modalities we would be able to educate policy makers, consumers, as well as future 
generations of massage therapists. This will also enhance further research by having terminology to use as a 
standard.  
 
Defining a modality would not diminish the art of Massage Therapy. When you clearly define something it 
gives it shape to flourish in its own right. With the progression of massage therapy it is essential that we know 
what we are talking about in regards to what each modality is used for specifically.   
 
Swedish Massage 
Soft tissue manipulation that uses effleurage, petrissage, friction, tapotement, and vibration. The intention is 
relaxation and stress reduction. This is the foundation from which all other modalities come forth.  
 



Deep Tissue Massage 
Soft tissue manipulation that uses the same techniques as a Swedish but the intention is to work out clients 
pain/discomfort/tightness by isolating specific muscles and working on trigger points/adhesions.  
Sports massage - Soft tissue manipulation for athletes or active individuals. Can include pre-event/post-event 
work while competing and Swedish massage, deep tissue massage, and clinical massage while in the off-
season. 
 
Clinical Massage 
Soft tissue manipulation that builds upon the same techniques of a Swedish massage and the intention of 
deep tissue massage. The focus is often outcome based with assessments, treatment planning, and charting. It 
requires an in-depth knowledge of anatomy, kinesiology, and pathology. 
 
It should be noted that all forms of massage therapy are therapeutic and should be conducted in the pressure 
tolerance of the client. Pressure is subjective not only to the client receiving work but also to each individual 
therapist.  
 
List up to two questions you’d like to pose for discussion by the AOD.  
 

1. What would you change about the definitions presented and why? 
 
 

2. What are your hesitations in placing modalities into clear definitions? 
 
 

What do you want to accomplish with this discussion? 
The goal of this discussion topic is to get the conversation started around the terminology we 
are all using and how we can better define what we do in order to move forward as a profession 
on a national level. I hope to gather information at the AOD as research in submitting this same 
topic as a proposed position statement next year. 


