
 

Is foam rolling effective for muscle pain and
flexibility? The science isn't so sure
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Many physically active people get muscle pain after exercise, known as
"delayed onset muscle soreness" or DOMS.
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Foam rolling has emerged as a popular means of alleviating delayed
onset muscle soreness and stiff muscles.

You're likely to find foam rollers in any gym, or you may have one
yourself, and many people swear by using them before and after
exercise.

But what does the science say? Is foam rolling actually effective in
reducing delayed onset muscle soreness, and in increasing flexibility?

Unfortunately, it's often the case that scientific studies don't necessarily
support anecdotal evidence.

This seems to be the case with foam rolling. The evidence doesn't
strongly support the use of foam rollers—though some studies do show a
small benefit.

What is foam rolling?

Foam rolling is a type of self-massage, usually using a cylindrical foam
roller.

They were first used in the 1980s, and are now usually used in warm-up
and/or cool-down exercises.

Proponents say foam rolling can reduce muscle pain, and increase
flexibility (also known as range of motion).

But the mechanisms underlying these claims are not well known.

How does foam rolling work?
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Foam rollers and other similar devices are claimed to release the
tightness of "myofascia."

Myofascia is a thin connective tissue that surrounds our muscles. It
prevents friction between tissues, and transfers force generated by
muscle fibers to the bone.

Myofascia can become sticky and tight because of a sedentary lifestyle,
repetitive movements that overworks one part of the body, injury, or
surgery. Tight myofascia can reduce flexibility.

My research team and I at Edith Cowan University investigated the role
of myofascia in delayed onset muscle soreness.

Participants in our study did ten sets of six bicep curls, and developed
very sore arms in the following days.

We assessed their muscle soreness one, two and four days after the
exercise.
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We also assessed their pain using an "electrical stimulator" to quantify
the sensitivity of the bicep fascia and muscle to electric current.

We found the fascia surrounding the muscle became more sensitive to
electrical stimulation than the muscle itself.

Scientists think tiny tears in muscle fibers are responsible for delayed
onset muscle soreness. But our research suggests damage to, or
inflammation of, myofascia is more associated with delayed onset
muscle soreness than damage to muscle fibers.

Foam rolling claims to stretch the myofascia and thereby could reduce
such soreness and inflammation.
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But the evidence for foam rolling is mixed

The evidence is still emerging, but there have been some studies into
foam rolling.

A systematic review article of foam rolling based on 49 studies
concluded foam rolling reduced muscle stiffness and pain, and increased
range of motion. But the authors stated it should be used in combination
with dynamic stretching and an active warm-up before exercise.

Another study examined whether foam rolling was effective in reducing
delayed onset muscle soreness and enhancing muscle recovery. The
participants performed two workouts four weeks apart, each involving
ten sets of ten back squats.

One group then foam rolled for 20 minutes immediately, 24 and 48
hours after exercise, while another group did no foam rolling at all.
Foam rolling had a moderate effect on reducing delayed onset muscle
soreness.

But another recent review article with meta-analysis (which combines
the results of multiple scientific studies) of 21 studies on foam rolling
concluded the effects of foam rolling on performance and recovery were
very minor, and foam rolling should be used as a warm-up activity rather
than a recovery tool.

The article also found foam rolling before exercise resulted in a small
improvement in flexibility by 4%. And rolling after exercise reduced
muscle pain perception by 6%.

But statistical significance doesn't necessarily reflect practical
significance. A 4% increase in flexibility and 6% reduction in pain may
not be noticed very much by most people.
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Also, multiple studies found foam rolling increased range of motion, but
only for roughly 20 minutes.

So the effects of foam rolling on flexibility do not appear to be large and
the long-term effects are inconclusive.

I'm not against athletes doing things like foam rolling and having
ice baths, if it makes them feel good.

But, these things are just icing on the cake, when it comes to
recovery. The things that really matter:
• Sleep, &
• Nutrition.

Icing isn't much good, without a cake.

— Ben Griffin (@Coachgriffin88) November 22, 2021

One problem with this area of research is the rolling protocols used in
the studies were diverse with no definitive agreement regarding the ideal
number of sets, duration, rolling frequency, or intensity.

Interestingly, the magnitude of the effect on range of motion following
foam rolling is similar to that of stretching.

So if your goal is to increase range of motion, both stretching and foam
rolling can be considered as adequate warm-up routines. No previous
studies have clearly showed foam rolling was more effective than other
interventions to improve flexibility before exercise.

But remember: though foam rolling is generally considered safe, it's
better to avoid it if you have a serious injury such as a muscle tear,
unless your doctor or a physical therapist has cleared you first.
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This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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