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Wilke J, Schleip R, Yucesoy CA, Banzer W. Not merely a protective packing
organ? A review of fascia and its force transmission capacity. J Appl Physiol 124:
234–244, 2018. First published November 9, 2017; doi:10.1152/japplphysiol.
00565.2017.—Recent research indicates that fascia is capable of changing its
biomechanical properties. Moreover, as it links the skeletal muscles, forming a
body-wide network of multidirectional myofascial continuity, the classical concep-
tion of muscles as independent actuators has been challenged. Hence, the present
synthesis review aims to characterize the mechanical relevance of the connective
tissue for the locomotor system. Results of cadaveric and animal studies suggest a
clinically relevant myofascial force transmission to neighboring structures within
one limb (e.g., between synergists) and in the course of muscle-fascia chains (e.g.,
between leg and trunk). Initial in vivo trials appear to underpin these findings,
demonstrating the existence of nonlocal exercise effects. However, the factors
influencing the amount of transmitted force (e.g., age and physical activity) remain
controversial, as well as the role of the central nervous system within the context
of the observed remote exercise effects.
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INTRODUCTION

Fascia, the fibrous connective tissue surrounding the skeletal
muscles, has traditionally been characterized as a passive-
enveloping sheath with limited significance for the movement
system (86). Tittel’s (83) atlas on functional and descriptive
anatomy dedicated only seven lines to the characterization of
fascia, and Wirhed (94) mentioned the terms fascia or myo-
fascia in his entire textbook on sports anatomy as few as three
times. However, during the last decades, the muscular connec-
tive tissue has aroused increasing interest from researchers and
practitioners (Fig. 1). Besides possessing a potential role in
proprioception and pain perception (91), fascia has been dem-
onstrated to connect mechanically the muscles of the human
body (31, 89, 98), which challenges the classical concept of
muscles as being morphologically independent actuators.

Myofascial continuity may have significant implications for
health, disease, and injury. For example, as claimed by some
therapists, a mechanical force transmission across the muscle-
fascia connections could explain the development of musculo-
skeletal pain conditions on the one hand or increased perfor-
mance during multijoint movements on the other hand (54).
The present synthesis paper reviews recent histological and

experimental findings aiming to delineate the functional rele-
vance of the fascial system in exercise and locomotion, with a
special emphasis on myofascial force transmission.

CHANGES OF TISSUE STIFFNESS

Fascia alters its stiffness (the resistance to external defor-
mation) via two mechanisms: cellular contraction and the
modification of the fluid characteristics.

Cellular contraction. In vitro experiments have revealed a
characteristic strain-hardening effect of fascia upon stretching.
Whereas initially decreasing in response to this mechanical
stimulus, tissue stiffness recovers during subsequent rest and
may even rise above its original level (65, 96) (Fig. 2). It has
been speculated that cellular contraction represents the mod-
erating mechanism of the stiffness increase (96). Indeed, the
presence of contractile cells has been confirmed for the plantar,
lumbar, and crural fasciae and fascia lata and the fascia of the
gastrocnemius muscle (9, 67, 70). In most cases, the detected
contractile cells were myofibroblasts. They represent an inter-
mediate type between fibroblasts and smooth muscle cells
whose activity and differentiation are regulated by the mechan-
ical loading of the tissue (29). The contractile force of myofi-
broblasts is two times higher than that of fibroblasts, which is
due to the expression of alpha-smooth muscle actin in stress
fibers (Fig. 3) (29, 95): whereas a single fibroblast contracts the
extracellular matrix with 2 �N, myofibroblasts reach a con-
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tractile force of 4.1 �N per cell (95). As myofibroblasts are
interconnected via gap and adherence junctions (24, 84), they
are capable of synchronizing their contraction, further increas-
ing total mechanical impact.

The relevance of cellular contraction for the movement
system is a matter of debate. Some authors assume that con-
tractile cell activity creates a fascial tone (66, 70). According to
calculations, the superficial lamina of the lumbar fascia at the
level of L3 can contract with a force of up to 38 N (66). Such
force production might be sufficient to influence musculoskel-
etal dynamics. Rat experiments suggest that the maximal
contractile force of myofibroblasts in the lumbar fascia is
reached 1 h after stimulation with mepyramine, a first-gener-
ation antihistamine (30). Cellular activity might hence be
responsible for long-term rather than acute changes in connec-
tive tissue stiffness. This hypothesis is supported by data
indicating that chronic excessive myofibroblast activity causes
tissue fibrosis, which occurs in associated diseases, e.g., Du-
puytren’s contracture or frozen shoulder (29).

In addition to exogenous pharmacological agents, such as
mepyramine, cellular contraction in fascia is mediated by
endogenous cytokines. Stimulation of the sympathetic nervous
system has been demonstrated to influence the expression of
the transforming growth factor �1, a polypeptide promoting
collagen synthesis (10). Transforming growth factor �1 secre-

tion, in turn, upregulates both myofibroblast differentiation and
contractile activity (29, 84). Thus chronic shifts in the auto-
nomic nervous system may affect fascial stiffness, thereby,
inter alia, contributing to the development, prevention, and
treatment of musculoskeletal pain conditions. Finally, another
pathway influencing myofibroblast differentiation involves
mechanical tissue loading, e.g., passive lengthening (37, 69,
84). However, it is unclear how these processes, mostly ob-
served in the dermal tissues of animals, translate into humans.

Changes in the fluid characteristics. In contrast to chronic
alterations, short-term fascial stiffness changes are unlikely to
be driven predominantly by cell contraction. In their experi-
ments, Schleip et al. (65) stretched porcine thoracolumbar
fasciae after rendering the myofibroblasts unviable. Still, the
tissue provided a strain-hardening response, which apparently,
was not caused by the cells. In the absence of myofibroblast
activity, the water content initially decreased and subsequently
increased above its initial level, thereby resembling the strain-
hardening curve. It can thus be inferred that the amount of
water bound in the tissue substantially manipulates mechanical
stiffness. This hypothesis is corroborated by other studies,
demonstrating the influence of changes in water content on the
viscoelastic behavior of the connective tissue (16, 27, 80). Its
impressive dynamic adaptability is most obvious in the case of
trauma: after only a few minutes, local fluid flow can increase
by several hundred times (63). Whereas the relative contribu-
tions of cell contraction and changes in fluid content to the state
of tissue stiffness cannot be quantified exactly, it is most
plausible that both mechanisms act in concert. An increased
interstitial fluid flow (e.g., following manual treatments) trig-
gers both myofibroblast differentiation and the realignment of
collagenous fibers (55). Hence, acute stiffness changes, in-
duced by alterations in the water content, might favor the
occurrence of long-term contractile activity increases.

Histochemical experiments have revealed the presence of
hyaluronic acid (HA) between the fibrous layers of the myo-
fascia. It provides a smooth, gliding lubricant and allows for
high adaptability to motion of the underlying muscle (78).
Similarly to other fluids, HA is sensitive to mechanical loading,
and its concentration increases postexercise (61). Although
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Fig. 1. Papers published on the topics of fascia and muscle since 1990.
Depicted are total counts (PubMed search with terms “fascia” and “muscle”).

Fig. 3. Histological section of the posterior layer of the human thoracolumbar
fascia, taken at the height of L4. alpha-Smooth muscle actin stress fiber
bundles (arrow)—a marker for myofibroblasts—are shown as darker.
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Fig. 2. Strain hardening of fascia: isometric lengthening of the tissue leads to
a force decrease, indicating lower stiffness, which during subsequent rest, is
followed by a supercompensation-like increase of fascial stiffness. Data from
Schleip et al. (65) and Yahia et al. (96). Note that the strain-hardening effect
was observed at higher (5 and 6%) but rarely at lower strain rates.
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physiological amounts of the substance can be expected to
facilitate movement, the thixotropic behavior of HA at higher
concentrations may also cause restrictions (60). In the absence
of mechanical loading, e.g., during physical inactivity and
immobilization, HA becomes more viscous, and the mechani-
cal result of this process might be a higher stiffness in the
fascia.

MYOFASCIAL CONTINUITY

The connective tissue and the underlying muscle can influ-
ence each other via the mutual mechanical interaction between
the contractile elements and the muscle-related fascial struc-
tures. Varela and Frenk (87) and Findley et al. (23) proposed a
radial transmission of muscle force onto the enveloping fascia.
During contraction, the shortened muscle increases its diame-
ter, which in turn, stretches the epimysium. However, several
anatomic details suggest that the mechanical interactions be-
tween muscular and connective tissue are well beyond that.
Within the muscle belly, the contractile apparatus and the
fascia, comprising the extracellular matrix, are interconnected.
Muscle fibers and the endomysium not only fuse at the ends but
also along the full peripheral length of the muscle fiber (8).
Furthermore, intramuscular fasciae, including endomysium,
perimysium, and epimysium, are continuous with collagen-
reinforced structures, such as neurovascular tracts, intermus-
cular septa, compartmental fasciae, and interosseous mem-
branes (31, 99). Finally, in some cases, direct insertions of
skeletal muscles into the myofascia have been observed. For
instance, the Musculus deltoideus, M. latissimus dorsi, and M.
pectoralis display fibrous expansions connecting to the bra-
chial fascia (72, 74, 77). It is assumable that the insertions
allow for selective tensioning of the fascia, which in turn,
supports and facilitates muscle activity via muscle and fascia
mechanical interactions. A similar construction exists in the
lower limb: the extensor hallucis longus muscle in the anterior
crural compartment and the muscles of the peroneal compart-
ment originate from the anterior intermuscular septum (100).
This structure is continuous with the lateral collateral ligament,
suggesting that muscle forces acting directly on the fascial
system via muscle-fiber attachments or indirectly via the con-
tinuity described above can manipulate not only muscle func-
tion but also proprioception.

Structural continuity is not limited to the linkages between
the fascia and the muscle. The connective tissue enveloping the
adjacent compartmental muscles of the lower limb has been
demonstrated to be tightly fused (33, 48). Likewise, there is
also evidence for myofascial continuity in an in-series arrange-

ment: a fascial band connects the proximal end of the M.
gastrocnemius to the distal M. semitendinosus (85). In view of
the intimate morphological relationship between muscles and
associated connective tissues, the effects of local stiffness
changes and altered local muscular forces might affect both the
tissue of origin and the surrounding areas. Two topics have
therefore been the subject of recent research: myofascial force
transmission 1) within limbs (e.g., between the adjacent mus-
cles of the lower leg) and 2) in a series across myofascial
chains (e.g., between the muscles of the leg and the trunk).

INTRALIMB MYOFASCIAL FORCE TRANSMISSION

The sarcomere is the basic functional unit of the skeletal
muscle, and its length represents the key determinant of mus-
cular force production and excursion (35). Taking this into
account, mechanical interactions between the contractile ele-
ments and the muscle-related fascial structures, i.e., myofascial
force transmission, have major functional significance, as they
affect the force balance determining the length of a sarcomere.
The muscle fiber’s mechanical connections to the epimysium,
along its full peripheral length, indicate that it cannot be
considered as a mechanical element, which is connected to the
extracellular matrix exclusively at the ends. That would mean
that the force along the entire muscle-fiber length is identical,
causing the sarcomeres arranged in a series within the muscle
fiber to attain the same length. In contrast, as the muscle fiber
has other connections to the extracellular matrix along its
periphery, there must be myofascial loads acting on it. These
loads include forces exerted by the endomysium, as well as
forces produced in the neighboring muscle fibers. As a conse-
quence, due to mechanical force transmission, force variations
in both structures will mechanically influence their surround-
ings. This can even involve adjacent muscles: through the
connective tissue linkages between them, strain applied to one
muscle might be suspected to affect its neighboring synergists
or antagonists directly (Fig. 4).

Evidence from cadaveric and animal studies. Upon passive
proximal lengthening of the rat extensor digitorum longus
muscle, Huijing and Baan (32) observed a force difference of
up to 25% to occur between the proximal and distal tendon.
The removal of the muscle’s fascial linkages to the other
muscles of the compartment almost eliminated the force dif-
ference, which indicates a mechanical force transmission
through compartmental connective tissues. Several other stud-
ies have corroborated the occurrence of proximo-distal muscle
force differences as the characteristic effect of intralimb myo-
fascial force transmission [e.g., Maas et al. (46) and Yucesoy
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Fig. 4. Schematic illustration of the possible
mechanical interaction between 2 adjacent skel-
etal muscles during rest (A) and isolated length-
ening of 1 muscle (B). Based on Maas et al.
(46a).
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et al. (103)] (Fig. 5). Notably, these differences reflect the net
amount and direction of epimuscular myofascial loads acting
on the muscle, which conceivably create loads in various
magnitudes and directions at different parts of the muscle (98).
According to finite element modeling, such loads cause
changes in sarcomere length and stress distributions along the
fascicles (a measure of a muscle’s force production), corre-
sponding to the proximo-distal force differences (47). Another
remarkable discovery is that intralimb myofascial force trans-
mission can yield changes to the shape of the muscle’s length-
force characteristics (100), including a shift in the muscle’s
length range of force exertion, i.e., its excursion (103). Other
calculations (93) confirm that the heterogeneity of the sarco-
mere lengths along and across muscle fascicles, as the mech-
anism of such change, is caused by myofascial loads and
indicate that this can occur in vivo.

In experiments involving multiple compartments, Huijing et
al. (33) studied the interaction between the various lower-leg
muscles of the rat. Distal lengthening of the peronei muscles
caused the active force of the M. tibialis anterior to decrease by
25%. Expanding on this finding, Yucesoy et al. (99) demon-
strated epimuscular myofascial force transmission to affect the
entire lower leg of the rat. Animal experiments and modeling
show major effects of epimuscular myofascial force transmis-
sion on muscular mechanics with major functional implications
and implications for in vivo muscle function (31, 98, 101, 102).

Evidence from in vivo studies. In addition to the large body
of evidence derived from cadaveric/animal studies, which
supports the relevance of intralimb myofascial force transmis-
sion, there are solid data describing its role in humans and
under in vivo conditions. Bojsen-Møeller et al. (13) showed
that the electrical percutaneous stimulation of the M. gastroc-
nemius induces a simultaneous displacement of the M. soleus
and concluded on a possible force transmission between those
muscles. Their observation was confirmed by the experiments
of Huijing et al. (34), who used MRI to study the muscle strains
of the lower limb during passively imposed knee motion.
Considerable strains (on average, 9%, with local strains several
times greater) were encountered in the M. soleus. As it does not
cross the knee, and the ankle position was fixed, this finding is
indicative of a myofascial force transmission from the gastroc-
nemius, which did undergo length changes. In a similar exper-
iment (97), such mechanical interaction was found for other
deep flexors in the lower limb and even antagonistic muscles,
such as the peronei. Finally, Pamuk et al. (57) and Karakuzu et
al. (39) demonstrated that knee extension imposed major strain
heterogeneity along medial gastrocnemius fascicles, which

confirmed previous anticipations based on modeling (Fig. 6)
(102).

Practical implications. In cerebral palsy (CP), limited joint
mobility is often associated with higher forces of spastic
muscles; higher force production, in particular, joint positions
(typically flexed); and a narrow joint range of force production.
Hence, the length–force curve of the muscle is shifted: its
optimal force is encountered at shorter muscle lengths, and the
muscle is incapable of producing active force at longer muscle
lengths. Such altered characteristics of spastic muscle are
typically explained by a physical shortening of the muscle, e.g.,
due to contractures. They cause a decreased number of serially
arranged sarcomeres within the muscle fibers so that the peak
force is attained earlier, and the myofilament overlap becomes
exceeded upon stretching (51). In contrast, there are studies
demonstrating no such adaptation (49). Recent intraoperative
tests showed that spastic gracilis (3), semitendinosus (3), and
semimembranosus (unpublished data) muscles do not neces-
sarily have a profound force production in flexed knee posi-
tions and a narrow joint range of force exertion if they are
stimulated alone. Moreover, the muscles were shown to pro-
duce a very large portion (above 80%) of their peak forces in
a fully extended knee position. This indicates that the knee
flexors of CP patients may not be exposed to a major physical
adaptation in at least some cases. It also demonstrates that in
the passive state of lower-leg muscles, the mechanical interac-
tions between those muscles and the tested spastic muscle were
not capable of substantially affecting its mechanics. However,
in a different study, the simultaneous coactivation of a knee
extensor did considerably affect the forces of the spastic
gracilis muscle (4). For most of the tested participants, the
muscle’s higher force production (including the peak force)
was encountered in flexed knee positions. Epimuscular myo-
fascial force transmission should therefore be considered as a
determinant of the pathological knee-joint condition in CP, and
tissue adaptations might occur in the fascial structures rather
than in the muscle contractile apparatus. This has considerable
implications for surgical treatments (101) and spasticity man-
agement of CP patients using botulinum toxin [e.g., Ateş and
Yucesoy (5)]. The latter was shown to compromise epimuscu-
lar myofascial force transmission among rat muscles exposed
to it (104). If a similar process occurs in CP patients, then
existing treatment approaches should be rethought.

Besides CP, intralimb myofascial force transmission may
play a crucial role in sports performance, as it is capable of
changing the muscular force production and excursion, both of
which affect joint moments and range of motion (ROM). In
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Fig. 5. Typical experimental setup assessing epi-
muscular myofascial force transmission in animals
[based on the work of, e.g., Huijing and Baan (32)]:
the extensor digitorum longus (EDL) proximal and
distal tendons, as well as the combined distal ten-
dons of the tibialis anterior (TA) and extensor
hallucis longus (EHL), are connected to force trans-
ducers (FT). All muscles of the compartment are
maximally excited at the same time. Imposed
length changes of the EDL cause proximo-distal
EDL force differences and changes to TA � EHL
forces (despite their fixed length) as characteristic
effects of epimuscular myofascial force transmis-
sion.
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healthy individuals and athletes, an understanding of intermus-
cular mechanical interactions can help to optimize and restore
performance. Adaptations in the fascial structures (both intra-
and intermuscularly) potentially cause the same muscles to
function differently. For instance, due to myofascial force
transmission through the connective tissue linkages, the patho-
logically increased stiffness (stemming from training overload,
disease, or injury) of a muscle can restrict the extensibility of
synergists and antagonists.

Under physiological conditions, intralimb myofascial force
transmission seems to be of relevance during eccentric con-
tractions and stretching interventions. Eccentric contrac-
tions—a hallmark of athletic movement—impose high me-
chanical stresses on the affected muscle. Possibly, myofascial
force transmission to neighboring muscles represents a mech-
anism protecting the target muscle against overload. Stretch-
ing, so far, has been used primarily to alter the neurophysio-
logical and biomechanical function of the lengthened muscle.
However, due to the morphological connections, it might as
well affect synergists and antagonists, thereby modifying
sports performance.

In sum, future research is needed to address the hypothe-
sized relevance of intralimb myofascial force transmission for
musculoskeletal disorders and sports performance. Besides
movement-based interventions, it might be interesting to elu-
cidate the effects of soft-tissue treatments on the degree of
mechanical interaction. Self-myofascial release using a foam
roller and manual therapy could be capable of manipulating
force transmission and thus facilitate or limit movement and
power output. Early evidence suggests that small forces might
be sufficient to induce mechanical interactions between com-
partmental muscles. In a recent experiment, the use of Kinesio
Taping caused strain distributions within the targeted and
nontargeted adjacent muscles of the human lower leg, which is
indicative of in vivo myofascial force transmission (57).

Limitations and perspectives. Some authors have questioned
the relevance of intralimb myofascial force transmission for

physiologically representative or in vivo conditions [e.g., Her-
bert et al. (28)]. Maas and Sandercock (48) examined the
influence of M. gastrocnemius and M. plantaris length changes
on the soleus ankle moment in the cat. Despite strong structural
continuity between the muscles, no substantial mechanical
interaction was shown. In a similar experiment, only small
amounts of myofascial force transmission were found between
the lateral gastrocnemius/soleus and the medial gastrocnemius
(64). Likewise, a study with living rats showed that different
knee angles, between 60 and 90°, have no influence on soleus
ankle moment (82). Although they cannot be directly extrap-
olated to humans, those findings suggest that intralimb myo-
fascial force transmission may have limited effects on muscle
force under physiological conditions. This hypothesis is, how-
ever, contrasted by data from Bernabei et al. (7), who found a
substantial mechanical interaction between the rat soleus and
the lateral gastrocnemius and plantaris complex.

Tian et al. (81) studied intersynergistic force transmission
between the gastrocnemius and the soleus in humans in vivo.
Knee flexion, at a constant ankle position, did induce myofas-
cial force-transmission effects, indicated by soleus length
changes. However, this effect was partly ascribed to the short-
ening of the common Achilles tendon. Hence, it is of particular
interest to delineate more precisely the relative contribution of
myotendinous mechanical interactions among muscles that
share a common tendon.

In conclusion, limited data suggest that intralimb myofascial
force transmission is paramount in pathological conditions
(e.g., spastic paresis) but has a smaller yet potentially relevant
role under physiological conditions if muscle forces are con-
sidered. However, recent data provide evidence that myofascial
force transmission manipulates local muscle tissue lengths (34,
57, 58, 97). This means that even for joint positions at which
muscle force is not directly affected, there may be effects on
mechanoreceptors, sensory organs, and sarcomeres. Therefore,
potential effects of myofascial force transmission on, e.g., pain,
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joint position sense, proprioception, and joint ROM are highly
plausible.

MYOFASCIAL FORCE TRANSMISSION ACROSS
MYOFASCIAL CHAINS

Concepts of myofascial chains suggest that mechanical force
can be transferred, not only within one limb between synergists
or antagonists but also between muscles arranged in series.
One of the most popular approaches encompasses a system of
12 muscle-fascial lines connecting the muscles of the human
body (54) (Fig. 7). Although myofascial continuity is not
limited to the components incorporated in these chains, evi-
dence from cadaveric studies has verified their existence in, at
least, several aspects (89) (Table 1). It has been argued that a
potential mechanical force transmission between components
of myofascial chains mainly occurs in the longitudinal (e.g.,
proximo-distal) direction. Histological studies solidify this the-

ory. The arrangement of the collagenous fibers within the
connective tissue is dependent on load application; as tendons
and ligaments are primarily designed to transfer and counteract
lengthening forces, the collagenous fibers are mostly aligned to
the morphology of the structures (56). The collagen of the
myofasciae displays a lattice-like arrangement: the fibers dis-
play a crossing angle of ~80°, which corresponds to the
muscular lines of action (6, 21). Although the bidirectional
arrangement of the collagen allows lengthening in the longi-
tudinal and transversal plane, the maximal loading capacity in
the longitudinal direction is almost five times higher for the
crural fascia (21, 75) and three times higher for the fasciae of
the abdominal wall (42). Surprisingly, despite its bidirectional
arrangement, the fascia lata of the thigh exhibits similar ma-
terial properties as the unidirectional patellar tendon (14).

Evidence from cadaveric studies. A few studies have exam-
ined a potential force transmission between the components of
myofascial chains in human cadavers (Table 1). Although the
experimental methods vary considerably, a systematic review
concluded that force applied to a local structure can substan-
tially affect neighboring connective tissues and muscles (43).
Among the studied muscle-fascia lines, moderate evidence was
found for a mechanical force transmission across all transitions
of the posterior myofascial chain, consisting of the plantar
aponeurosis, gastrocnemius muscle/fascia, hamstring muscles/
fasciae, sacrotuberous ligament, and lumbar fascia/erector spi-
nae muscle. Partial evidence is available for two diagonal lines
on the dorsal (M. latissimus dorsi, lumbar fascia, contralateral
M. gluteus maximus, M. vastus lateralis) and ventral (M.
pectoralis major, M. rectus abdominis, contralateral M. adduc-
tor longus) side of the body. Whereas the findings from
cadaveric studies appear to provide a proof of principle regard-
ing myofascial force transmission, two issues remain a matter
of debate. As the degree of myofascial continuity (related to
the proportion of connecting fibers) is likely to be paramount
for the magnitude of transmitted force, the role of physical
activity and aging should be investigated with reference to
myofascial strain transfer. Cadaveric research is mostly carried
out using specimens of older age, which might represent a
selection bias.

Evidence from in vivo studies. Data gathered in cadaveric
research do not necessarily imply functional relevance for the
locomotor system. In contrast, in vivo studies conducted in
clinical settings provide valuable hints regarding the relative
contribution of myofascial force transmission to the proper
functioning of the movement system. In almost identical ex-
periments, increasing hip flexion has been demonstrated to
reduce ankle ROM (2, 52). This finding might be indicative of
a mechanical force transmission across the posterior myofas-
cial chain, which is further substantiated by data from Cruz-
Montecinos et al. (20). In a sitting position and with the knees
extended, their participants performed an anterior tilt of the
pelvis. Simultaneous ultrasound tracking of the M. gastrocne-
mius deep fascia revealed its cranial displacement in the cranial
direction. In a follow-up experiment, similar observations were
recorded during cervical flexion (19).

Some recent trials aimed to examine the relevance of me-
chanical force transmission on adjacent body structures using
classical treatments in applied practice. Based on the idea of
nonlocal exercise effects mediated by myofascial chains, iso-
metric stretching of the calf and hamstring muscles was dem-

Fig. 7. Example of a myofascial chain: it consists of the plantar aponeurosis,
Achilles tendon, gastrocnemius muscle, hamstring muscles, sacrotuberous
ligament, and the lumbar fascia/erector spinae muscle. Note the longitudinal
in-series arrangement of the components, suggesting direct continuity between
head and toes [with permission of Myers 2009 (53a)].
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onstrated to increase cervical spine flexibility (90, 92). Grieve
et al. (26) examined potential nonlocal exercise effects follow-
ing a tool-assisted self-massage of the foot and observed an
increased sit-and-reach distance (a measure of hamstring ex-
tensibility) following treatment. Their findings were replicated
in a larger trial with 169 participants (38).

Practical implications. Within physiological conditions, in-
terventions based on myofascial chains might help to maximize
effectiveness. Although this has not been studied, it is possible
that combined local (e.g., cervical spine) and nonlocal (e.g.,
dorsal lower limb) stretching is more effective than local
exercise alone. In musculoskeletal disorders, remote treatments
may be reasonable if a local application is contraindicated.
Patients afflicted with neck pain often display a restricted
cervical ROM. As manual therapeutic manipulations involve
the risk of serious adverse events (11), interventions at distant
localizations represent a viable alternative. Furthermore, the
role of myofascial force transmission across myofascial chains
might be of relevance in chronic pain conditions that result
from cumulative tissue overloading. It can be hypothesized that
local pathological alterations of mechanical tissue properties
are projected to neighboring and remote regions, causing
nonlocal symptoms. Such remote manifestations have been
described for several health problems.

Chronic low back-pain patients tend to exhibit increased
stiffness and reduced flexibility in the hamstring muscles (22,
50, 79), which are connected to the lower back within the
posterior myofascial chain. In subjects with sacroiliac joint

dysfunction, abnormal electromyographic activity has been
observed in the latissimus dorsi and the contralateral gluteus
maximus during walking (53). A similar pattern becomes
evident in back-pain patients during hip extension in a prone
position (41). The hyperactivity of the two muscles, connected
in the diagonal posterior chain, might represent an attempt to
create stability by tensing the posterior layer of the thoraco-
lumbar fascia, which has a major role in force closure and force
transfer between the upper and lower limb (88).

Plantar fasciitis (fasciosis) is another pathology possibly
displaying nonlocal abnormalities in components of myofas-
cial chains. With the M. gastrocnemius and the hamstring
muscles, two parts of the posterior chain display pathologically
increased tissue stiffness (44, 59). According to a literature
analysis (25), the stretching of the calf muscles might be an
effective method of treatment.

Finally, imbalanced and hypertonic adductor and rectus
abdominis muscles have been suspected to be a cause of groin
pain, which frequently affects soccer players (40). Both mus-
cles are morphologically connected in the frontal diagonal
chain. However, no studies examining the therapeutic value of
interventions targeting this continuity are available.

Limitations and future perspectives. Mechanical force trans-
mission across myofascial chain components has clearly been
evidenced in cadaver experiments. Two aspects limit the trans-
ferability of these findings to living conditions. First, the
majority of the trials used embalmed cadavers for biomechani-
cal testing. Fixation in formalin increases crosslinking in col-

Table 1. Cadaveric studies investigating myofascial force transmission across components of myofascial chains, according
to Krause et al. (43)

Chain Transition Reference n Results

Straight posterior
chain

Plantar fascia (PF)–Achilles
tendon (AT)

(14a) 8 Force transmission in all cases, stronger mechanical interaction at increasing
metatarsophalangeal dorsiflexion, 100 N applied to AT caused 116–256 N
tension in PF, whereas 500 N caused tensile forces of 314–511 N in the PF.

(21a) 7 Strong association of forces applied to the AT and measured force in PF (r �
0.76); during simulations of walking, nearly one-half of the AT forces can be
detected in the PF.

M. gastrocnemius–hamstrings No data from cadaveric studies available. Cruz-Montecinos (19) demonstrated
displacement of the deep fascia of the M. gastrocnemius upon pelvic tilting,
which might be indicative of a mechanical strain transmission.

M. biceps femoris
(BF)–sacrotuberous
ligament (SL)

(86a) 6 Force transfer between 7 and 69%; high interindividual variation and systematic
differences in dependence of SL fixation to the ischial tuberosity.

(88) 10 Traction applied to BF caused local displacement of the deep lamina of the
lumbar fascia, but no quantified assessment of forces was performed.

(88a) 12 SL tension greatest upon traction applied to GM and BF (if fused); SL and BF
connected in only 50%; no quantified assessment of forces was performed.

Diagonal
posterior chain

M. latissimus dorsi (LD)–
contralateral M. gluteus
maximus (GM)

(5a) 8 Pulling the LD and GM caused bilateral displacement of the lumbar fascia,
which varied considerably among specimens; force application of 10 N to LD
or GM (in the direction of the attaching muscles fascicles) led to a tensile
force of 4.9/0.8 N in the posterior layer of the lumbar fascia (level of L3).

(88) 10 Slight motion of the superficial lamina of the lumbar fascia after tractioning of
the cranial LD fibers; homolateral and (slight) contralateral displacement of
the lumbar fascia at L4-S2 upon tractioning the caudal fibers of LD; traction
applied to GM yielded more pronounced contralateral displacement of LD
when compared with the homolateral LD.

M. gluteus maximus–M.
vastus lateralis

No studies.

Diagonal anterior
chain

M. adductor longus (AL)–
contralateral M. rectus
abdominis (RA)

(55a) 10 Traction force (50 N) applied to the AL provoked a deformation of the
contralateral rectus sheath; almost but nonsignificant length changes of �0.64
to 1.11% compared with baseline; high variation among the tested specimen.

M. rectus abdominis–M.
pectoralis major

No studies.

n, sample size.

240 FASCIA AND ITS FORCE TRANSMISSION CAPACITY

J Appl Physiol • doi:10.1152/japplphysiol.00565.2017 • www.jappl.org
Downloaded from www.physiology.org/journal/jappl by ${individualUser.givenNames} ${individualUser.surname} (163.015.154.053) on August 29, 2018.

Copyright © 2018 American Physiological Society. All rights reserved.



lagenous tissues and alters the concentration of HA (1, 15, 45).
Both processes are suspected to alter the mechanical properties
of human connective tissues. Second, data obtained in cadav-
eric research obviously do not reflect the contribution of the
central nervous system. Consequently, due to the presence of
muscle activity in the living body, force values collected in
such experiments might represent an under- or overestimation.

Unlike cadaveric studies, existing in vivo trials (25, 90, 92),
on the topic of myofascial force transmission, used functional
outcomes, such as ROM. Although this translational approach
provides valuable findings for clinical practice, it represents a
black box with reference to the genesis of the effects. Without
a direct measurement of mechanical force or its surrogates,
only indirect assumptions can be made, and remote exercise
effects cannot be confidently ascribed to a mechanical force
transmission across myofascial chains. The most important
alternative explanation of nonlocal treatment effects consists of
supraspinal reactions, such as a systemic reduction of stretch
tolerance. Future research should hence combine functional
assessments and simultaneous imaging, thereby attempting to
clarify the respective causal contributions of both dimensions.
Additionally, mechanical tissue properties, such as tissue stiff-
ness and elastic storage capacity, measured at local areas of
application and adjacent myofascial chain components, might
help to substantiate the findings.

Besides delineating the relative contribution of myofascial
force transmission to nonlocal exercise effects and examining
its principles under in vivo conditions, the identification of
factors explaining the variance in transmission capacity war-
rants further investigation. Depending on its localization, the
connective tissue investing the muscles displays considerable
morphological and structural differences. Fascia tends to be
thinner in the upper limb (e.g., antebrachial fascia, 755 �m)
(76) than in the lower limb (e.g., fascia lata, 926–944 �m)
(76). The same applies to the anterior region of arms and legs
compared with the posterior side. Furthermore, the composi-
tion of the extracellular matrix exhibits substantial differences:
whereas the portion of elastin fibers is rather high in the
pectoral fascia, almost exclusively, collagenous fibers can be
found within the fascia lata (71). High fascia thickness and
collagen content might represent a facilitator in myofascial
force transmission, whereas lower thickness and less collagen
could reduce tensile strength. If so, the relevance of myofascial
force transmission would be higher on the posterior body side
and in the lower limb.

In addition to varying according to its localization, the
structure and form of the connective tissue are subject to
change throughout a lifespan. Aging connective tissue displays
increased crosslinking and a reduced collagen content (17).
Moreover, the amount of fibers connecting the Achilles tendon
and the plantar aponeurosis diminishes with increasing age (68,
73). It is unclear if this phenomenon exclusively occurs at the
ankle joint. Both age-related reorganization and reduced mor-
phological continuity can negatively impact myofascial force
transmission. In a clinical trial (38), the remote effects follow-
ing a self-massage treatment of the plantar foot were slightly
age dependent (decreasing throughout the lifespan), which
corroborates these thoughts. Another factor possibly influenc-
ing myofascial force transmission is the amount of physical
activity. Inactivity, immobilization, and systematic loading of
the connective tissue have been demonstrated to elicit morpho-

logical and/or structural adaptations (12, 18, 36, 84). However,
in the study of Kalo et al. (38), no influence of physical activity
could be detected.

CONCLUSION

In light of the issues discussed above, the classical percep-
tion of the skeletal muscles as independent actuators requires a
thorough revision. The active components of the movement
system represent only one part of a body-wide tensional net-
work that is characterized by direct mechanical interactions
between muscles and their synergists, antagonists, and other
adjacent muscles. More holistic approaches that take into
account the influences from respective fascial components may
enhance performance and effectively tackle musculoskeletal
disorders in both athletes and patients.
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