
 

 
 
 
Massage Tools 
by Jane Johnson 
 

Jane Johnson, chartered physiotherapist, sports 
massage therapist and co-director of The 
London Massage Company, discusses a number 
of massage tools that are available to the 
therapist and client 
 
Therapists who reject the idea of incorporating 
massage tools into their treatments, or advising 
their use between sessions as part of a home 
care programme, may be at risk of throwing the 
baby out with the bath water. The use of 
massage ‘tools’ was for many years dismissed 
by sports therapists on the grounds that they were perceived as gimmicky, or 
because the therapist was uncomfortable with working, but not feeling, the client’s 
tissue with their own hands.  
 
However, you only have to flick through the brochure of any physical therapy 
products supplier today to find a large selection of different therapeutic tools, and if 
someone is designing them, someone is using them. The combination of an 
increased awareness of the need for therapists to protect their upper limbs from 
overuse, a growing number of clients interested in home care, and additional devices 
now on the market, it is perhaps time to reexamine the potential of these products.  
 
Here is just a small selection of the commercially available products, as well as 
some ideas for the use of everyday objects as massage tools.  
 
Golf balls 
 
The simple golf ball is one of the most commonly advocated tools for plantar fasciitis. 
Frequently given to clients as a self-help tool, it is not known whether rolling the ball 
under the foot helps to stimulate blood flow or reflex points, or stretches the plantar 
fascia, but it is anecdotally reported to help in the treatment of this common 
condition.  



 

 
Alternatives include those hard rubber ‘high bounce’ balls sold in toyshops, or 
‘spiked’ therapy balls, available commercially in varying sizes. Rolling the foot over a 
tin has also been suggested*, or even over a bottle of water that has been frozen. 
Many health shops and pharmacists sell foot rollers, wooden devices with irregular 
convex surfaces.  
 
 
Foam rollers  
 
Foam rollers have many uses but are perhaps most commonly used for the treatment 
of tight calves and the iliotibial band. Anecdotally, they are popular amongst runners 
where they may help to ease tension in the Achilles**.  
 
Tennis balls  
 
The use of tennis balls to apply pressure to trigger spots is frequently advocated and 
they seem to work well all over the body. The balls that are available from pet shops 
are even better as they are harder to compress than traditional tennis balls.  
 
Many therapists suggest using a tennis ball to apply pressure to the posterior 
shoulder muscles, such as the infraspinatus and rhomboids (the client stands with 
the ball between themselves and a wall), or for treating the piriformis muscle (clients 
are instructed to sit on the ball). A good source of information on self-care using 
trigger points is Clair Davies***, a former piano tuner turned massage therapist, who 
resolved his own crippling shoulder pain using this technique. He has since 
advocated its use for everyone - not just sportspeople - using simple devices such as 
tennis balls or commercial tools such as the The Thera cane.  
 
Commercial tools  
 
Perhaps it will come as a relief to the inventors of such devices as the Jacknobber® 
and Index Knobber® that sports massage therapists are starting to look for 
alternatives to the use of their hands. Overuse injuries to the wrists, fingers and 
thumbs are common amongst therapists who have not yet learned to work differently. 
These hard plastic tools are easy to hold and enable pressure to be directed to 
localised areas of tension. Brightly coloured, these tools have heads of slightly 
varying sizes and may fit into some muscles more comfortably than others. 
Quadnobbers® are designed for use on quadriceps but therapists often use them on 
the back where they fit snugly into the paraspinals.  
 
Anyone using these devices quickly learns how much pressure to exert. Consider 
three gym balls, identical in appearance, but each one is inflated differently. One is 
fully inflated, the next has a bit less air in it, and the last has less air again. All three 
balls look identical. It is possible to tell which of the gym balls had the most air in it 
and which had the least simply by pressing on each of them. Whilst pressing them 
with our hands is likely to be our first instinct, it is also possible to simply rest on each 
gym ball with an elbow, forearm or even through a massage tool in order to 
determine which is the most inflated and which the least.  
 



 

Wooden animal massagers 
 
Wooden massagers in the shape of animals may at first sight appear a bit gimmicky 
but because they have smallish ‘feet’ they are in fact useful for therapists needing to 
apply pressure to muscles, such as the supraspinatus. The massagers can also be 
used as part of a home care programme, for example by gliding them carefully and 
longitudinally - ankle to knee - between the lateral and posterior compartments of the 
calf.  
 
Foot rollers 
 
Although designed for use on feet, concave wooden foot rollers are ideal for clients to 
use at home to help relieve lateral epicondylitis, providing that they are used 
cautiously and not for too long. Simply place the posterior aspect of the forearm on 
the roller and gently glide it from wrist to elbow and back again, compressing the 
tissues.  
 
Finding your own tools 
 
After reading an article in Sports Injury Bulletin about the use of a broomstick to treat 
the deep psoas muscle****, I was inspired to discover new devices and innovative 
ways to help me treat my clients. Clearing out my son’s room, I found a box of 
wooden skittles and discovered that a skittle is wonderful for applying pressure to my 
own troublesome tensor fascia latae, hypertonic through years of dog walking up 
steep slopes. I stand with the skittle base against a wall, the round head of the skittle 
pressing into the tensor fascia latae. Also helpful was the wooden handle of a small 
skipping rope that had lost its rope.  
 
When choosing a tool simply ask whether a) it is safe, and b) it is effective. As there 
is not yet research into the effectiveness of tools for the treatment of specific 
pathologies, detailing specific treatment protocols is therefore impossible. Whether 
considering using a tool for self-care, or as a therapist when treating clients, it seems 
prudent to start cautiously, using the tool for a few minutes daily, perhaps up to five 
minutes. Frictioning - a deliberate irritation of localised soft tissues - is often 
advocated in the treatment of tendon problems and for medial and lateral 
epicondylitis where it is speculated that it may stimulate the healing process. 
However, it is important to bear in mind that overuse of localised pressure could be 
damaging to healthy tissues and should be avoided.  
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