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Have you ever had a knot in your shoulders or a nagging pain in your neck, so you book a deep tissue massage 
hoping for relief—but walk out feeling more sore and tense than when you arrived?  
You might be getting the wrong type of massage for your body’s needs.  
 
Let’s break it down.  

 
Chronic Stress and Your Nervous System  
Recent studies show that about 77% of Americans experience physical symptoms caused by chronic stress—and 
that number has only been climbing. When your body is under constant stress, your sympathetic nervous system 
(the one responsible for “fight or flight”) stays activated. This part of your brain, particularly the amygdala and 
hypothalamus, sends signals throughout your body to prepare you to run, fight, or freeze. That includes telling your 
muscles to stay contracted and on high alert.  
Now imagine getting a massage while your nervous system is in that state. If the session is filled with sharp 
transitions, no clear flow, and intense pressure right out the gate, your body might perceive it as another stressor. 
Instead of releasing tension, your muscles may tighten even more, and you may walk away sore, mentally frazzled, 
or emotionally drained.  

 
Why Flow and Consistency Matter  
Massage is about more than just muscle manipulation—it’s about nervous system regulation. Having a consistent 
pattern and flow during a massage gives your brain something familiar to recognize and follow. When you can sense 
what’s coming next (even if it’s subtle), it allows your parasympathetic nervous system—your “rest and digest” 
mode—to switch on.  
Once you’re in that relaxed state, everything changes:  
● Muscle tone decreases  
● Adhesions and knots break up more effectively  
● Pain signals reduce  
● Breathing slows and deepens  
● And your body finally gets the green light to heal  
 
This is true for both relaxation and therapeutic massage. Whether your goal is stress relief or targeting chronic 
muscle issues, a massage with intention and flow will always be more effective.  

 



The Clinical Benefits of a Well-Structured Massage  
Activating the parasympathetic nervous system has been shown to:  
● Lower cortisol (your body’s main stress hormone)  
● Boost serotonin and dopamine (mood-regulating neurotransmitters)  
● Reduce heart rate and blood pressure  
● Improve sleep quality  
● Enhance immune function  
 
That’s a lot of power from something that feels so good!  

 
Deep Tissue Can Be Relaxing  
It’s a common misconception that deep tissue massage has to hurt to be effective. The truth is, “no pain, no gain” 
does not apply to massage therapy. Pain often causes the body to guard and tighten up even more, which is the 
opposite of what we want.  
A skilled therapist can apply deep, therapeutic pressure in a way that still feels calming—as long as the nervous 
system is on board. That’s where flow, consistent contact, and clear communication come into play.  

 
A Quick Note on Post-Massage Soreness  
Of course, it’s important to mention that not all post-massage soreness means something went wrong. Sometimes, 
feeling tender after bodywork is a normal part of the process—especially if you’ve gone a long time without a 
massage or had deeper pressure applied to areas with built-up tension.  

 
There are also other factors unrelated to the massage therapist’s technique that might leave you feeling sore. For 
example:  
● You might be on the verge of getting sick without even knowing it, and the massage—especially if it involved 
lymphatic drainage or deep pressure—can stimulate your immune and lymphatic systems, bringing symptoms to the 
surface faster.  
● If you’re dehydrated, your muscles and fascia may not recover as easily after manipulation.  
● Delayed-onset muscle soreness (DOMS) can occur if you’ve recently increased your physical activity or returned 
to the gym, and the massage breaks up inflammation or tight fascia in those areas.  
 
The key difference is whether that soreness feels like progress (a little achy but improving), or if it’s leaving you more 
restricted, inflamed, or uncomfortable for days. Always check in with your therapist and share what you 
experienced—this helps us adjust pressure, technique, and pacing in future sessions to better support your body’s 
needs.  

Communication is Key  
Your massage is your time. You should always feel empowered to say:  
● “That’s a bit too much pressure.”  
● “Can you stay on that area a little longer?”  
● “I’m cold, can I get a blanket?”  
 
Massage is a collaborative process. The more open the communication, the better the results—and the better you’ll 
feel afterward.  
 

In Summary  
A great massage isn’t just about working muscles—it’s about working with your nervous system. Flow, consistency, 
and thoughtful pressure help your body shift into a healing state, allowing for longer-lasting results, less soreness, 
and a deeper sense of peace.  
If you’ve ever left a massage feeling worse than when you walked in, don’t give up on massage altogether. Instead, 
look for a therapist who values not just technique, but rhythm, intuition, and nervous system support. 
  

 


