Palpation – The Art of Seeing With Your Fingers 
By Natalie Lenton
A student of veterinary anatomy asked me not long ago “do you think its useful for a therapist or vet to have palpation skills?”

As someone who lives, breathes and teaches the fine practice of informed touch I was pretty taken aback.

What is Palpation:

“It is the art of seeing with your fingers to assess muscle, fascia, tendons, ligaments bone and the flow of life over the body so we may discern our patients needs through touch.”
Why would a Canine Health Professional need palpation skills? Because only when we know what is normal may we assess for abnormal...
The skill palpation allows us to assess the structure of the muscles, tendons, fascia and ligaments; by knowing what is normal musculature only then can we determine poor or dysfunctional muscle. The canine health professional should be able to use their knowledge of the dogs Muscular Origins & Insertions, where a muscle ends and where it begins,  as well as take into account fibre direction, actions and responsibilities of the muscle,  and breed specific nuances to allow them to build a complete mental picture of the dogs state of physicality at that time.

From muscle strains, to trigger points to Myofascial pain, the discerning therapist is not one who believes in a general rub over of the dogs body but is interested in identifying and pin pointing with attentive care and practice the source and cause of the pain. They should do this with a practised knowledge of palpation techniques which can change from a dynamic rolling palpation to an upturned snapping palpation test depending on the muscle being tested and the position of the dog. There is indeed alot more skill to palpation than initially meets the eye....
It will typically take a student of palpation 12 months of regular defined practice to begin learning the practice of informed touch on different breeds of dog, common pathologies, muscular injury, orthopaedic conditions and different age groups as well as character and behaviour. A relaxed muscle in lateral Recumbancy, this is when the dog is on their side, will feel completely different to when the dog is standing as many of the main muscle groups will be in a strong isometric contraction to keep the dog standing. This is why certain muscle groups like the hamstrings and quadriceps cannot reliably be tested for when the dog is standing up or moving. The skilled professional will continue to develop their skills in practice with it typically taking up to 5-10 years of practice to be considered fully fledged in the art.

A palpation is constant source of biofeedback from the dog to the therapist as the connection of living tissue to living tissue is able to elicit powerful responses when performed correctly. The therapist should be able to anticipate a patients response whether that be a local twitch response from a trigger point,  an exaggerated panniculus response from irritated fascia or a jump response in connection with the palpation of an injury. The trained therapist should be able to sooth the area before the dog has chance to associate them with discomfort by employing the pain gate control theory to inhibit pain; for this is one of the true masteries of palpation, to understand the patients pain even though they cant tell us about it, to anticipate the discomfort and turn it into an experience with which the dog can understand and cope with. It is not random prodding, nor it is hard poking. The connoisseur of palpation is able to depth test by sinking in and out of tissue at measured rates so the tissue remains as non reactive as possible and so that deeper layers may be assessed for their accountability towards an issue manifesting as a pain, lameness or stiffness response in dogs.
Our trained hands tell us about the skeleton, the ridges and depressions of the bony landmarks to where muscles attach, joints articulate and movement occurs. Joint testing by a professional canine therapist should allow them to gently and non invasively test the joint for restrictions which can identify underlying orthopaedic issues for which a client is typically referred back to the vet for diagnosis. Arthritic joints may feel swollen or indicate crepitus; the trained therapist will understand which individual muscles will be protective splinting the joint so they may be addressed for pain relief with massage. Understanding  how adverse physiological changes in the tissue are impeding on circulatory and nerve function enables the therapist to administer pain relief massage techniques that last long after the dog has finished with the therapy.

The 4 T’s of Massage
Whilist we cant teach you to palpate online, sorry it needs an experienced palpation tutor at your side to teach you properly, there are some things you can look out for in your own dog.
Commonly called the 4 T’s of Massage this is the basic explanation of typical changes that we may assess for in muscles
Tone

Texture

Temperature

Tenderness

It is muscle which endows the animal kingdom with the power of movement. Imbalances and injury within the muscular and Myofascial network can inhibit normal patterns of movement. The dynamic nature of the body means that is structure is ever changing, in a constant state of self repair yet degradation. A true palpation should bring to light the areas of the dogs body which are of primary and secondary concern whether that be orthopaedic or muscular. It never fails to amaze me the extend of muscular damage that many dogs carry but also how adept they are at hiding their pain by adapting their gait, posture and everyday activities.
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