
 

Cupping has become quite the phenomenon with athletes at Rio 2016. 
Gold-winning USA swimmer Michael Phelps hit the headlines 
world-wide for the strange purple circles marking his shoulders and 
back. Gymnast Alex Naddour has displayed the same marks on his 
shoulders, swimmer Nathalie Coughlin has also been seen with the 
marks on her chest and the US track and field team are also reportedly 
fans of the cupping practice. 

Cupping practitioners cite some of the benefits for athletes as faster 
recovery, improved muscle movements and reduced aches and pains. 

But what exactly is it? 

Cupping is a form of alternative therapy designed to relieve pain by 
improving blood flow in the affected area. It's been linked with relieving 
muscular pains and providing more flexible muscles. This is because 
cupping acts as an inverted massage: rather than applying pressure, 
the skin is pulled away with similar effects. 

This can also be seen in the smooth sheet of connective tissue (fascia) 
that covers the muscles. Connective tissue can become stiff, restricting 



muscle and joint movements. Cupping may relieve stiff fascia, making it 
more elastic and pliable, increasing mobility. 

Cupping is a historic practice, having roots in Ancient Egyptian and 
traditional Chinese medicine where it has been used as a remedy for 
many disorders. 

How does it work? 

According to the British Cupping Society, there are four common 
theories as to how cupping works: the pain gate theory, detox theory, 
immune system activation theory and muscle relaxation theory. 

The pain gate theory describes stimulating specific nerve fibres at the 
location of pain. Applying the cup stimulates neurons that may block 
these pain signals, reducing pain in the individual. 

Detox theory believes that restoring homeostasis is key. The negative 
pressure relieves the body from congestion due to poor circulation. 

Immune system activation theory offers an explanation through 
promoting the production of natural killer cells and cytokines which 
secrete anti-inflammatory properties. 

Finally, the muscle relaxation theory dictates that vasodilation increases 
parasympathetic nervous activity, leading to muscle relaxation. 

 


