
Davi’s Law of Soft Tissue adaptation  

 

Davis's law is used in anatomy and physiology to describe how soft tissue models along 

imposed demands. It is similar to Wolff's law, which applies to osseous tissue. It is a 

physiological principle stating that soft tissue heal according to the manner in which they are 

mechanically stressed.  

It is also an application of the Mechanostat model of Harold Frost which was originally 

developed to describe the adaptational response of bones; however – as outlined by Harold 

Frost himself – it also applies to fibrous collagenous connective tissues, such as ligaments, 

tendons and fascia. The "stretch-hypertrophy rule" of that model states: "Intermittent stretch 

causes collagenous tissues to hypertrophy until the resulting increase in strength reduces 

elongation in tension to some minimum level". Similar to the behavior of bony tissues this 

adaptational response occurs only if the mechanical strain exceeds a certain threshold value. 

Harold Frost proposed that for dense collagenous connective tissues the related threshold 

values are around 23 Newton/mm2 or 4% strain elongation.  

Origin 

The term Davis's law is named after Henry Gassett Davis, an American orthopedic surgeon 

known for his work in developing traction methods. Its earliest known appearance is in John 

Joseph Nutt's 1913 book Diseases and Deformities of the Foot, where Nutt outlines the law 

by quoting a passage from Davis's 1867 book, Conservative Surgery: 

"Ligaments, or any soft tissue, when put under even a moderate degree of tension, if that 

tension is unremitting, will elongate by the addition of new material; on the contrary, 

when ligaments, or rather soft tissues, remain uninterruptedly in a loose or lax state, they 

will gradually shorten, as the effete material is removed, until they come to maintain the 

same relation to the bony structures with which they are united that they did before their 

shortening. Nature never wastes her time and material in maintaining a muscle or 

ligament at its original length when the distance between their points of origin and 

insertion is for any considerable time, without interruption, shortened."  
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Detailed description of Davis's law 

Davis's writing on the subject exposes a long chain of competing theories on the subject of 

soft tissue contracture and the causes of scoliosis. Davis's comments in Conservative 

Surgery were in the form of a sharp rebuke of lectures published by Louis Bauer of the 

Brooklyn Medical and Surgical Institute in 1862. In his writing, Bauer claimed that "a 

contraction of ligaments is a physiological impossibility". Bauer sided with work published in 

1851 by Julius Konrad Werner, director of the Orthopedic Institute of Konigsberg, Prussia. 

Bauer and Werner, in turn, were contradicting research published by Jacques Mathieu 

Delpech in 1823.  

Soft tissue examples 

Tendons are soft tissue structures that respond to changes in mechanical loading. Bulk 

mechanical properties, such as modulus, failure strain, and ultimate tensile strength, decrease 

over long periods of disuse as a result of micro-structural changes on the collagen fiber level. 

In micro-gravity simulations, human test subjects can experience gastrocnemius 

tendon strength loss of up to 58% over a 90-day period. Test subjects who were allowed to 

engage in resistance training displayed a smaller magnitude of tendon strength loss in the 

same micro-gravity environment, but modulus strength decrease was still significant. 

Conversely, tendons that have lost their original strength due to extended periods of inactivity 

can regain most of their mechanical properties through gradual re-loading of the tendon, due 

to the tendon's response to mechanical loading. Biological signaling events initiate re-growth 

at the site, while mechanical stimuli further promote rebuilding. This 6-8 week process 

results in an increase of the tendon's mechanical properties until it recovers its original 
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strength. However, excessive loading during the recovery process may lead to material 

failure, i.e. partial tears or complete rupture. Additionally, studies show that tendons have a 

maximum modulus of approximately 800 MPa; thus, any additional loading will not result in 

a significant increase in modulus strength. These results may change current physical therapy 

practices, since aggressive training of the tendon does not strengthen the structure beyond its 

baseline mechanical properties; therefore, patients are still as susceptible to tendon overuse 

and injuries. 

Although often overlooked, the way your soft tissues, like ligaments, tendons, and fascia, 

adapt to movement is just as essential as bone health. According to Davis’s Law, soft tissue 

responds to sustained tension by realigning, lengthening, and remodeling itself for greater 

strength and flexibility. 

When you consistently stretch or gently load these tissues, their fibers adapt, which helps 

prevent injuries and improve joint health. In contrast, immobilisation can cause soft tissue to 

shorten and weaken, making regular movement and stretching crucial for maintaining 

function. 

This principle is why physical therapy emphasises progressive stretching, to guide 

remodeling and restore mobility after injury. By understanding and applying Davis’s Law, 

you empower yourself to actively support your body’s natural ability to heal, adapt, and 

thrive. 
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Davis’s Law of Soft Tissues and Adaptation 

(University 10-Mark Detailed Answer) 

Introduction 

Davis’s Law states that soft tissues remodel and adapt according to the mechanical 

stresses placed upon them. It explains how tissues such as muscles, tendons, ligaments, 

fascia, and skin change structurally in response to tension, compression, immobilization, or 

repetitive loading. This principle is fundamental in biomechanics, physiotherapy, 

orthopedics, and rehabilitation sciences. 

 
Statement of Davis’s Law 

Davis’s Law can be defined as: 

Soft tissues adapt to the demands placed upon them. When subjected to sustained mechanical 

stress, they remodel along the lines of stress; when stress is removed, they weaken or shorten. 

It is considered the soft tissue counterpart of Wolff’s Law, which applies to bone. 

 
Mechanism of Soft Tissue Adaptation 

Soft tissue adaptation occurs at the cellular and structural levels: 

1. Mechanical Stress Application 

External forces such as stretching, loading, or immobilization act on tissues. 

2. Cellular Response 

Fibroblasts and other cells detect mechanical stress through mechanoreceptors. 

3. Collagen Remodeling 

o Collagen fibers realign along the direction of stress. 

o New collagen synthesis occurs. 

o Cross-linking between fibers increases tensile strength. 
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4. Structural Changes 
o Increased length under prolonged tension 

o Adaptive shortening under immobilization 

o Increased strength with progressive loading 

This remodeling process may take weeks to months. 

 
Types of Adaptation 

1. Adaptation to Tension 

 Tissues lengthen. 

 Increased tensile strength. 

 Improved flexibility. 

Example: Regular stretching exercises increase muscle and tendon length. 

2. Adaptation to Shortening (Immobilization) 

 Muscle contracture develops. 

 Ligaments shorten. 

 Decreased joint range of motion. 

Example: Keeping a limb in a cast for a long period causes stiffness. 

3. Adaptation to Increased Loading 

 Increased collagen thickness. 

 Improved strength and stiffness. 

Example: Progressive resistance training strengthens tendons. 

4. Disuse Atrophy 

 Reduced mechanical stress leads to weakening. 

 Collagen disorganization occurs. 

Example: Bed rest leads to muscle wasting. 

 
Clinical Significance 

Davis’s Law is highly important in medical and rehabilitation practice: 

1. Physiotherapy – Stretching and strengthening exercises are designed based on tissue 

adaptation principles. 

2. Orthopedic Treatment – Gradual loading improves ligament and tendon healing. 

3. Post-Surgical Rehabilitation – Controlled stress prevents scar tissue contracture. 

4. Sports Medicine – Progressive training strengthens soft tissues and reduces injury 

risk. 

5. Contracture Management – Prolonged stretching helps reverse adaptive shortening. 

 
Factors Affecting Adaptation 

 Magnitude of force 

 Duration of stress 

 Frequency of loading 

 Age and health condition 

 Type of tissue involved 

Higher magnitude and longer duration of controlled stress promote more significant 

remodeling. 

 
Conclusion 

Davis’s Law explains that soft tissues remodel according to the mechanical stresses applied 

to them. Sustained tension causes lengthening and strengthening, whereas prolonged 

immobilization leads to shortening and weakening. Understanding this principle is essential 



in biomechanics, rehabilitation, sports medicine, and orthopedic practice, as it guides 

therapeutic interventions aimed at restoring normal tissue function. 
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