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SUMMARY 

Stroke is an important cause of disability and death of patients. The consequence of a 

stroke may be weakness of limbs or hemiplegia. Constraint-induced movement therapy 

(CIMT) is a technique of rehabilitation, whose mission is to provoke the patient to use the 

paretic upper limb. In the literature is presented many clinical studies on the effectiveness of 

CIMT therapy in patients after stroke. The aim of the work was a review of the literature on 

CIMT in stroke patients. 
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INTRODUCTION AND PURPOSE OF WORK 

Patients with hemispheric stroke may have limited use of the affected upper limb. In 

the first days after stroke onset, this concerns about 80% of the patients, while deficits in 

upper limb capacity persist at 6 months poststroke in 30% to 66% of the hemiplegic stroke 

patients (1-4).  

Constraint-induced movement therapy (CIMT) is a multifaceted neurorehabilitation 

technique that aims to improve motor function and increase use of the hemiparetic upper limb 

in real-world activities (5). CIMT is a behavioral technique that is based on reversing learned 

nonuse to improve functional use of the upper extremity after a stroke (6,7). The original 

protocol of CIMT consists of three components: immobilization of the nonparetic arm with a 

padded mitt for 90% of the waking hours, taskoriented training with a high number of 

repetitions for about 6 h a day, and behavioral strategies to improve from the clinical setting 

to the patient’s home environment (8,9). Modified forms of constraint-induced movement 

therapy (mCIMT) have been developed including reducing training during the period of 
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restraint or concentrating only on the use of restraint without additional treatment of the 

affected arm in a forced-use intervention (9,10). 

Wittenberg et al. (11) described current understanding of the changes in brain function 

and structure that occur in response to CIMT. Studies using transcranial magnetic stimulation 

have demonstrated an increase in the size of the representation of paretic hand muscles in the 

ipsilesional motor cortex after CIMT. This motor map expansion occurs in response to CIMT 

delivered at all time periods after stroke, from within days to after several years. Functional 

neuroimaging studies have shown varying patterns of change in activation within the 

sensorimotor network after CIMT. This variability may depend on the extent of stroke-

induced damage to the corticospinal tract, the major descending motor pathway in the brain. 

This variability may also stem from interacting plastic changes in brain structure occurring in 

response to CIMT. The authors concluded that CIMT is the first well defined poststroke 

motor rehabilitation to have identified changes in brain function and structure that accompany 

gains in motor function of the paretic upper limb. 

The aim of the work was a review of the literature on CIMT in stroke patients. 

 

CONSTRAINT-INDUCED MOVEMENT THERAPY IN STROKE  

PATIENTS – REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

 

The review conducted by Etoom et al. (9) aimed to investigate evidence of the effect 

of CIMT on upper extremity in stroke patients and to identify optimal methods to 

apply CIMT. Randomized clinical trials that studied the effect of CIMT on upper extremity 

outcomes in stroke patients compared with other rehabilitative techniques. The authors 

revealed a heterogeneous significant effect of CIMT on upper extremity. There was no 

significant effect of CIMT at different durations of follow-up. The effect of CIMT changed in 

terms of sample size and quality features of the articles included. A findings indicate that 

evidence for the superiority of CIMT in comparison with other rehabilitative interventions is 

weak.   

Corbetta et al. (10)  assessed the efficacy of CIMT, mCIMT, or forced use (FU) for 

arm management in people with hemiparesis after stroke. Eleven trials assessed disability 

immediately after the intervention, indicating a non-significant standard mean difference 

favouring CIMT compared with conventional treatment. For the most frequently reported 

outcome, arm motor function it was showed a significant effect in favour of CIMT. Three 

studies involving explored disability after a few months of follow-up and found no significant 

difference. The authors found that CIMT was associated with limited improvements in motor 

impairment and motor function, but that these benefits did not convincingly reduce disability.  

The study conducted by Stock et al. (12)  aimed to compare the long-term effects 

of CIMT applied 6 months after stroke with the results of CIMT applied within 28 days post-

stroke. Both groups received standard rehabilitation and were tested at 5 time points. The 

results revealed that both groups showed significant improvements after 12 months. No 

significant differences between the 2 treatment groups were found before and after the 

delayed intervention group received CIMT at 6 months and during the 12-month follow-up. 

Both groups showed only minor impairment after 6 months. The first group showed an 

initially faster recovery curve of Wolf Motor Function Test (WMFT), Nine-Hole Peg Test 

(NHPT), and Modified Rankin Scale (MRS) scores. The authors concluded that 

commencing CIMT early is as good as delayed intervention in the long term, specifically in 

this group of patients who might have reached a ceiling effect during the first 6 months after 

stroke.  

Uswatte et al. (13)  evaluated the efficacy of an expanded form of constraint-induced 

movement therapy (eCIMT).  At post-treatment, the immediate eCIMT group showed 
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significant gains relative to the combination of the control groups on the Grade-4/5 Motor 

Activity Log and a convergent measure, the Canadian Occupational Performance Measure. 

The short and long-term outcomes of the crossover eCIMT group were similar to those of the 

immediate eCIMT group. The authors concluded that eCIMT produces a large, meaningful, 

and persistent improvement in everyday use of the more-affected arm in adults with severe 

upper-extremity hemiparesis long after stroke.  

Banq et al. (14) measured the effects of mCIMT, additionally modified by adding 

trunk restraint (TR), on upper-limb function and activities of daily living (ADLs) in early 

post-stroke patients and concluded that mCIMT combined with TR may be more effective 

than mCIMT alone in improving upper-limb function and ADLs in patients with early stroke. 

Takebayashi et al. (15) investigated the effects of dual-hemisphere transcranial direct 

current stimulation (dual-tDCS) of both the affected (anodal tDCS) and non-affected 

(cathodal tDCS) primary motor cortex, combined with peripheral neuromuscular electrical 

stimulation (PNMES), on the effectiveness of CIMT as a neurorehabilitation intervention in 

chronic stroke. Twenty chronic stroke patients were randomly allocated to the control group, 

receiving conventional CIMT, or the intervention group receiving dual-tDCS combined with 

PNMES before CIMT. The findings suggest a novel pretreatment stimulation strategy based 

on dual-tDCS and PNMES may enhance the therapeutic benefit of CIMT. 

Takebayashi  et al. (16) aimed to clarify the relationship between several non-

corticospinal neural pathway integrities and the short- and long-term benefits of CIMT. The 

patients showed significant improvements in all functional assessments at both short- and 

long-term follow-ups. Immediate the Fugl-Meyer Assessment (FMA) score improvements 

were significantly correlated with fractional anisotropy (FA) of the affected anterior limb of 

the internal capsule (ALIC), body of the corpus callosum, column and body of the fornix 

(CBF), cingulate cortex (CgC), cerebral peduncle (CP), and posterior limb of the internal 

capsule. Six-month FMA score improvements were significantly correlated with FA of the 

affected ALIC, CgC, CBF, CP, and superior frontooccipital fasciculus. The authors concluded 

that the integrity of the affected corticospinal and non-corticospinal motor pathways was 

associated with CIMT-induced motor learning at least 6 months after CIMT. 

Doussoulin et al. (7) determined the effectiveness of a group therapy, compared with 

individual modified CIMT, in increasing the use and functionality of movement of a paretic 

upper limb. Thirty-six patients who had had a stroke more than 6 months previously were 

divided randomly into two intervention groups. Both types of intervention generated increases 

in the function and use of the upper extremity, with these increases being higher in the group 

therapy. The effects of the group therapy modality were maintained 6 months after the 

intervention ended. 

E Silva et al. (17) examined the effects of CIMT for lower limbs on functional 

mobility and postural balance in stroke patients. A 40-day follow-up, single-blind randomized 

controlled trial was performed with 38 subacute stroke patients (mean of 4.5 months post-

stroke). Participants were randomized into: treadmill training with load to restraint the non-

paretic ankle (experimental group) or treadmill training without load (control group). Both 

groups performing daily training for two consecutive weeks (nine sessions) and performed 

home-based exercises during this period. It was observed improvements after training in 

postural balance and functional mobility, showed by Timed Up and Go test (TUG) and by 

kinematic turning parameters. All these improvements were observed in both groups and 

maintained in follow-up. The authors concluded that two weeks of treadmill gait training 

associated to home-based exercises can be effective to improve postural balance and 

functional mobility in subacute stroke patients.  

Yu et al. (18) evaluated the therapeutic effects of mCIMT in patients with acute 

subcortical infarction. The role of mCIMT was investigated in patients experiencing 
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subcortical infarction in the preceding 14 days. mCIMT group was treated daily for 3 h over 

10 consecutive working days, using a mitt on the unaffected arm for up to 30% of waking 

hours. Results showed that treatment significantly improved the movement in the mCIMT 

group compared with the control group. The mean Wolf Motor Function (WMF) score was 

significantly higher in the mCIMT group. It was also showed that the appearance of motor-

evoked potentials (MEPs) were significantly higher in the mCIMT group compared with the 

baseline data. Moreover, a significant change in ipsilesional silent period occurred in the 

mCIMT group compared with the control group. The authors concluded that  mCIMT resulted 

in significant functional changes in timed movement immediately following treatment in 

patients with acute subcortical infarction. Further, early mCIMT improved ipsilesional 

cortical excitability. However, no long-term effects were seen. 

Choi et al. (19) determined whether game-based CIMT is effective at improving 

balance ability in patients with stroke. Thirty-six patients with chronic stroke were randomly 

assigned to game-based CIMT, general game-based training, and conventional groups. All 

interventions were conducted 3 times a week for 4 weeks. All 3 groups showed significant 

improvement in anterior-posterior axis (AP-axis) distance, sway area, weight-bearing 

symmetry, Functional Reach Test (FRT), modified Functional Reach Test (mFRT), and 

Timed Up and Go (TUG) test after therapy. The statistical analysis showed significant 

differences in AP-axis, and sway area, weight-bearing symmetry of the game-

based CIMT group compared with the other group. The authors concluded that although the 

general game-based training and the game-based CIMT both improved on static and dynamic 

balance ability, game-based CIMT had a larger effect on static balance control, weight-

bearing symmetry, and side-to-side weight shift. 

Barzel et al. (20) assessed the efficacy of home CIMT, a modified form of CIMT that 

trains arm use in daily activities within the home environment. 96% patients in the 

home CIMT group and 100% patients in the standard therapy group completed treatment and 

were assessed at 4 weeks. Patients in both groups improved in quality of movement. Patients 

in the home CIMT group improved more than patients in the standard therapy group. Both 

groups also improved in motor function performance time, but the extent of improvement did 

not differ between groups. According to authors home-based CIMT can enhance the 

perceived use of the stroke-affected arm in daily activities more effectively than conventional 

therapy, but was not superior with respect to motor function.  

Thrane et al. (21) evaluated the effect of a mCIMT within 4 weeks poststroke. This 

trial investigated the effects of CIMT in 47 individuals who had experienced a stroke in the 

preceding 26 days. The CIMT program was 3 h/d over 10 consecutive working days, with 

mitt use on the unaffected arm for up to 90% of waking hours. The follow-up time was 6 

months. The study showed that after therapy, the mean timed Wolf Motor Function test 

(WMFT) score was significantly better in the CIMT group compared with the control group. 

Moreover, posttreatment dexterity, as tested with the Nine-Hole Peg test (NHPT), was 

significantly better in the CIMT group, whereas the other test results were similar in both the 

groups. At the 6-month follow-up, the 2 groups showed no significant difference in arm 

impairment, function, or use in daily activities. The authors concluded that despite a favorable 

effect of CIMT on timed movement measures immediately after treatment, significant effects 

were not found after 6 months. 

Sawaki et al. (22) compared the differential degree of cortical reorganization 

according to chronicity in stroke subjects receiving CIMT. Seventeen early and 9 late 

individuals were included to the study. Each patient received CIMT for 2 weeks. The authors 

observed that the early group showed greater improvement in Wolf Motor Function Test 

(WMFT) compared with the late group. Transcranial magnetic stimulation motor maps 

showed persistent enlargement in both groups but the late group trended toward more 
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enlargement. The map shifted posteriorly in the late stroke group. The authors concluded that  

CIMT appears to lead to greater improvement in motor function in the early phase after 

stroke. Greater cortical reorganization in map size and position occurred in the late group in 

comparison. 

Boe et al. (23)  investigated whether cognitive and emotional status affects motor 

improvement during two weeks of CIMT and retention of the gain at three months follow-up. 

Twenty stroke patients (3-12 months post stroke) completed two weeks of CIMT. Motor 

performance was measured using the Wolf Motor Function Test (WMFT). Cognitive and 

emotional status was measured with a comprehensive neuropsychological test battery and a 

questionnaire on emotional status. All measures were performed at baseline, after two weeks 

of training, and at three months follow-up. The authors found no significant correlation 

between cognitive or emotional measures at baseline and improvement in motor performance 

post training. Also, cognitive and emotional status did not correlate with motor retention at 

three months follow-up. The authors found no evidence to support that cognitive performance 

in stroke patients can predict motor gain from CIMT. 

The aim of the study conducted by Kitago et al. (24) was  to demonstrate the 

feasibility of using kinematic measures in conjunction with clinical outcome measures to 

better understand the mechanism of recovery in chronic stroke patients with mild to moderate 

motor impairments who undergo CIMT. Ten participants with chronic stroke were included 

in a modified CIMT protocol over 2 weeks. There was a clinically meaningful improvement 

in Action Research Arm Test (ARAT) from the second pre-CIMT session to the post-

CIMT session compared with the change between the 2 pre-CIMT sessions. However, the 

Upper-Extremity Fugl-Meyer score (FM-UE) and kinematic measures showed no significant 

improvements. The authors concluded that functional improvement in the affected arm 

after CIMT in patients with chronic stroke appears to be mediated through compensatory 

strategies rather than a decrease in impairment or return to more normal motor control.  

Treger et al. (25) evaluated the effect of mCIMT on improving paretic arm function in 

patients after stroke. Twenty-eight subacute stroke patients with arm paresis were randomized 

into a mCIMT or control group. The mCIMT group received 1-hour daily 

physical rehabilitation sessions for 2 weeks. The unaffected arm was restrained during the 

sessions. Subjects were encouraged to wear a restrictive mitten up to 4 hours a day. The 

subjects were asked to perform the following tasks, with the affected hand for 30 seconds: (1) 

transfer pegs from a saucer to a pegboard; (2) grasp, carry, and release a hard rubber ball; and 

(3) "eating," using a spoon to remove the jelly from the plate, bring it towards the mouth, and 

then place it on another plate. Results showed that the mCIMT group showed significantly 

higher changes in all 3 tests compared to the standard rehabilitation group. The authors 

concluded that the study provides additional support for the use of mCIMT during a 

subacute rehabilitation period of poststroke patients. According to authors, CIMT may 

facilitate functional improvement of a plegic hand.  

Smania (26) compared the effects of a reduced-intensity mCIMT program that 

included splinting the unaffected arm for 12 hours daily with the effects of a 

conventional rehabilitation program for arm paresis in patients with stroke. Sixty-six 

participants with hemiparesis (3-24 months poststroke) who could extend the wrist and 

several fingers at least 10° were randomly assigned to mCIMT or conventional rehabilitation. 

Each group underwent 10 (2 h/d) treatment sessions (5 d/wk for 2 weeks). Results showed 

that the mCIMT group overall had greater improvement than the control group in terms of the 

Wolf Motor Function Test (WMFT-FA), the Motor Activity Log (MAL-AOU, and MAL-

QOM). Differences between groups were significant both after treatment and at the 3-month 

follow-up. Furthermore, the mCIMT group showed a greater decrease of Ashworth Scale 

score than the control group at 3 months. The authors concluded that two hours of CIMT may 
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be more effective than conventional rehabilitation in improving motor function and use of the 

paretic arm in patients with chronic stroke. 

Fuzaro et al. (27) evaluated the effect of Modified FUT (mFUT) and mCIMT on the 

gait and balance during four weeks of treatment and 3 months follow-up. The study included 

thirty-seven hemiparetic patients after stroke. Participants were evaluated at Baseline, 1st, 

2nd, 3rd and 4th weeks, and three months after randomization. The Stroke Impact Scale (SIS), 

Berg Balance Scale (BBS) and Fugl-Meyer Motor Assessment (FM) for the evaluation were 

used. Gait was analyzed by the 10-meter walk test (T10) and Timed Up & Go test (TUG). 

Results showed that participants had better health status (SIS), better balance, better use of 

lower limb (BBS and FM) and greater speed in gait (T10 and TUG), during the weeks of 

therapy and months of follow-up, compared to the baseline. The results of the study 

conducted by Fuzaro et al. showed that mFUT and mCIMT are effective in 

the rehabilitation of balance and gait. 

Könönen et al. (28) used multimodal functional imaging to assess the relationship of 

clinical gain and imaging changes in patients with chronic stroke whose voluntary motor 

control improved after CIMT. Eleven patients were included to the study. Results showed that 

increase in functional MRI (fMRI) activation in the sensorimotor areas was greater amongst 

those subjects who had poor hand motor behavior before therapy and/or whose motor 

behavior improved notably because of therapy than amongst subjects with relatively good 

motor behavior already before therapy. The magnitude of CIMT-induced changes in task-

related fMRI activation differed between lesioned and non-lesioned hemispheres, and the 

fMRI laterality index was different for paretic and non-paretic hand tasks. The corticospinal 

conduction time in transcranial magnetic stimulation (TMS) was significantly decreased after 

CIMT therapy. The authors concluded that alterations in sensorimotor cortical activations 

(fMRI) and corticospinal conductivity (TMS) were observed after intensive rehabilitation in 

patients with chronic stroke. Activation and functional changes in fMRI and TMS correlated 

significantly with the degree of clinical improvement in hand motor behavior.  

McCall et al. (29) investigated the efficacy of a mCIMT protocol on participation, 

activity, and impairment in a population of older individuals after subacute stroke. Four older 

adults were assessed before and after therapy. Although none of the participants adhered to 

the 6-hr per day self-practice aspect of the CIMT protocol, considerable improvements were 

noted in participation, as measured using the Canadian Occupational Performance Measure. 

Some improvements were also noted at the level of impairment and activity.  

Brunner et al. (30) examined eligibility for modalities such as CIMT and mCIMT in 

the subacute phase after stroke. Patients with arm paresis 1 to 2 weeks post stroke were 

investigated. Participants who were cognitively intact, medically stable, and able to extend the 

wrist and 3 fingers 10° as a lower limit were included to CIMT therapy. Motor function was 

assessed by the Action Research Arm Test (ARAT) and the Nine Hole Peg Test at 1 to 2 

weeks, 4 weeks, and 3 months post stroke. Results showed that 46% patients were eligible 

according to motor function of the hand at 1 to 2 weeks post stroke, whereas in the other 

patients motor function was either too good or too poor. The share of patients eligible 

declined to 31% after 4 weeks and 15% after 3 months. Results indicate that eligibility 

for CIMT or mCIMT should not be considered before 4 weeks post stroke because much 

improvement in arm function was shown to occur during the first month post stroke with 

standard rehabilitation. 

The objective of study conducted by Barzel et al. (31) was to evaluate the effects of a 

4-week homebased CIMT program among chronic stroke patients and to compare them with a 

2-week CIMT program. Seven adults with chronic stroke completed a newly developed 

variant of CIMT, performed at patients' homes (group1, CIMThome), supervised by an 

instructed family member, constraint of unaffected hand for a target of 60% of waking hours. 
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Effects on improvement in upper extremity function were compared with patients treated 

according to the original protocol (group2, CIMTclassic), supervised by a physiotherapist, 

constraint of unaffected hand for a target of 90% of waking hours. Patients from both groups 

showed almost identical improvement of their motor function according to scores on the Wolf 

Motor Function Test (WMFT) and the Motor Activity Log (MAL) immediately after the 

treatment period as well as at follow-up after 6 months. The authors concluded that 

CIMThome is not only feasible but also as effective as CIMTclassic.  

Azab et al. (32) investigated the effectiveness of CIMT on the Barthel Index (BI) 

scores in patients after stroke. Twenty-seven patients participated in the study as an 

experimental group. The experimental/treatment group received traditional therapy with 

the CIMT where the intact contralateral upper limb was placed in a removable cast for 6 hours 

a day during waking hours for 4 weeks. The control group received traditional therapy only. 

Results showed significant improvement in the BI for the experimental group compared to the 

control group. The authors concluded that following stroke, patients who 

received CIMT every day for 4 weeks in conjunction with traditional rehabilitation therapy 

showed significant changes in the BI upon discharge and this positive outcome was preserved 

after 6 months follow-up.  

Lin et al. (33) evaluated the benefits of CIMT relative to traditional intervention equal 

in treatment intensity and use of restraint mitt outside rehabilitation on motor performance 

and daily functions in stroke patients. The subjects were randomized to 

receive CIMT (restraint of the less affected limb combined with intensive training of the 

affected limb) or traditional intervention (control treatment) during the study. The treatment 

intensity was matched between the two groups (2h/d, 5d/wk for 3 wk). Both groups of 

patients received restraint of the less affected limb outside rehabilitation (ca. 3h/d). 

The CIMT group showed significantly greater improvements in motor performance, level of 

functional independence, and the mobility domain of extended activities of daily living. 

Dahl et al. (34) determined the effect and feasibility of CIMT compared with 

traditional rehabilitation in short and long term. The patients were assessed at baseline, post-

treatment and at six-month follow-up. The CIMT group  showed a statistically significant 

shorter performance time and greater functional ability than the control group on the Wolf 

Motor Function Test at post-treatment assessment. There was a non-significant trend toward 

greater amount of use and better quality of movement in the CIMT group according to the 

Motor Activity Log. No such differences were seen on Functional Independence Measure at 

the same time. At six-month follow-up the CIMT group maintained their improvement, but as 

the control group improved even more, there were no significant differences between the 

groups on any measurements. The authors concluded that CIMT seems to be an effective and 

feasible method to improve motor function in the short term, but no long-term effect was 

found. 

The aim of the study conducted by Wolf et al. (35) was to compare the effects of a 2-

week program of CIMT vs usual and customary care on improvement in upper extremity 

function among patients who had a first stroke within the previous 3 to 9 months. Two 

hundred twenty-two individuals with predominantly ischemic stroke were included to the 

study. From baseline to 12 months, the CIMT group showed greater improvements than the 

control group in both the Wolf Motor Function Test (WMFT) Performance Time and in the 

Motor Activity Log (MAL) Amount of Use. The authors concluded that among patients who 

had a stroke within the previous 3 to 9 months, CIMT produced statistically significant and 

clinically relevant improvements in arm motor function that persisted for at least 1 year.  

Dettmers et al. (36) evaluated the effectiveness of a distributed version of CIMT. 

Eleven persons with chronic stroke took part in the study. All had active extension of at least 

20 degrees at the wrist and at least 10 degrees for each finger of the more-affected hand. Real-
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world (Motor Activity Log) and laboratory motor activity (Wolf Motor Function Test, 

Frenchay Arm Test, Nine Hole Peg Test), strength (grip force) and spasticity (Ashworth 

Scale), and quality of life (QOL; Stroke Impact Scale) were assessed. Participants showed 

significant improvements in more-affected arm real-world motor activity, laboratory motor 

activity, strength and spasticity, as well as in some aspects of QOL, up to 6 months after 

treatment. The authors concluded that distributed CIMT is a promising intervention for 

improving motor function and QOL in patients with chronic stroke. 

 

CONCLUSION 

CIMT is a rehabilitation technique for improving the function of the paretic upper 

limb after stroke. Review of the literature points to the beneficial effect of the use of this 

technique in stroke patients. 
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