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Local start-up 
unveils prototype 
for sports 
rehabilitation

Robot theRapist hits the 
Right spot with athLetes
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SINGAPORE — Singapore national bas-
ketball player Chase Tan is a happy 
customer of his new physiotherapist, 
Emma. 

“Emma’s back massages are quite 
good,” said the Mediacorp artiste. 
His only gripe, though, is that Em-
ma does not talk.

That’s because Emma is a robot. 
Short for Expert Manipulative Mas-
sage Automation (Emma), it uses 
acupoint therapy to relieve muscle 
strains and injuries of its patients at 
the Singapore Sports Hub.

Developed by AiTreat, a start-
up company incubated by Nanyang 
Technological University (NTU) and 
founded by NTU graduate Albert 
Zhang, Emma is now undergoing us-
er trials at Kin Teck Tong’s Sports 
Science and Chinese Medicine Clinic 
at the Kallang Wave Mall. 

Since trials started last week at 
Kin Teck Tong, Emma — a robotic 
arm with a 3D-printed massage tip 
that runs on proprietary software — 
has treated 50 patients with different 
conditions such as tennis elbow, stiff 
neck and shoulders, lower-back pain, 
as well as muscle pulls.

Tan, 26, who visited Emma for a 
back massage last week, said: “The 
experience I had with Emma was 
quite comfortable. Unlike the typi-
cal massage chair which has preset 
massage patterns, I feel that Emma 
is more precise and focused in tar-
geting my back muscles.

“I think the younger generation 

ba out foR 7 months afteR hoRRoR Leg bReak in China
SHANGHAI — Former Chelsea striker 
Demba Ba’s career could be over  
after the 31-year-old suffered a hor-
rific broken leg in the Shanghai der-
by at the weekend.

The Senegalese marksman tan-
gled with SIPG defender and cap-
tain Sun Xiang in the 63rd minute of 
his side’s 2-1 Chinese Super League  
victory.

As the pair fell, Ba’s leg was 
caught between the turf and his op-
ponent’s boot, bending at a sicken-
ing angle and then appearing to snap 
gruesomely below the knee.

Shenhua’s medical team raced on 
to the pitch without waiting for the 
referee’s signal and the match was 
stopped for eight minutes while the 
Chinese Super League’s top scorer, 

WHO’S EMMA?

with 14 goals, was treated on the 
pitch before being taken to hospital.

Speaking after the match, a vis-
ibly shaken Shenhua coach Gregorio 
Manzano said the incident was po-
tentially career-ending.

“In my 33 years as a coach, I have 
won, drawn and lost games, but to-
day is the most bitter victory be-
cause what happened to Demba Ba 
is what no one ever wants to see,” 
said Manzano.

“Football is unfair sometimes to 
let such a terrible thing happen to 
such a good man. That could end a 
player’s career.”

Shenhua, who won the match 2-1, 
described the injury as a broken leg 
and said the incident — for which 
Sun was not booked — was “unfor-

tunate” in a statement yesterday.
Manzano told local media that Ba, 

who also played for Newcastle and 
West Ham in England, would be out 
for at least seven months.

“If I can choose, I’d rather lose 
the match than lose Demba Ba,” 
said Manzano to the Shanghai Dai-
ly newspaper.

SIPG’s coach, the former Eng-
land boss Sven-Goran Eriksson, 
expressed sympathy, according to 
Shanghai Daily, saying: “It was a bad 
injury. I’m very sorry for Ba.”

Ba’s former club Chelsea posted a 
message of support on their official 
Twitter feed.

“All at Chelsea FC send our best 
wishes to former striker Demba Ba. 
Get well soon Demba,” it said. AFP

will be quite open to being mas-
saged by Emma, especially when it 
can massage sore spots which can 
be quite hard to reach.

“This will be a big help. There are 
only so many massages a person can 
give before he or she gets tired. But 
with Emma, it can go on and on.”

Emma’s creator said it can  resolve 
some of the challenges sports ther-
apy clinics face, such as a shortage 
of trained therapists and a need for 
high quality, consistent therapy.

“We have designed Emma as 
a clinically precise tool that can 
 automatically carry out treatment 
for patients as prescribed by a phys-
iotherapist or Chinese physician,” 
said Zhang, who graduated in 2010 
from NTU’s double degree pro-
gramme in biomedical sciences and 
Chinese medicine.

“This is probably the first such 

robot in the world developed spe-
cifically for use by Traditional Chi-
nese Medicine (TCM) physicians and 
sports therapists. 

“Our aim is not to replace the 
therapists who are skilled in sports 
massage and acupoint therapy, but 
to improve productivity by ena-
bling one therapist to treat multiple 
 patients with the help of our robots.”

He added: “What we have dem-
onstrated is the possibility of having 
a tireless clinical massage therapist 
that always delivers high quality 
treatment.”

Emma, which has a user-friendly 
interface and recommended guide-
lines for various sports injuries, 
was designed by Zhang based on 
his  experience as a licensed TCM 
physician in Singapore for the past 
five years.

Coco Zhang, Kin Teck Tong’s 

 executive director, said Emma has the 
potential to make a major  impact in 
the TCM and sports science industry.

“Like many developed countries, 
Singapore has the problem of an 
 ageing population. Over the next 
decade, more people are going to 
suffer from physical ailments such 
as arthritis and will be seeking treat-
ment,” she said.

“However, as the younger gener-
ation prefers knowledge-based jobs 
rather than physically intensive jobs 
such as massage therapists, there 
will likely be a shortage of trained 
therapists in future.

“And since Kin Teck Tong is the 
exclusive TCM Partner of the Singa-
pore Athletic Association and Bas-
ketball Association of Singapore, 
being able to deliver high quality 
therapy consistently is extremely 
important for the athletes’ recovery.”

Emma — short for Expert Manipula-
tive Massage Automation — is a robot 
consisting of a single, six-axis robotic 
arm capable of highly articulated 
movements.

It has a 3D-stereoscopic camera for 
vision, and a customised, fully rotatable 
3D-printed massage tip. Several safety 
features, which work in tandem with 
advanced pressure sensors, are also 
in-built to ensure the comfort and the 
safety of its patients. 

To maintain a consistent quality of 
therapy, Emma has sensors and 
diagnostic functions that will measure 
the progress of the patient and the exact 
stiffness of a particular muscle  
or tendon.

These detailed diagnostics are 
uploaded to a cloud-based system 
where the progress of each patient can 
be analysed and generated into a 
performance report. For the first time in 
TCM treatment, patients can accurately 
measure their recovery progress using 
precise empirical data.

This is extremely valuable for athletes, 
as their injuries, treatment and recovery 
can now be measured and monitored by 
their physician and therapists. In 
addition, the treatment programmes 
can be adjusted according to the 
progress of the patients’ recovery.

massage robot 
‘emma’, operated 
by albert Zhang, 
a 32-year-old 
ntu graduate 
and founder of 
start-up company 
aitreat, gives 
a lower-back 
massage to Leon 
kwek of the 
men’s national 
basketball team, 
at kin teck tong’s 
sports science 
and Chinese 
medicine Clinic 
yesterday.  
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former Chelsea striker Demba ba broke his leg after it was 
caught between the turf and his opponent’s boot in a match 
against sipg on sunday. shanghai shenhua’s coach said it 
could be potentially career-ending. PHOTO: AFP


