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                                   MASSAGE THERAPY

INTRODUCTION:

Massage therapy is a treatment that falls outside of mainstream healthcare. Like every other form of complementary therapy such as acupuncture, homeopathy, aromatherapy, meditation etc. It supports users of healthcare to maintain their physical and mental wellbeing by providing massage treatment along conventional healthcare. On the other hand, it could be used as an alternative treatment instead of the conventional care. Overall, its aim is to improve the quality of life for the individual with or without a health condition.

Massage therapy is the application of a combination of specialised strokes, rubs and pressures applied in varying intensity to soft tissues of the body tailored to the patient’s health condition (Corbin, 2005).

This paper shall focus on the historical background of massage therapy, its uses and contra indications. Its overall effectiveness shall also be evaluated against existing evidence and finally conclusive statement given with regards to massage therapy.



HISTORICAL BACKGROUND OF MASSAGE THERAPY.

Record of massage therapy goes back to India (3000 BC), China (2700 BC), Egypt (2500 BC) and Japan (1000 BC) where it was considered a sacred system of natural healing and used by the Hindus in Ayurveda ‘life health’ medicine. (Florida Academy, 2019). It has continued to evolve as it’s been passed from one generation to another with the ultimate aim of healing injuries, relieve pain, prevent and cure illnesses. Irrespective of the different approaches used today, massage therapy is based on the principle that illnesses and diseases occur when people are out of sync with the environment and through massage therapy, the body restores the natural and physical balance needed to heal itself.
The different approaches or techniques include Effleurage, Petrissage, Tapemotement and Friction which involves deep circular or crosswise movements with the thumbs, fingertips, palms and elbows to penetrate deep tissues.
It must be noted here that the establishment of the American Massage Therapy Association gave birth to ethics and education standard requirements for practitioners. Being recognised as professional role meant more people felt the need to use it.




USES OF MASSAGE THERAPY.

The need to use Massage therapy is on the rise since 1970 as more people decide to live healthier lifestyles and more holistic approaches to healthcare, maintaining healthy bodies and pain management (Florida Academy, 2019).

Perceived effectiveness and safety, belief that medicine and treatment is natural, non -invasive, pleasant therapeutic experience with practitioner, desperation to find immediate relief to their health conditions etc are some of the reasons why massage therapy or any complementary therapy will be in continuous usage.

Massage therapy is used either as an alternative medicine/treatment for a health condition or used alongside the conventional medicine/treatment. 

It is used to manage a health condition and improve wellness of individuals (National Centre for Complementary and Integrative Health NCCIH, 2019).

It is used to alleviate the physiological symptoms of stress, Blood pressure and heart rate at least in the short term and cannot be guaranteed for the longer term to the user (Moraska et al. 2010).

 It is generally believed to reduce symptoms in cancer patients however, studies are small and difficult to make firm conclusions (Corbin, 2005).

Massage therapy was found to be helpful and useful for chronic low back pain, neck and shoulder pain, osteoarthritis of the knee and headaches in 20 studies carried out with marked short-term improvement although the strength of evidence was low (NCCIH, 2019).

Studies also reveal that massage therapy was useful for people that suffer from HIV/AIDS with regards to anxiety and depression compared to patients without massage (NCCIH, 2019).

Massage therapy is used for reducing anxiety, depression and fatigue by improving the mood of the patient (Corbin, 2005).          

As more people continue to embrace and use massage therapy for improving their physical and psychosocial wellbeing, there is also the urgent need for them to understand that they should avoid or stay away from massage therapy when faced with certain health conditions. These are what is referred to as contraindications of massage therapy.

CONTRAINDICATIONS

The likelihood that a patient with certain condition can be at greater risk of complications is one of the major reasons why health professionals discourage their patient from using massage therapy. For example, oncologists always consider comorbid conditions such as heart failure, deep venous thrombosis, pregnancy, bone metastases that may put their patients at higher risk for complications. In these conditions, the oncologist will support the patient with a therapist experienced in medical massage or cancer massage who can apply appropriate massage technique to reduce risk (Corbin, 2005).
A patient with coagulation disorder (low platelet count, warfarin, heparin or aspirin therapy) should stay away from deep tissue massage because it could lead to bleeding ranging from minor bruising to haemorrhaging (Corbin, 2005)
Massage should never be applied directly over open wounds or dermatitis as it is likely to increase the pain and infection (Corbin, 2005). 
Serious reports of harmful side effects by users are generally quite low because most users fail to report it. Most of the cases reported have involved the use of vigorous type of massage such as deep tissue massage or patients who are at increased risk of injury such as the elderly people (NCCIH, 2019). Where patients fail to report their experience of side effects after massage session. It becomes challenging to generalise its safety concerns and take appropriate action to address it. It is also because a lot of users have seen their pains and health conditions relieved after undergoing massage therapy. While some users perceive massage therapy to be effective, others don’t. The question that arises is how effective is massage therapy on health conditions and overall wellbeing of users?


EFFECTIVENESS OF MASSAGE THERAPY

Several research studies have been carried out over the years to determine the effectiveness of massage therapy on specific health conditions of patients.

In twelve research quality studies carried out involving 559 patients with cancer pain specifically surgery related pain, the results show a significant reduction in cancer pain after massage compared to patients with no massage. This result is indicative that massage therapy is effective in the relief of cancer pain. However, it was difficult for the researchers to draw a conclusive statement as to its effectiveness but suggested larger sample sizes research and longer follow-up periods needs to be adopted in future to determine its overall effectiveness (Lee et al. 2015).

Another systematic and meta-analysis research was carried out involving 1157 patients to determine the efficacy of massage therapy on pain and anxiety using ten randomised controlled trials. The result also showed significant improvement in pains and anxiety of patients. However, the research conclusion was that massage therapy may alleviate post- operation pain and anxiety but cannot be generalised due to low methodological quality (Kukimoto et al. 2017).

In other research on shoulder pain (Yeun, 2017) and Chronic Obstructive Pulmonary Disease COPD (Polastri et al. 2019), results reveal a significant improvement in the pain experienced by the patients that had massage therapy. However, the researchers found it difficult to provide evidence -based conclusion and recommendations for its general use. With regards to COPD, it was proposed that massage therapy should be used as a therapeutic option in association with other interventions such as physical exercise (Polastri et al. 2019). It must not be used as a stand-alone alternative treatment for relieving pain associated with COPD.
Based on the above research and results, it will be wrong to conclude that Massage therapy is effective in the treatment of certain health conditions as compared to conventional medicine where Paracetamol is generally effective in the treatment of headaches and pain.

Effectiveness of massage therapy or any other complementary and alternative medicine or treatment is difficult to identify and generalise because it is largely opinion based rather than evidence based. Conventional medicine and treatment are usually systematic, and results obtained through randomised controlled trials as it provides the least basic method to determine reliability (Ernst, 2000). This fundamental requirement for effectiveness is lacking in massage therapy and in most complementary therapies in general.

Other factors include safety issues, research challenges such as lack of investment in complementary therapy research because it is perceived to be unattractive to investors and lack of acceptable standard of delivering massage therapy to users.

These challenges are however not sufficient proof to dismiss or relegate complementary therapies to the background including massage therapy. Recent research shows they are very useful and relevant in modern medicine and treatment of the 21st century. It should complement orthodox or conventional healthcare medicine and practices. France, Germany and Italy have incorporated complementary therapy into their healthcare system because they fully understand the huge role it plays in the overall physical, mental and emotional wellbeing on users (Mendes da costa, 2011).

Although this is not the case in the United Kingdom, medical experts and policy makers in healthcare should begin to reconsider making complementary therapy outside of officially recognised Chiropractic and Osteopractic treatments as part of mainstream healthcare system including Massage therapy.
Nurses and healthcare practitioners in mainstream healthcare system should be trained so they can offer patients professional advice and information when appropriate as to the use of complementary therapy and perhaps more government regulation for private practitioners rather than voluntary obligation.

CONCLUSION

Massage therapy research and studies have shown that massage therapy does a lot better than harm to users in alleviating their health conditions and wellbeing. Although it cannot provide hard evidence of effectiveness like the conventional medicines and treatment, its not sufficient and justifiable reason to discourage or discontinue its use. Rather it should support and complement mainstream healthcare system. The users of massage therapy know exactly where it hurts and therefore are in a better position to decide what is best for them with regards to their health and wellbeing. Health providers need to provide the information needed for users to make their decisions.
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