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Recent updates on massage therapy in oncology
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Abstract
Background. Many oncologic patients are interesting to find ways to improve their conventional treatment and use massage therapy, alongside other methods of complementary and alternative medicine (CAM),
in order to relieve cancer - related symptoms.
Aim. This paper’s aim is to evaluate the effects of massage in oncologic patients, adults and children.
Conclusions. Massage therapy appears to be useful in relieving cancer related symptoms. However, more
randomized studies are needed to really underline the benefits and the risks of this therapy, so the health
professionals should choose the proper method for each patient.
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Abbreviations
QoL = quality of life

CAM = complementary and alternative medicine

BACKGROUND
Malignancies are associated with a profound
impact on patients’ physical and psychological
functions and especially in advanced stages, decrease the quality of life (QoL) of affected ones (1).
Patients experience symptoms as pain, anxiety, fatique, depression, depending on type of cancer
but also on stage of the disease. Breast cancer,
one of the most frequent types of cancer nowadays, is a leading cause of death in women worldwide, affecting severely also the QoL by impedimenting the physical aspect of these women (2,3).
A complex approach should be implemented as
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soon as possible in order to optimize the patient’s
needs and to improve their overall mood (1).
A number of non-medicated therapies such as
massage, reflexology, osteopathy, acupuncture,
diet, music therapy are known as complementary
and alternative medicine (CAM) and have recently
been subjected to many studies in order to clarify
their efficacy and/or interferences with the conventional treatment in oncologic patients (4).
However, further studies are needed to provide
solid data in this domain, where dealing with such
vulnerable group of patients (5). Both health professionals and patients should be aware of the
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benefits and the risks related to each procedure
they want to elect (3).

HISTORICAL DATA. DEFINITION
Massage therapy is one of the most known
therapeutic approaches, dating back in 1600 BC,
with many ancient cultures (Chinese, Greek, Indian, Turkish) having their own techniques. Our ancestors found that this method of using touch
could relieve pain, produce relaxation and heal
injuries and since that time, massage therapy continues to evolve, earning a place as a respectable
method of CAM (6,7).
We can define massage as the scientific method of manipulating – with the hands – of the whole
human body and consists in 5 basic maneuvers:
effleurage, petrissage, friction, pinching and vibration. Oncology massage is the ability to modify the
regular massage therapy methods, focuses on patient’s needs and it’s performed by a therapist
who must understand the disease and the consequences of the treatments on human body. The
existing literature underlined an amount of benefits in oncologic patients both during and following treatment (3,8). Massage therapy is able to
counteract many of cancer symptoms or treatment side effects, being more and more popular
among oncologic patients as a supportive care option.

RESULTS OF LITERATURE REVIEW
There have been many studies of massage
therapies in children, but only few were able to
prove its efficiency – by now (9). In one study, parents massaged their children diagnosed with leukemia, once a day, 15 minutes before bedtime, for
a month, increasing the white blood cells and neutrophils and also, decreasing depression (8).
Another study stated that massage performed
on inpatients cancer children, 20 minutes/day for
about four days or once a week for four weeks in
outpatients, decreased muscular pain, anxiety and
discomfort (8).
Regarding chemotherapy-induced nausea and
vomiting issues, a randomized controlled clinical
trial (70 children and adolescents) showed a significantly less incidence and severity of both symptoms in massage group (8,10).
In a systematic review, on different massage
techniques in oncologic children, the authors underlined in conclusions the beneficity of this
maneuver in relieving pain – resulted from the
cancer itself but also from the treatments side ef-

fect – anxiety and nausea (8,11). Sleep disorder is
common in pediatric oncology and there is an imperious need to target new treatments to improve
this deficiency which often associate with daily
time impairments as: anxiety, fatigue, and even
psychological consequences (12,13,14). Massage
proved its efficacity on sleep patterns in studies,
even using activity watches, with inpatients adolescents (8,13).
Massage promoted its positive effects in the
treatment of women with breast cancer, reducing
stress, depression and anxiety – on one hand –
and on the other, stimulating the immunity. Researches in the field of molecular – level accomplished in the last decades, clarifying the biological
pathways in this domain of complementary therapies, upgraded them as part of methods to improve the QoL of cancer patients. (3).
In a study realized by Kinkead et al. (15), following up to four years 66 breast cancer survivors,
whom were performed 45 minutes of massage
therapy (Swedish or “light touch”), once a week
for six weeks, the fatigue cancer-related was significantly decreased – with more improvements in
the Swedish massage group than the “light touch”
one.
In 2017, Mao et al. reported in an article about
their programme of development, implementation and evaluation of massage therapy for breast
cancer patients undergoing chemotherapy in an
academic medical center. They offered 1,090 massages – between august 2015 and april 2016 – and
692 (63%) were accepted with a result of decreasing (self- reported) anxiety, nausea, pain and fatigue without any adverse event noted. In the end,
the authors concluded that despite a series of limitations, massage therapy can be safely performed
to breast cancer patients during chemotherapy
(16).
In 2017, Miladinia M. et al. (17) stated in a randomized controlled trial within 60 patients with
acute leukemia, a decreasing of pain, fatique or
sleep disruption (measured by using numeric rated scales) following a 4 weeks period of slow
stroke back massage lasting 10 minutes, 3 times
per week – excepting the situation when they had
less than 15,000 platelets (9,17).
Another study including 20 patients with leukemia was randomized by Taylor. They were given
50 minutes of Swedish massage by trained therapists, three times a week, 7 weeks and the author
could notice a reducing of stress doubled by an
increasing of relaxation, following the therapies.
Still, the QoL was not significantly modified (9,18).
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DISCUSSION
As studies stated that the stress generated by
this diagnostic and its related symptomatology affects negatively the immune response, a complementary method to diminish it might be the right
choice (3,5).
It is to be mentioned also the benefits of this
widely used method in minimizing the negative effects of chemotherapy in breast cancer patients,
so improving their QoL (19).
The sleep disorder, the most prevalent symptom in women diagnosed with cancer, is improved
as well, following massage therapy sessions (20).
Moreover, a recent research (2014-2017) investigating the symptoms determined by intrathe-

cal therapy/aspiration of bone marrow in children
with cancer settled as well massage efficacy by
decreasing pain and anxiety of those affected
(21,22).

CONCLUSIONS
Finally, it may be concluded that, based on
these evidences, massage therapy has proved its
utility in reducing subjective symptoms as pain,
anxiety, nausea and fatique in oncologic patients.
Furthermore, carefully designed studies taking
into account all aspects regarding different kinds
of massage therapy are necessary to help the need
of each patient.
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