Evidence Based Massage:
Stress and Hypertension
How your local Massage Therapist fits into
the primary care paradigm
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The trend towards evidence-based models
of healthcare has helped to highlight the
benefits of preventive and wellness forms of
complementary treatment such as Swedish
Massage. Recent studies demonstrate
that massage therapy can assist in the
management of hypertension due to stress.

Analysis of variance determined that systolic
and diastolic blood pressure changed
significantly between groups over time.3
Effect size was 2.25 for systolic pressure and
1.56 for diastolic pressure, suggesting that
regular massage may lower blood pressure
in hypertensive persons.

In one 2005 study, a team of researchers
investigated the effect of relaxation massage
on 16 healthy males.1 Immediate posttreatment effects included a drop in systolic
blood pressure. After six weeks of twiceweekly massage, the diastolic blood pressure
was reduced by 11% with an immediate
post-treatment net decrease of 22%.

In yet another study, 54 adults (60+) were
randomly selected for two treatment
groups. The objective was to assess the
effects of massage therapy compared with
guided relaxation on stress perception
and wellbeing among older adults. Results
showed significant improvements in
the anxiety, depression, vitality, general
health, perceived stress and positive wellbeing subscales of the General Wellbeing
Schedule among the massage participants.4

In a U.S. study, 30 adults with at least a
6-month medical diagnosis of hypertension
were randomly assigned into either a
massage group or a progressive muscle
relaxation group. The massage group
received a standardised, Swedish massage
twice weekly for 5 weeks. This group
recorded a sitting diastolic and systolic blood
pressure decrease after the first and last
sessions. Reclining diastolic blood pressure
declined from the first to the last day of
the 5-week treatment period.2 Both groups
reported less anxiety and depression on
two psychometric measures (STAI and
CES-D) but salivary and urinary stress
hormones decreased only for the massage
therapy group.
A preliminary study from the University
of South Florida tested the effects of a
regularly applied back massage on the blood
pressure of patients with clinically diagnosed
hypertension. Subjects received a series of
ten, 10-minute back massages three times
a week while a control group relaxed in
the same environment over ten sessions.

This evidence underscores the key role
that your local Massage Therapist can
play as part of a multidisciplinary care
team involved in the management of
hypertension and stress.
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