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The Role of Massage Therapy in the Management of ALS Symptoms

Massage therapy is the manipulation of soft tissues of the body including, muscles, connective tissues,
tendons, ligaments and joints. Massage Therapy is a clinically-oriented healthcare option that helps
alleviate the discomfort associated with both acute and chronic pain conditions.

Massage therapy can be beneficial for patients with amyotrophic lateral sclerosis (ALS), also known as
Lou Gehrig’s disease or motor neuron disease. Massage therapy can help the physical, emotional and
psychological well-being of those with ALS, and can increase quality of life. Benefits can include the
reduction of pain and swelling, increased range of motion, decreased muscle stiffness and cramping,
and the management of symptoms associated with depression and anxiety.

Pain Reduction

Massage therapy can reduce muscle pain and pain perception in patients with ALS. Common sites of
pain are the skeletal muscles including those in the low back, neck and shoulder area'’. Massage therapy
can also help positively affect other characteristics of pain in ALS" relating to the decreasing functional
status of the motor neurons.

Range of Motion

The loss of physical mobility has one of the most negative impacts on quality of life for patients with
ALS'!. Massage therapy is a safe intervention to both passively and actively increase joint mobility and
range of motion. Registered Massage Therapists are able to perform passive stretching exercises which
can help prevent or reduce pain and increase or maintain function in patients with ALS".

Muscle Spasticity, Cramping and Stiffness

Stretching and both passive and active range of motion exercises can be especially helpful in those
patients who have spasticity". Massage therapy can also help decrease muscle spasm and can help
normalize muscle-resting tension'. Massage therapy is a useful adjunctive treatment for spasticity,
avoiding the side effects of common pharmacological treatments.

Edema Reduction

Massage therapy has been proven to decrease venous edema through a therapy called Manual
Lymphatic Drainage (MLD). MLD can increase venous blood flow in the treatment and prevention of
venous stasis complications” and improves clinical stage, hemodynamic parameters and quality of life in
patients with chronic venous disease"!. Edema reduction can help to increase comfort in ALS patients
suffering from increased swelling resulting from decreased muscle movement.
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Depression and Anxiety

Massage therapy can help improve mood and manage the physical symptoms associated with
depression and anxiety. Massage therapy has been successful in significantly reducing pulse, respiratory
rate, and systolic blood pressure'™, and can affect several other physical symptoms of anxiety.
Physiological relaxation is closely tied to immediate reduction in anxiety, and patients’ anxiety
perception has been found to decrease immediately following massage therapy treatment™.

Palliative Care

Massage therapy is being increasingly incorporated into hospice and palliative care facilities. Massage
therapy can provide relief to some of the more debilitating physical and emotional symptoms faced by
patients in palliative care. Used as a complementary therapy, it can help to enhance a person’s quality of
life and can promote a greater sense of wellbeing for the patient and their caregivers.

Massage Therapy for ALS Patients

Massage therapy is a safe and effective form of healthcare for the management of symptoms associated
with ALS. It is a safe, non-invasive, non-drug therapy that can help to improve the quality of life and
overall wellbeing of patients with life-limiting illnesses. Registered Massage Therapists are able to adapt
and modify treatments to account for patient’s lack of mobility or different treatment environments.
Registered Massage Therapists can be integrated into the interdisciplinary collaborative healthcare
teams to provide an alternative or adjunct healthcare option to manage symptoms associated with ALS.

" Majmudar S, Wu J, Paganoni S. Rehabilitation in amyotrophic lateral sclerosis: why it matters. Muscle Nerve.
2014; 50: 4-13.

i Hanisch F, Skudarek A, Berndt J and Kornhuber ME. Characteristics of pain in amyotrophic lateral sclerosis. Brain
Behav. 2015 Mar; 5(3): e00296.

iii Siqueira SC, de Oliveira Vitorino PV, Martins Prudente CO, Sardeiro de Santana T, Ferreira de Melo G. Quality of
life of patients with Amyotrophic Lateral Sclerosis. Northeast Network Nursing Journal. 2017; 18(1).

v Lewis M and Rushanan S. The role of physical therapy and occupational therapy in the treatment of amyotrophic
lateral sclerosis. NeuroRehabilitation. 2007; 22(6): 451-61.

v Andrade CK, Clifford P. Outcome-Based Massage. Baltimore: Lippincott Williams & Wilkin, 2001

Vi Dos Santos Crisostomo RS, Candeias MS, Ribeiro AM, da Luz Belo Martins C, Armada-da-Silva PA. Manual
lymphatic drainage in chronic venous disease: a duplex ultrasound study. Phlebology. 2014;29:667-676.

Vil Molski P, Kruczynski J, Molski A, Molski S. Manual lymphatic drainage improves the quality of life in patients with
chronic venous disease: a randomized controlled trial. Arch Med Sci. 2013 Jun 20; 9(3): 452-458.

Vil Gholami-Motlagh F, Jouzi M, Soleymani B. Comparing the effects of two Swedish massage techniques on the
vital signs and anxiety of healthy women. Iran J Nurs Midwifery Res. 2016 Jul-Aug; 21(4):402-40

* Falkensteiner, M., Mantovan, F., Miiller, |., & Them, C. The Use of Massage Therapy for Reducing Pain, Anxiety,
and Depression in Oncological Palliative Care Patients: A Narrative Review of the Literature. ISRN Nursing, 2011,
929868.

Registered Massage Therapists’ Association of Ontario
1243 Islington Avenue, Suite 704, Toronto, Ontario, M8X 1B3
info@rmtao.com - 1-800-668-2022 - www.rmtao.com



