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Massage Therapy for Individuals in Long-Term Care 

Massage therapy is increasingly utilized as a valuable addition to care for people in long-term care 

facilities. Massage therapy can help the physical, emotional and psychological well-being of those in 

long-term care homes, and can increase quality of life. Benefits can include reduced levels of pain, 

improved physical function, reduced levels of stress and agitation, as well as the management of 

symptoms associated with anxiety and depression.  

Massage therapy is the manipulation of soft tissues of the body including, muscles, connective tissues, 

tendons, ligaments and joints. Massage therapy is a safe and effective health care option, and 

Registered Massage Therapists can adjust their treatments based on an individual patient’s health and 

comfort or mobility level, as well as account for different treatment environments such as sitting in a 

chair or lying in a bed. 

Pain 

The prevalence of musculoskeletal conditions among residents in long-term care homes has grown over 

the past few years, with nearly a third of residents suffering from some form of arthritis.1,2 Osteoarthritis 

is increasingly prevalent with age, and massage therapy is an effective treatment option to reduce pain 

and improve function in people with osteoarthritis of the knee.3 The majority of residents of long-term 

care homes are over the age of 85, and chronic pain is common among this population.4 Massage 

therapy can be particularly effective for reducing pain and improving function in the treatment of low-

back pain. For elderly individuals experiencing persistent pain, massage therapy is associated with less 

self-reported limitation due to physical or emotional issues, better social functioning, and better overall 

health.5 

Agitation and Dementia  

The majority of residents in long-term care homes have some form of cognitive impairment with 

dementia being the most common. Agitation is a common symptom of distress in people with dementia, 

and residents of long-term care homes suffering from agitation and dementia have been reported to 
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have a lower quality of life.6 Massage therapy, and in particular hand and face massage, has been found 

to reduce the levels of stress and aggressive behavior in patients with dementia.7 Individuals with 

dementia experienced lower agitation during massage therapy treatment, and their agitation remained 

lower at follow-up. This included a reduction in physical signs of agitation such as wandering, pacing and 

resisting care.8 There is also a trend towards greater chronic pain relief for patients with dementia in a 

long-term care setting following massage therapy treatments.9 

Mood Disorders  

Mood disorders are common among residents in long-term care homes with 40% suffering from 

disorders such as anxiety or depression.1 There was reduction in levels of state anxiety and 

improvements in health-related quality of life following the application of a massage therapy 

treatment.10,11 Massage therapy may also reduce self-reported anxiety in elderly women.12 It may be the 

opportunity to be in the close proximity of another person offered by massage therapy that contributes 

to reduced anxiety and feelings of comfort.13  

Safe and Effective Health Care Option  

Registered Massage Therapists are increasingly being integrated into long-term care environments to 

compliment residents’ usual medical care and help improve their overall quality of life. Massage therapy 

is a safe and effective treatment option for many of the concerns faced by residents in long-term care 

homes. Registered Massage Therapists can modify the duration of the treatment, the patient’s position 

during treatment, and the level of pressure used during the treatment for more medically fragile 

patients. They are also capable of working around various types of medical equipment and adapting 

their treatments to accommodate interruptions by other care staff when required. Registered Massage 

Therapists also pay close attention to a patient’s body language and other nonverbal cues, and will 

communicate with the patient’s caregivers and other members of the health care team when 

appropriate. Massage therapy fits well into the patient-centred focus of long-term care homes, focusing 

primarily on improving quality of life and ensuring comfort.  
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