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Abstract 
 
Today, massage therapy is one of the most widespread forms of complementary therapy. One of the types of massage therapy is reflexology 

or reflection therapy. Reflexology is a special form of massage that is associated with applying pressure on the reflex points that are usually 

in the feet, it is believed that these points are connected to all parts of the body, and pressure on them can stimulate the body's physiological 

responses. The purpose of this study was to evaluate the effectiveness of the studies conducted in the field of reflexology on different body 

systems. The present study was a review study that examines the studies done in the field of reflexology effects. In these studies, variables 

such as fatigue, sleep, constipation, intensity and duration of labor, vomiting after chemotherapy, anxiety, physiological indicators, PMS 

symptoms, back pain, and restlessness were studied. The total findings of this review study show the favorable effect of reflexology on 

various diseases and disorders. Although reflexology cannot be used as an alternative treatment, it can be said that reflexology is a side 

treatment method and a pleasant and relaxing experience. It seems that reflexology can reduce the pain of patients after surgery. Therefore, 

it is recommended that nurses and staff of operating rooms and surgery centers use reflexology to reduce the pain of patients. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Pain is a common phenomenon after all surgical procedures 

and surgical procedures are among the causes of acute pain, 

with approximately 70% of patients complaining of severe 

pain on the first postoperative day. Pain can severely affect 

the general condition of patients. The amount of pain depends 

on the extent of the surgery, the patient's pain tolerance 

threshold, and the patient's response to pain [1, 2]. Evidence 

shows that in people whose postoperative pain is not well 

controlled, the rate of heart failure increases three times and 

the rate of infection after surgery increases five times. Pain 

delays wound healing and increases the chance of 

thromboembolic complications. The type and duration of the 

operation, the type of anesthesia and anesthesia used, as well 

as the mental and emotional state of the person, all have an 

effect on the severity of pain after the operation [3, 4].  

 

A high level of pain after surgery causes an increase in the 

consumption of narcotics, a decrease in the vital capacity of 

the lungs, pneumonia, tachycardia, an increase in blood 

pressure, and a delay in recovery. Although drug therapy is 

the most common intervention for pain control, the 

prevalence of postoperative pain is still high (80%) [5, 6]. 

Drug complications and other existing problems such as lack 

of availability or inappropriateness of pain relievers have 

caused the attention of nursing systems to be drawn to non-

pharmacological pain relief techniques [7-9]. 

 

In recent years, there have been many researches about non-

drug and alternative (complementary) pain control methods. 

Reflexology is one of the most common methods of 

complementary treatments [10]. Using this technique, one 

can alter the body's energy flow by applying pressure on the 

soles of the feet with the fingers, particularly the thumb [11]. 

Among the advantages of this method, it can be mentioned 

that it is cheap and economical, patient satisfaction [10, 12], 

easy to use, and not dependent on technology. In a review 

study of twenty articles related to the effect of reflexology on 

pain, eighteen articles confirmed the positive effect of 

reflexology on pain reduction [13]. On the contrary, in his 
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review, Ernst pointed out the lack of convincing evidence on 

the effectiveness of reflexology for the treatment of any 

medical condition (including pain) [14].  

 

The existence of such doubts in the medical community about 

the effectiveness of complementary medicine makes it 

necessary to have strong research support for complementary 

medicine [15-17]. Therefore, the present study was conducted 

to determine the effect of foot reflexology massage on 

patients' pain. 

 

Physiological and Therapeutic Effects of 
Reflexology 
Massage is an ancient therapeutic technique. Massage has 

been used for healing in many ancient civilizations. Today, 

massage therapy is one of the most widespread forms of 

complementary therapy in the United States of America [18].  

One of the types of massage therapy is reflexology or 

reflection therapy. Reflexology is a special form of foot 

massage that involves applying pressure on reflex points that 

are usually located on the feet. It is believed that these points 

are connected with all the points of the body and the pressure 

on them can affect the physiological responses of the body, 

which is thought to promote recovery and return to 

homeostasis [19].  

 

The mechanism of reflexology is not exactly known, but 

recently it has been shown to have profound physiological 

effects, some of which are attributed to touch-induced effects. 

However, short-term and immediate responses to treatment 

have been frequently reported [20, 21].  

 

Legs are sensitive to tension and movement. The skin 

contains a variety of sensory nerve receptors, each of which 

has different anatomical and physiological characteristics. 

Various degrees of pressure, such as massage and touch, 

stimulate the sensory nerve endings connected to these 

receptors. Meissner's corpuscles are located about 0.7 cm 

below the surface of the skin and just below the hairless 

epidermis, which responds to surface touch and slow 

vibration. Ruffini Cutaneous Mechanoreceptors are situated 

in the center of the dermis area and react to light pressure, 

whereas tactile cutaneous corpuscles are found in the 

epidermis and respond to touch and light pressure. Pacinian 

receptors (Pacinian corpuscles) are located at a deeper level 

and about 2 mm below the surface of the skin, in the dermis 

and the layers under the skin of the joints, periosteum, and 

some viscera, and they respond to stronger pressure and faster 

vibration. Stimulation, such as touch or continuous pressure, 

activates an action potential that is caused by electrical 

discharge in the cells, and this action potential is transmitted 

to the brain for interpretation through sensory nerves and then 

to the muscles of the corresponding area to create a response 

[22].  

 

Reflexive therapies rely on the existence of life energy, the 

balance of energies in the body, crystal structures, the 

existence of energy exchange channels, and manipulation of 

the body's energies, which is also very controversial [23]. 

They believe that reflexology can relieve stress and pain in 

different parts of the body by manipulating the feet. This 

claim explains that the pressure received in the feet sends 

messages to the nervous system that cause the balance in this 

system or release chemicals such as endorphins, thereby 

reducing pain and it to become stressful [23].  

 

Energy flow obstruction results from an inability to move 

longitudinally between the energy channels in the feet and the 

corresponding places in the body. This can lead to discomfort, 

illnesses, and diseases that need to be treated. By using 

reflexology, by applying pressure techniques on the problem 

points and based on the reflex point of each organ, the 

obstruction in the path of energy flow is removed, and as a 

result, the movement of energy flows in its channels [24].  

 

Another theory called the theory of neural impulses or 

autonomic-somatic integration, proposes that pressure 

applied to the feet during reflexology compresses receptors in 

plasma membrane cells (which have open ion channels) and 

a potential that initiates local action to transmit messages to 

the spinal cord or brain. Similar to involuntary spinal 

impulses, these impulses originate from the spinal cord and 

are a rapid knee reflex at the neuronal junction between the 

motor and sensory branches of the spinal cord. Through the 

intrinsic connection with the spinal cord's neurons, 

reflexology directly affects the muscles by fusing the 

movement structures that supply the muscles with sensory 

information from the legs [25].  

 

Different studies indicate the positive effect of reflexology in 

different conditions. In a systematic review and meta-

analysis, Lee et al. reviewed 44 studies on the effect of 

reflexology on sleep, fatigue, and pain and reported that 

reflexology is a nursing intervention and method for 

improving pain and fatigue. To investigate its effect on pain, 

more studies are needed [25]. Ernst et al. reviewed 23 clinical 

trial studies of reflexology. In this review study, conditions 

such as diabetes, premenstrual syndrome of cancer patients, 

and MS disease were examined, and in 17 studies, the positive 

effect of reflexology was reported [26]. A systematic review 

of controlled clinical trials was conducted by Yeung et al. 

under the title acupressure, reflexology, and ear acupressure 

in the field of sleep. From the total of 40 studies reviewed in 

this meta-analysis, five studies were related to the effect of 

reflexology on sleep, and the results obtained from all these 

studies in this systematic article show that this intervention is 

a safe and effective intervention for insomnia. Is. However, it 

requires more studies with higher accuracy and power [27]. 

Therefore, due to the increasing desire of people to use 

complementary medicine, especially massage therapy, the 

attention of researchers to investigate the effects of such 

methods is increasing day by day. So far, many studies in this 

field have been published by researchers. On the other hand, 

to accept or reject a treatment method, the effects of that 

method must be ensured in different conditions. 
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RESULTS AND DISCUSSION  

The results of this study showed that reflexology can reduce 

the pain of patients after surgery [28]. In a research, it was 

found that the intensity of pain after foot reflexology massage 

intervention was significantly reduced in patients undergoing 

lumbar disc surgery [29]. Another study on 122 patients 

suffering from persistent pain and 70 patients suffering from 

chronic pain showed that in patients suffering from persistent 

pain, foot reflexology significantly reduced the average pain 

score after each intervention session [30]. However, Albert et 

al.'s research, which was conducted on heart surgery patients, 

showed that the average pain scores of the patients after the 

intervention did not have a statistically significant difference 

compared to before the intervention, which is not consistent 

with the results of our study. The reason for the contradiction 

between the mentioned research and the current study is that 

in the aforementioned study, all heart surgery patients, 

including repair or replacement of heart valves, and people 

who had both operations performed at the same time, were 

included in the study, while due to Different length, operation 

duration, location and pain level of these patients will be 

different from each other [31]. 

 

Ernst et al. also stated in a review study that the effect of 

reflexology on various conditions of patients, including pain, 

is not clearly defined; It seems that because his study was a 

meta-analysis study and different studies were conducted in 

different conditions, as a result, it is a general result of the 

above studies and cannot be seen as a contradictory reason 

with other studies [26]. Shahriari et al.'s study showed that 

foot reflexology significantly reduced pain in patients after 

lower limb amputation [32]. Sadeghi Shermeh et al.'s study 

also showed that foot reflex massage caused a significant 

reduction in pain score from 4.6±1.2 to 3.34±1.5 in patients 

undergoing sternotomy [33]. However, in Hattan et al.'s 

study, foot massage did not significantly reduce the pain of 

patients undergoing coronary artery bypass surgery; perhaps 

the small size of the sample in this study (7 people in the 

experimental group and 9 people in the control group) was 

one of the factors affecting the result of this study [34]. 

Stephenson et al.'s study showed that foot reflexology 

massage can significantly reduce pain caused by metastatic 

cancer [35]. In Keller's study, reflexology massage of the 

soles of the feet reduced the pain intensity of patients after 

spine surgery in the short term [36]. 

 

The total findings of this review study show that reflexology 

has a favorable effect on various diseases and disorders. The 

results of most of the studies show that the effect of 

reflexology was greater compared to other methods [33, 37-

39]. However, in some cases, the effectiveness of this method 

has not been proven [40-43].  

In his systematic review, Ernest has examined 23 clinical 

trials conducted in the field of reflexology and reports 

reflexology as an effective and useful treatment method [14]. 

According to the results, it seems that the effect of 

reflexology on pain is hopeful and effective. In a review 

study, Lee et al. reviewed 44 studies on the effect of 

reflexology on pain and sleep. In his study, he reports that 

reflexology has less effect on pain than sleep and fatigue, and 

more studies are needed to report its effects on pain [25]. 

Meanwhile, the results of this review show the positive effect 

of reflexology on pain.  

 

The frequency of reflexology in the conducted studies varied 

from one session to 90 sessions. Also, the duration of the 

massage in each session varied from 10 minutes to 20 minutes 

for each foot. Therefore, it can be said that the duration and 

frequency of reflexology is not a factor affecting the initial 

results. However, the effect of the frequency of reflexology 

needs more investigation. Although reflexology cannot be 

used as an alternative treatment and endangers the patient's 

life, it can be said that reflexology is a side treatment and a 

pleasant and relaxing experience [44]. One of the limitations 

of this review is the lack of access to the results of all studies. 

Because some of the studies were limited to dissertations, 

conferences, and conferences, full access to the results was 

not possible. On the other hand, despite the great efforts of 

researchers in searching for studies conducted in the field of 

reflexology, some studies may not have been included in this 

research; Therefore, it is suggested that the studies that will 

be conducted in the future to investigate the effect of 

reflexology should be conducted with more accurate 

sampling methods, higher sample size and in compliance with 

the principles of the CONSORT agreement [45]. 

 

CONCLUSION 

Reflexology is a special form of massage that is associated 

with applying pressure on the reflex points that are usually in 

the feet, it is believed that these points are connected to all 

parts of the body, and pressure on them can stimulate the 

body's physiological responses. The purpose of this study was 

to evaluate the effectiveness of the studies conducted in the 

field of reflexology on different body systems. This research 

was a review, looking at previous studies on the effects of 

reflexology. These studies looked at a variety of factors, 

including sleep, exhaustion, constipation, the length and 

intensity of labor, post-chemotherapy vomiting, anxiety, 

physiological markers, PMS symptoms, back pain, and 

restlessness. The total findings of this review study show the 

favorable effect of reflexology on various diseases and 

disorders. Although reflexology cannot be used as an 

alternative treatment, it can be said that reflexology is a side 

treatment method and a pleasant and relaxing experience. It 

is suggested that future studies should be conducted with 

more accurate sampling methods, a higher sample size, and 

follow the principles of the CONSORT agreement. 

 

It seems that reflexology can reduce the pain of patients after 

surgery. Therefore, it is recommended that nurses and staff of 

operating rooms and surgery centers use reflexology to 

reduce the pain of patients. 
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