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The Role of Massage Therapy in Pediatric Acute Headache Treatment:

What is the Evidence?
Headaches affect over 10% of children, exceeding 20% in adolescents.  Children and adolescents with headaches miss more than twice as much school as those who do not suffer from this condition.  Disability from headaches can affect school performance, social development and quality of life.  Massage therapy is the second highest Complimentary & Alternative Medicine (CAM) therapy sought out by patients not responding to conventional treatments for headache pain.  More evidence is needed in order for clinicians to understand the benefits and to direct patients toward massage therapy for treatment for headache pain.  Research investigating therapeutic effects of massage therapy for pediatric headaches is scarce.

The Headache Center at Cincinnati Children’s Hospital Medical Center offers an innovative multidisciplinary approach to facilitate rapid and effective initiation of acute headache treatment.  Licensed Massage Therapists, Nurse Practitioners, Registered Nurses and Physicians comprise the team.  A sequential treatment of the following three therapies is used by the massage therapist with acute headache patients:

1st Massage Therapy:  This modality increases circulation and relaxes soft tissue in primarily shoulders, neck, jaw and face and establishes trust with the patient.

2nd Lymphatic Drainage Therapy:  This modality decreases pressure in the head and face by draining tiny lymphatic vessels of the neck and face.  Also engages the relaxation response by decreasing the sympathetic response and increases the parasympathetic response eliciting a pain inhibitory effect.

3rd Craniosacral Therapy:  This modality releases restrictions of the fascia and tissues surrounding the brain and spinal column.  CST is very quiet and still in nature and in this protocol is used with children and adolescents after trust has been established via the first two modalities.

Clinical Question:
For children with intractable headaches, does the use of massage therapy combined with lymphatic drainage and craniosacral therapy in conjunction with medications to treat acute headaches, decrease pain levels and improve function compared to those who don’t receive massage therapy?
A search of the literature using CINAHL, Medline, PubMed, Scopus, Cochrane, Medscape, Massage Therapy Foundation databases was performed using keywords, “migraine”, “headache”, “massage therapy”, “lymphatic drainage therapy”, “manual lymphatic therapy”, “craniosacral”, “cranio sacral”, “craniosacral therapy”.  The evidence was appraised, graded and summarized.

Headaches are often an under-recognized health problem in children and adolescents.  There is a gap in the evidence in the treatment of massage therapy for acute headache pain in a pediatric population.  There was no scientific evidence found supporting craniosacral therapy or lymphatic drainage therapy in the treatment of headache pain.
The intention in reviewing the literature is to expose the need for rigorous study design and implementation on the effects of a combination treatment of massage therapy, lymphatic drainage therapy and craniosacral therapy with children and adolescents who suffer from intractable, acute headache pain.  Within such studies there is a need to determine the long-term treatment effects on frequency and intensity of headache pain and increased functionality resulting from application of these therapies.
