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Comfort and Healing Just Under our Fingertips:

Massage in Nurse Training-School Curricula (1861-1945)
Purposes: This paper traces the early roots of massage in the medical literature; the inclusion of massage in nurse training-school curricula; and examines the historical shift from providing massage as a basic nursing comfort measure to a specialization of physiotherapy. 
Description: Early nursing care focused on principles of hygiene and basic comfort measures. Guided by Florence Nightingale, the founder of the first nurse training school at St. Thomas’ Hospital in 1861, massage techniques were thought to have been included as part of nurses’ qualifications and nurse training instruction methods, “to help the patient to live,” and therefore were duplicated in the United States nurse training curricula. During the 1880s and early 1900s massage was part of nurse training curricula and instruction was delivered by physicians, nurses, or masseurs for many disease conditions. By the 1930s and 40s  influential nurse authors and educators began to recommend specialization in physiotherapy for nurses, and as more scientific, and pharmacological solutions for symptoms of disease became increasingly popular, the practice of basic nursing comfort measures that incorporated gentle, soothing touch of the body such as massage declined.  

Sources: Primary sources included text-books written by physicians, nurses, and massage instructors; medical and nursing journals; and nursing curriculum guidelines from archival collections of the Center for Historical Nursing Inquiry and the Special Collections Center at the University of Virginia. Secondary sources included published books and articles.
Findings and Conclusions: Prior to the increase in scientific care, the use of analgesics, and the specialization of physiotherapy departments the nurse provided basic comfort measures that included massage to soothe fears and relieve discomfort among her patients. Nursing care of the 1800s included physician ordered massage as treatment for many diseases. Nurse massage instructors believed that massage was one of the most effective means of influencing the functions of the human body and also held a firm belief that the act of massage was fundamental in the education of any nurse. 
Historical research in the use of massage as a basic comfort measure in health care may help refocus attention on the healing of the mind and body and reinforce the value of compassionate touch and balance in today’s expensive, scientifically and technologically based health care setting that often alienates, frightens, and may even do our patient’s harm. This research supports the position that more curriculum time could be given to not only teach the benefits of massage, but incorporate massage into almost all plans of nursing care.
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