Cerebral Palsy and Massage

“Working with Clients Who Have Cerebral Palsy”
By Ruth Werner, LMP, NCTMB

”There is no question that massage therapy can have a valuable role in improving the quality of life of a person with CP. Unlike many CNS disorders, a lot of information about bodywork for CP patients is easily available; I'll list some wonderful sources at the end of this article. Nonetheless, these clients require some special adjustments in the way bodywork is administered, and I've had several letters from massage therapists who would like to feel their work is more effective with this population. 

The damage for a person who has CP does not begin in the muscle and connective tissues. Although this is where we feel the tightening of the connective tissue wrappings around muscles, the contractures themselves are simply a symptom-a complication of a problem deep in the brain. Therefore, if all we try to do is lengthen the muscles and stretch the fascia, we will run smack into a brick wall: either no progress will happed at all, or symptoms may even be temporarily exacerbated. Most people with CP get best results if bodywork focuses on indirectly affecting muscle tone through craniosacral work, gentle rocking, slow range of motion exercises, and manipulation of the arms and legs that engages the client in ways he or she doesn't automatically resist-this often means going with the direction of muscle shortening in order to disengage the reflex. Ultimately, the therapist will have to experiment with lots of different approaches, often accompanied by extremely supportive bolstering, in order to find what techniques allow their clients to relax and enjoy their massage. 

The benefits of massage to CP patients are undeniable. Parents write of their satisfaction when their child is able to sleep through the night, when postural distortions unbind, when breathing eases, when faces light up with joy because the massage therapist has arrived for a session. Imagine a child who is the object of vast numbers of painful, intrusive, unpleasant, dehumanizing medical procedures (regardless of the supportive intentions behind them). This child is handled rather than touched. Then his massage therapist arrives and arranges him carefully among pillows and bolsters on the table. She cradles his occiput and straightens his neck so he can breathe more easily. She rocks his arms and legs until their tension eases. She plays with his fingers until he realizes he can move them in lots of directions. Nothing she does hurts. What a gift, what a privilege to be invited into such a relationship! 

If physical therapy is used to stretch and strengthen skeletal muscles, massage will also be a safe choice. The only caution is that people with very severe CP may not be able to communicate their wants or concerns clearly. If a massage therapist works with a client who cannot speak, other modes of communication, including nonverbal signals, become especially important. It is the responsibility of the massage therapist to make sure that his or her work is welcome and freely accepted at all times. 

Our culture harbors a fear of people who look, or sound, or act differently from ourselves. Seeing or being with someone with CP can raise all kinds of fears or judgments that we never realized were there. Maybe this person can't speak, or drools, or walks funny, or doesn't walk at all. Speaking for myself, I will share that it's especially hard for me to deal with disabilities when they occur in children. And yet, here is a population that so needs the work we do! As long as basic common-sense precautions are respected (don't overwork numb areas, be sensitive to nonverbal communications, if anything you do makes symptoms worse then stop and try something else) massage can be a central coping mechanism for a child or adult with CP. 

I am hopeful that any readers who have the opportunity to work with clients who have CP will feel more confident to do so. I am especially delighted to share some valuable resources that help me put together the parts of this article about bodywork: 

· Denise Edwards and Gary Bruce: For cerebral palsy patients, massage makes life better. Massage Magazine, July/Aug 2001, pp. 93-110 

· Vickie M. Johnson: My healing journey. Massage Magazine, July/Aug 2001, pp. 97-101. 

· Russell A. Bourne: To Onar, with love. Massage Therapy Journal, spring 1996, pp. 68-76.

· Interview with Mary Beth Sinclair, author of Massage for Healthier Children”
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“For Cerebral Palsy Patients, Massage Makes Life Better”
by Denise Edwards and Gary Bruce

”A half-million people in the U.S. have cerebral palsy, and 5,000 infants are diagnosed with the disorder each year. Massage therapy contributes to the overall well-being of people who have cerebral palsy, by promoting improved posture, relaxation and movement control. The authors, therapists who specialize in bodywork for clients with brain injuries and developmental delays, explain what cerebral palsy is; the effect the disorder has on musculature and muscle control; the benefits of massage; and how to address the special needs of this clientele.

This issue's cover story delves into the conditions of this neurological disorder and how massage therapy can bring relaxation and structural improvement to those suffering from this affliction. Edwards and Bruce describe the conditions of Cerebral Palsy (CP) and explain how symptoms can range from severe to mild. Information on the connection between the brain and muscles of a CP patient, and how a massage therapist "by using slow and repeated movements" can "trigger a desired response (lowering of muscle tone) by working through the pathways to the brain," are explained by Edwards and Bruce. Since some CP clients may not be able to communicate verbally, massage therapists are encouraged to pay close attention to CP clients' breathing patterns and facial expressions and develop an acute sensitivity to the clients' needs and comfort level. Edwards and Bruce point out the hypersensitivities to sensations some CP clients with brain injuries may experience and they discuss techniques to assist the therapist in giving a gentle and non-irritating massage. Goal setting for the massage therapist and the CP client are discussed by Edwards and Bruce, for the importance of tracking progress and to emphasize the therapeutic value of massage for people suffering from CP.”
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Research from Touch Research Institute:.
METHOD: Twenty young children (M age = 32 months) with Cerebral Palsy (CP) recruited from early intervention programs received 30-minutes of massage or reading twice weekly for 12 weeks. RESULTS: The children receiving massage therapy showed fewer physical symptoms including reduced spasticity, less rigid muscle tone overall and in the arms and improved fine and gross motor functioning. In addition, the massage group had improved cognition, social and dressing scores on the Developmental Profile and they showed more positive facial expressions and less limb activity during face-to-face play interactions.

Hernandez-Reif, M., Field, T., Largie, S., Diego, M., Manigat, N., Seonanes, J., Bornstein, J. & Waldman, R. (2005). Cerebral Palsy symptoms in children decreased following massage therapy. Journal of Early Child Development and Care, 175, 445-456
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Research from the Henry Spink Foundation:

Massage relieves tension and spasms, it improves blood circulation and digestion. 
In a study published in Nursing Times. 96(1): 51. 2000. (Massage for Children 
with Cerebral Palsy.) Katharine Stewart noted an increase in circulation in 
paralysed limbs, with a change in colour and temperature.

