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Abstract

Reflexology, a type of complementary therapy, is receiving increased attention for its 
potential to address various health issues. With origins dating back to ancient civilizations 
like Egypt and China. Dr. William Fitzgerald expanded upon reflexology in the early 1900s, 
proposing that the body is divided into distinct zones. Applying pressure to specific points 
within these zones was believed to offer relief for several ailments.This narrative review 
endeavours to investigate the impact of reflex zone stimulation on improving postpartum 
comfort. By examining its historical origins, fundamental principles, recent research outcomes, 
and practical uses, it aims to uncover the potential advantages and significance of reflexology 
for maternal health and overall well-being during the postnatal period. A systematic search 
of electronic databases identified relevant literature focusing on reflexology interventions 
targeting postpartum comfort and well-being. Evidences suggest that reflexology emerges 
as a promising tool for promoting relaxation, alleviating physical discomforts, enhancing 
lactation, improving sleep quality, and addressing emotional concerns during the postpartum 
period. However, additional research is needed to elucidate the mechanisms underlying 
its therapeutic effects, establish standardized protocols, and ensure safety. Integrating 
reflexology into comprehensive postnatal care plans could offer holistic support for new 
mothers as they navigate the challenges of the postpartum period. Future directions include 
longitudinal studies, randomized controlled trials, qualitative research exploring patient 
experiences, interdisciplinary collaboration, and healthcare provider training in reflexology 
techniques. By addressing these future directions, we can further advance the integration 
of reflexology into mainstream postnatal care services and enhance the well-being of new 
mothers worldwide.
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Key Message: Reflexology shows 
promise in enhancing postpartum comfort. 
This review delves into its historical roots, 
principles, and recent research, revealing 
benefits such as relaxation, pain relief, 
and emotional support. Integrating 
reflexology into postnatal care could 
offer holistic well-being for new mothers 
worldwide.
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INTRODUCTION

ReÁexology, a non pharmacological
complementary therapy, has garnered attention 

for its potential to alleviate various conditions. 
Although empirical evidence from large scale trials 
remains limited, a burgeoning body of research 
suggests its efÀcacy in providing symptomatic
relief across diverse health issues.1,2

The origins of reÁexology can be traced back
to ancient civilizations such as Egypt, where 
depictions of foot and hand massage adorn 
hieroglyphics and tomb artwork. Similarly, ancient 
Chinese medical texts document the practice of 
foot massage, known as “zhi ya,” dating back 
millennia.3 Central to Chinese medicine is the 
concept of “qi,” or energy Áow, with the belief that
stimulating speciÀc points on the feet can regulate
this energy Áow throughout the body, facilitating
healing.1 Dr. William Fitzgerald, an American 
physician, further developed reÁexology in the
early 20th century, theorizing that the human body 
could be divided into longitudinal zones, each 
corresponding to speciÀc organs and systems.
According to Fitzgerald’s theory, applying pressure 
to certain areas within these zones could alleviate 
ailments affecting corresponding organs elsewhere 
in the body.4 India also contributed to the evolution 
of reÁexology through its rich tradition of natural
healing.1

This narrative review aims to explore the role of 
reÁex zone stimulation, particularly in the context
of enhancing postpartum comfort. By delving 
into the historical roots, underlying principles, 
contemporary research Àndings, and practical
applications of reÁexology, this review seeks to
shed light on its potential beneÀts and implications
for maternal health and well-being.

METHOD & SEARCH STRATEGY

A systematic approach was employed to identify 
relevant literature for this narrative review. 
Electronic databases including PubMed, Scopus, 
Google Scholar, EMBASE, CINAHL and Web of 
Science were searched using keywords such as 
“reÁexology,” “reÁex zone stimulation”, “foot
massage,” “postpartum comfort,”“postpartum 
care”, “maternal health, comfort”, “well-being”, 
“complementary therapy”,”comfort” and related 
terms. Additionally, reference lists of relevant 
articles and reviews were hand searched for 

additional studies. Inclusion criteria encompassed 
research articles, reviews, and clinical trials 
published in peer-reviewed journals, with a focus 
on reÁexology interventions targeting postpartum
comfort and well-being. Studies were screened 
based on relevance to the topic and quality of 
evidence, with emphasis on recent publications 
and those reporting empirical Àndings. We
synthesized Àndings from a total of 38 studies to
comprehensively explore the current literature on 
reÁex zone stimulation in the context of enhancing
postpartum comfort.

Understanding the Fundamentals: Key Concepts 
and Principles

ReÁexology theory originates from the notion
that the body harbours reÁex areas on the feet,
hands, and ears, which correspond to speciÀc
organs, glands, and body parts. ReÁexology is a
systematic practice wherein applying pressure to 
particular points on the feet and hands impacts the 
health of related body parts. Each pressure point 
acts as a sensor linked to different parts of the 
body. The theoretical basis of reÁexology revolves
around the idea that energy Áows through vertical
zones across the body from the foot towards 
the head. Manipulating and applying pressure 
to the periphery of these zones could affect 
physio-pathological conditions elsewhere in the 
same vertical zones.5-7

Eunice Ingham further developed this concept 
into ‘reÁexology,’ creating illustrated foot maps
to promote the therapy. Over the past century, 
reÁexology has evolved into a multifaceted
therapeutic modality, with reported anecdotal 
effects ranging from light touching to deep 
manipulation.1

Reflexology Zones and Types of Reflexology

At the core of reÁexology lies the concept of
zones with ten equal longitudinal (vertical) zones 
traversing the length of the human body, from head 
to toe. Each toe on the soles of the feet corresponds 
to a speciÀc zone, with each zone extending through
the body like an arrow penetrating from the front 
and emerging from the back.8

ReÁexology encompasses various forms,
including foot reÁexology (stimulating points on
the feet), hand reÁexology (stimulating points
on the hands), and ear reÁexology (stimulating
the outer ears). Other forms integrate reÁexology
with principles from other approaches, such as 
facial reÁexology, craniosacral reÁexology, body
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reÁexology, dermatoneural reÁexology, maternity
reÁexology, fertility reÁexology, and vertical reÁex
therapy.9

Current Landscape of Reflexology in Maternal 
Health

ReÁexology stands as a holistic approach to well-
being, targeting precise pressure points on the feet, 
hands, or ears to induce relaxation, alleviate stress, 
and enhance the body’s healing mechanisms.10-13

While scientiÀc research conÀrms its efÀcacy in
reducing stress and pain, anecdotal evidence 
suggests broader beneÀts, from immune system
support to fertility enhancement.14-18

In maternal health, reÁexology is increasingly
integrated into care plans, reÁecting a shift towards
holistic maternity services. Practitioners employ 
it to manage pregnancy symptoms, aid relaxation 
during labor, and support postpartum recovery.19-21

Research into reÁexology’s maternal health beneÀts
shows promise, indicating reduced stress, alleviated 
discomfort, and improved birth outcomes.22-26 This 
growing recognition underscores reÁexology’s
potential as a complementary therapy in maternal 
care, aligning with the broader trend of integrative 
medicine.27-29

Understanding reÁexology’s signiÀcance in
health and its integration into maternal care 
settings is crucial for healthcare providers to better 
support women throughout pregnancy, childbirth, 
and postpartum, ultimately improving maternal 
well-being and outcomes.

Enhancing Postpartum Comfort: The Role of Reflex 
Zone Stimulation

The postpartum period, often referred to as 
the “fourth trimester,” can be a challenging time 
for new mothers as they navigate physical and 
emotional changes while caring for their newborn. 
ReÁexology, a complementary therapy rooted in
the principles of holistic healing, is emerging as a 
promising tool for enhancing postpartum comfort 
and supporting maternal well-being during this 
critical phase. In the context of postpartum care, 
reÁexology offers several potential beneÀts like
promoting relaxation, promoting comfort etc that 
can help new mothers transition more smoothly 
into motherhood and alleviate common discomforts 
associated with childbirth and the postpartum 
period. Some of the primary beneÀts of reÁexology
in the postpartum period are as follows:

1) Promotes relaxation and reduce stress: 
One of its primary beneÀts is its ability

to promote relaxation and reduce stress, 
which is particularly beneÀcial for new
mothers experiencing heightened levels of 
anxiety as they adjust to their new roles and 
responsibilities. ReÁexology techniques, such
as gentle pressure and massage on the feet 
and hands, induce a state of deep relaxation, 
allowing mothers to release tension and 
unwind amidst the demands of caring for a 
newborn.30,31

2) Alleviates physical discomforts ReÁexology
can help alleviate physical discomforts 
commonly experienced by postpartum 
women. ReÁexology techniques targeting
speciÀc reÁex points on the feet and hands
may relieve back pain, pelvic discomfort, 
and muscle tension associated with 
childbirth and postpartum recovery. By 
stimulating circulation and releasing tension 
in the muscles, reÁexology provides relief
from aches, fatigue.32 and pains including 
incisional site pain.33,34 enabling mothers 
to move more comfortably and engage in 
daily activities with greater ease.35 However, 
additional research is needed to closely 
examine the timing and duration of hand or 
foot reÁexology administration to optimize
its effectiveness in pain management.36

Research investigating the efÀcacy of foot
reÁexology on maternal post C-section
fatigue demonstrated its superiority over leg 
massage and standard post C-section care 
in reducing fatigue levels. Foot reÁexology
massage signiÀcantly alleviated fatigue,
cortisol levels, and depression in postpartum 
women, highlighting its role as an effective 
nursing intervention.30

3) Boosts Breast milk volume and Lactation: 
Clinical trials have shown that reÁexology
signiÀcantly increases breast milk volume
in mothers of premature infants. This 
low-cost and easily accessible procedure 
demonstrates promise in enhancing 
lactation and supporting infant nutrition.37,38

Randomized controlled studies have 
indicated that reÁexology enhances lactation
in mothers who underwent caesarean 
sections, as evidenced by increased LATCH 
scores and signs of breastfeeding initiation. 
These Àndings underscore the potential of
reÁexology as a supportive intervention for
breastfeeding mothers.

4) Enhances Quality of sleep: Researches reveal 
that ReÁexology has been shown to enhance
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the quality of sleep among postpartum 
mothers. A randomized controlled study 
demonstrated that foot reÁexology can
signiÀcantly improve sleep quality in
women who have undergone caesarean 
sections. Additionally, another study found 
that foot reÁexology, as a non-invasive and
non-pharmacological nursing intervention, 
effectively enhanced sleep quality in high-
risk pregnant women. These Àndings
highlight the potential of reÁexology as a
holistic approach to improving sleep patterns 
and promoting overall well-being during the 
postpartum period.39,40

5) Alleviates Breast Engorgement: ReÁexology
has demonstrated effectiveness in reducing 
breast engorgement, a common discomfort 
experienced by postpartum mothers. In a 
study utilizing a pretest-post-test control 
group design with 80 Lower Segment 
Caesarean Section (LSCS) mothers, foot 
reÁexology was applied as an intervention.
The results indicated a notable reduction 
in breast engorgement post-application, 
suggesting that reÁexology can be a valuable
tool in alleviating this discomfort and 
promoting postpartum comfort.41

6) Promotes emotional well-being Beyond its 
physical beneÀts, reÁexology also supports
hormonal balance and emotional well-being in 
thepostpartumperiod.HormonalÁuctuations
following childbirth can contribute to mood 
swings, anxiety, and depression in some 
women. By calming the nervous system 
and regulating hormone levels, reÁexology
promotes emotional stability and a sense of 
well-being in new mothers. The nurturing 
touch and focused attention provided during 
reÁexology sessions offer emotional support
and validation, helping mothers feel grounded 
and connected during this vulnerable time.42-44

ReÁexology has been shown to improve overall
postpartum comfort and provide relief and 
relaxation during the postpartum period.45,46 Its 
ability to address physical discomforts and promote 
emotional well-being makes it a valuable adjunct to 
postnatal care, supporting women to recover from 
childbirth, restore balance, and thrive in their new 
roles as mothers.

Safety Considerations and Best Practices

During the postpartum period, reÁexology can
serve as a safe and effective complementary therapy, 

provided certain safety considerations and best 
practices are observed. It’s crucial for postpartum 
mothers to consult their healthcare provider 
before undergoing reÁexology, particularly if they
have any underlying health conditions. Choosing 
an experienced reÁexology practitioner who is
knowledgeable about postpartum care is essential, 
ensuring that gentle pressure is applied, especially 
on sensitive areas like the feet and hands. Certain 
reÁex points associated with the reproductive
organs should be avoided initially to prevent 
adverse effects. Hygiene and cleanliness standards 
must be maintained, with instruments sanitized 
and hands washed thoroughly before and after 
each session. Effective communication between 
the practitioner and the mother is vital, ensuring 
comfort and addressing any concerns. Positioning 
should be comfortable, considering any physical 
discomfort the mother may experience postpartum. 
ReÁexology sessions should be individualized,
tailored to the mother’s speciÀc needs and
preferences. Monitoring for adverse reactions 
during and after sessions is important, with 
prompt discontinuation and medical advice sought 
if any unusual symptoms occur. After the session, 
mothers should be encouraged to stay hydrated and 
rest as needed, with additional post-session care 
recommendations provided based on individual 
needs. Following these safety considerations and 
best practices can make reÁexology a valuable
supportive therapy during the postpartum period, 
promoting relaxation, easing discomfort, and 
enhancing overall well-being for new mothers.47-49

Integrating Reflexology into Postnatal Care: 
Practical Insights

Integrating reÁexology into postnatal care
involves a tailored approach that considers both 
its beneÀts and the speciÀc needs of postpartum
mothers. Practical insights include thorough 
assessment and consultation, providing educational 
resources, ensuring qualiÀed practitioners,
developing tailored treatment plans, creating a 
safe environment, maintaining hygiene practices, 
closely monitoring mothers during sessions, and 
fostering collaborative care with other healthcare 
providers. By implementing these strategies, 
healthcare providers can offer valuable support to 
postpartum mothers, promoting relaxation, pain 
relief, and overall well-being during this crucial 
transitional period.

Implications into clinical practice 
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The implications of this review in clinical practice 
are profound. By highlighting the potential beneÀts
of reÁexology in enhancing postpartum comfort,
healthcare providers are encouraged to consider 
incorporating this complementary therapy into 
their care plans for new mothers. The evidence 
presented underscores the importance of holistic 
approaches to maternal health, recognizing the 
interconnectedness of physical, emotional, and 
psychological well-being during the postpartum 
period. Integrating reÁexology into postnatal care
not only offers relief from common discomforts but 
also promotes relaxation, emotional stability, and 
overall well-being. Moving forward, healthcare 
professionals should explore opportunities 
for training and collaboration to ensure safe 
and effective use of reÁexology in maternity
care settings. Additionally, further research is 
warranted to elucidate the mechanisms underlying 
the therapeutic effects of reÁexology and to
establish standardized protocols for its application 
in postpartum care. This review serves as a call 
to action for healthcare providers to embrace 
integrative approaches to maternal health and to 
prioritize the holistic well-being of new mothers.

Pros and Cons

Strengths of this review include its comprehensive 
coverage of the role of reÁexology in enhancing
postpartum comfort, drawing on a range of studies 
to provide a holistic understanding of the topic. 
The review includes a thorough examination of 
the beneÀts of reÁexology in addressing various
postpartum issues such as pain, fatigue, breast 
engorgement, and sleep quality. Additionally, the 
review incorporates evidence from clinical trials 
and studies, lending credibility to its Àndings.
Practical insights and recommendations for 
integrating reÁexology into postnatal care are
provided, offering valuable guidance for healthcare 
providers.

However, there are also limitations to consider. 
One limitation is the reliance on studies with varying 
methodologies and sample sizes, which may impact 
the generalizability of the Àndings. Additionally,
some of the studies cited are non-randomized or 
lack control groups, which may introduce bias 
into the results. Furthermore, the review primarily 
focuses on the beneÀts of reÁexology and may
not adequately address potential risks or adverse 
effects associated with the practice. Finally, while 
the review offers practical insights for integrating 

reÁexology into postnatal care, further research
is needed to establish standardized protocols and 
guidelines for reÁexology in this context.

Exploring Future Avenues and Recommendations

Moving forward, there are several avenues for 
future research and practice in the integration of 
reÁexology into postnatal care. Future studies
should focus on rigorous research methodologies, 
including randomized controlled trials with larger 
sample sizes, to provide stronger evidence for the 
effectiveness of reÁexology in postpartum care.
Researches can investigate the ideal timing and 
frequency of reÁexology sessions for postpartum
women to maximize its therapeutic beneÀts.
Longitudinal studies are needed to assess the 
long-term effects of reÁexology on postpartum
recovery, maternal well-being, and infant health 
outcomes. Healthcare professionals working in 
maternity care settings should receive training 
and education on the principles and techniques 
of reÁexology to ensure safe and effective
practice. ReÁexology should be considered as
part of comprehensive postnatal care protocols in 
maternity hospitals and birthing centres, offering 
women additional support during the postpartum 
period. Efforts should be made to increase access 
to reÁexology services for postpartum women,
including offering sessions in community health 
centres, breastfeeding clinics, and home visit 
programs. By addressing these research priorities 
and implementing recommendations, we can 
further explore the potential of reÁexology to
enhance postpartum care and improve outcomes 
for mothers and their newborns.

CONCLUSION

In conclusion, reflexology holds promise 
as a complementary therapy for enhancing 
postpartum comfort and supporting maternal 
well-being. Through its ability to promote 
relaxation, alleviate physical discomforts, and 
address emotional concerns, reflexology can play 
a valuable role in helping new mothers navigate 
the challenges of the postpartum period. The 
evidence presented in this review suggests that 
reflexology may offer benefits such as pain 
reduction, fatigue alleviation, improved lactation, 
and enhanced sleep quality for postpartum 
women. However, further research is needed to 
establish the efficacy of reflexology in postnatal 
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care more conclusively.
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