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Hi Friend, 

The musculoskeletal system is intimately 
involved in how you exist in the world.

From the shape of your face to how you 
move your body—your muscles, bones, 
and connective tissue are working together 
to make all of this happen. 

Many of the painful conditions we face like 
backaches, bruises, and broken bones 
involve this body system. The good news 
is: you can use essential oils in your healing 
process. 

Use the lessons and exercises in this Heal-
ing Guide to help you along the path to 
feeling whole in your body. 

    Aromatically Yours, 
    Sylla and Nyssa



3Healing the Musculoskeletal System | By Nyssa Hanger

Inner Sanctum 
Healing Guide

Lesson 1: 
Introduction 

to the Musculoskeletal System 
The whole reason that we have form and the ability to move around as hu-
mans is because our musculoskeletal system makes this possible. Muscles 
and bones work together to provide structure and support to our bodies. 
Our muscles and bones shape our faces and bodies, so in some ways, this 
system is the closest to what we define as “us.”

Musculoskeletal System: Parts and Functions

The basis of this system is our bones, with most sources citing that the aver-
age adult has 206. The muscles, providing the bulk of this system, are con-
nected to the bones via tendons; ligaments connect bone to bone. Cartilage, 
muscles, bones, tendons, and ligaments all help provide structure, move-
ment, and protection to our joints. 

Movement is created through the contraction of muscle tissues, which can 
either be voluntary or involuntary. Voluntary movement occurs in the skeletal 
muscles described above. Involuntary movement occurs in the smooth mus-
cles, or the muscles of your organs. 

A Note on Structure:

As massage therapists, we are keenly aware of the effects body structure 
has on well-being. Though it might feel at times like your body is restricted by 
its shape or simply the ability to live without pain, please keep these things in 
mind:

•	 Connective tissue changes. Many times when we have painful condi-
tions, it feels like it is never going to change. But the good news is that 
when it is a result of tightened or traumatized muscles/connective tissue/
fascia, it can change with movement and bodywork. 

•	 The	structure	of	our	bodies	affects	the	structure	of	our	minds	and	
vice versa. The shape that our bodies take in the world (hunching our 
shoulders, standing upright, the tendency to lean on one side or on one 
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leg, etc.) actually affects how we feel mentally. But this goes both ways. 
When we are mentally distraught, our bodies will often show it. Use this 
to your advantage by first being aware of these factors and moving your 
body in ways that help your mind be more focused and present. See the 
Ted Talk in the links of this post for inspiration. 

•	 Pain is a message—one you need to interpret. When we feel dis-
comfort or pain, it is the body’s way of communicating that something 
needs to change. It also may be a warning that if something doesn’t 
change, we might feel worse. It is important to listen to the body’s mes-
sages (see our blog post on Befriending your Pain for a way to reframe 
the experience of pain). But you are the ultimate judge of what your body 
is saying. This is one reason why introspective practices like mediation 
can help us to better understand what the body is telling us. 

Home Play Exercise: 
Get to Know Your Body

 Name all the bones and muscles you can in your body. Start by going 
from memory (this is easy if you’re already a bodyworker!), and then turn to 
your favorite textbook or website for guidance. Touch each area as you iden-
tify it and say the names of the muscles and bones. We like to say that one 
way to get to know a plant is to say its Latin name, and the same goes for 
the parts of our bodies! See if you can find one you’ve never heard of before. 
What bone or muscle name is your favorite? 
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Lesson 2: 
Essential Oils and 

the Musculoskeletal System
Many conditions of the musculoskeletal system can be alleviated with the 
use of essential oils. Aromatherapy massage directly affects muscles by 
guiding essential oils to where they are most needed. Other benefits include 
increased circulation, bringing in fresh blood and nutrients, carrying away 
waste products, loosening tight muscles, relieving pain, enhancing lymphatic 
flow, and increasing awareness of the body. 

According to the Institute of Medicine’s 2011 report, chronic pain affects 
about 100 million Americans every year (Buckle, 2015). The reasons for this 
are vast, but the result is almost always the same: people are hurting. Liv-
ing with chronic pain can affect a person’s life on almost every level; severe 
cases can result in job loss and depression. Chronic pain may be a result 
of another condition, so considering how to use aromatics to address any 
potential root causes is recommended.

When we use essential oils with massage, however, it is not always entirely 
clear if the results are from the use of massage or essential oils. Still, essen-
tial oils have been widely used for common issues like sore, achy muscles 
and arthritis. 

Research on Aromatherapy, Massage, and Pain:

• An experimental group that received aromatic hand massages showed 
significant differences in the changes of pain score (t=-3.52, p=.001) and 
depression (t=-8.99, p=.000) than the control group (Chang, 2008).

• Evidence shows that the inhalation of Lavender helped children after 
tonsillectomies (Soltani et al., 2013).

• Aromatherapy can also help women with postoperative cesarean pain 
(Olapour, 2013).

• Inhalation of Lavender can reduce pain during dialysis (Taşan et al., 
2019).

• One study found success in treating pain and depression in arthritis 
patients with a blend of Lavender, Marjoram, Eucalyptus, Rosemary, and 
Peppermint in proportions of 2:1:2:1:1 (Kim et al., 2005).
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How to Use Aromatherapy for Pain
 
This is probably the best way to use essential oils for this body system; 
check out all the options. 
           
Methods of Application: 
• Compresses (use a cold compress for sprains and muscle swelling; use a 

hot compress to reduce muscular and rheumatic pain.)
• Massage (full-body or local use)
• Bath
• Inhalation*
• Foot Bath

*Inhalation works on pain and the perception of pain. Sure, with topical use, 
you will feel the effects of inhalation as well. But keep in mind that inhalation 
on its own will also be helpful.
 
Actions:
(*= most often recommended, preferred)
• Rubefacient for rheumatism, muscular stiffness, sciatica, lumbago: Euca-

lyptus, Peppermint, Pine, Rosemary, and Thymes
• Antispasmodic for muscle aches, swelling of rheumatic joints: Cedar-

wood, Lavender, Peppermint, and Rosemary 
• As a topical application for menstrual cramps (dysmenorrhea) and labor 

pains: Clary Sage and Lavender. There’s evidence showing that a blend 
of Cinnamon, Clove, Rose, and Lavender in sweet almond oil massaged 
once daily on the abdomen a week before periods is effective in alleviat-
ing menstrual pain, duration of menstruation, and excessive menstrual 
bleeding (Sut et al., 2017).

• Anti-inflammatory to reduce swelling and inflammation: Bergamot, Cedar-
wood, Clary Sage, Frankincense, Ginger, Lavender, and Patchouli

• Analgesic to reduce pain: Lavender, Peppermint, and Rosemary
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Home Play Exercise: 
Body Blend

 What is your biggest issue when it comes to the musculoskeletal sys-
tem? Do you have pain? Muscle spasms? Arthritis? Stagnation?

What oils do you have that might address these issues? Use the chart above 
to guide you and refer to the Aromatherapy Practitioner Reference Manual for 
more. 
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Lesson 3: 
How to Support 

Your Musculoskeletal System
Your muscles and bones support your body, but they also need your support 
in order to function optimally. 

Here are three things that you can do every day to support your musculoskele-
tal system:

1. What you put in: Your nutrition is crucial to keeping your body strong. 
Pay attention to the foods you eat, including herbal teas and supplements, 
which can help you get the nutrients you need to keep your muscles loose 
and your joints healthy. 

2. What you put on: Topical applications are wonderful for warding off pain, 
discomfort, inflammation, and more. Don’t underestimate what a good 
muscle or joint blend can do for you, especially when applied daily. See the 
previous lesson for more insight on what oils to use and how to use them. 

3. What you put out: How often are you moving your body? We mentioned 
this in the Circulation Healing Guide as well, but movement is a crucial ele-
ment of staying healthy. Not only does regular and various types of move-
ment help your blood flow better and your muscles stretch, but it can do 
wonders for your mental health as well. 
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Step-by-Step Self Massage 

Giving yourself a massage is great in so many ways. The thing is, knowing 
it’s good and actually doing it are two different things. 

Here are some step-by-step directions so you can think less and do more!

1. Prepare your oil. Use a blend that’s diluted to 2.5% (or about 15 drops 
for every ounce of carrier). Choose essential oils that you like and that 
also have properties that meet your needs (see Lesson 2 for guidance 
on this). You can blend your essential oils in a separate bottle if you are 
making a complex blend, or blend straight into your carrier. Be aware 
of how much you use and how you dilute it; make sure to write these 
things down as you go. 

2. Optional: Wash your body. It’s nice to apply oil to clean skin, so bathing 
first is recommended.

3. Begin at your arms. Apply the oil to both arms, massaging as you go 
and stroking towards the heart. 

4. Massage your chest and torso. Next, apply oil to your chest, ribcage, 
and stomach. Massage the stomach in a clockwise fashion. If you have 
constipation, try doing this while laying down so you can relax more fully 
and take deep breaths. Make sure to also get your sides.

5. Optional: Have a partner apply oil to your back. Not all of us are lucky 
enough to have someone else around to give us a back massage. But if 
you do, why not take advantage?!

6. Apply oil to your hips and legs. It’s best to begin at the ankles and work 
your way up—again stroking towards the heart. Make sure to cover the 
front, back, and sides. If it’s comfortable, you may place your leg on the 
counter or chair, or decide to sit or lay down for this part. 

7. Massage your feet. Take turns rubbing the oil into each of your feet. 
Make sure to get your toes and in between them (another reason to 
bathe ahead of time!). You can also massage into the sole of the foot. 
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Go	for	Multiple	Effects!

One of the best things about aromatherapy is that we can cover so many 
bases at once. With this self-massage, you’ve addressed several potential 
issues by providing:

• Pain relief
• Reduction of inflammation
• Better circulation (Yay for getting nutrients to our cells and waste prod-

ucts away from them!)
• Moisturizer for the skin
• A better mental outlook with uplifting oils
• The benefits of self-love
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Home Play Exercise: 
Self Massage

Give yourself a massage! Use the directions on page 9 as a guide. Consider 
what oils and their properties you might benefit from right now. Then set up 
some soft lighting, your favorite soothing music, and sit on the floor or your 
bed. This can also be done while applying an after-bath (or shower) body oil. 
Take your time. You deserve it! 

***

Join the conversation in the Inner Sanctum by leaving a comment 
and letting us know what you’re learning. 

Visit 
www.atlanticinstitute.com/healing-guide-musculoskeletal-system

and make sure you log in first to get access. 

See you there!
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