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Dear members,

Initially we wanted to keep this new letter short due to a busy December
month, but ultimately we hope to offer you interesting topics. 

Karine compiled a number of studies that focus on the effect of treating
stress with reflexology into an article. Feel free to use these to help you
explain the benefits of reflexology. 
To keep you warm, Helga shared a delicious recipe with us. 

Than please note the date February 10, we would like to organize another
online members meeting. If there are any matters you would like to discuss,
please let us know. 

Have you registered for the AGM and conference in May yet? We would like
to share some additional information, the conference offers many
opportunities to get in touch with each other and to boost our network and
your own network. 

On behalf of the board, it remains for me to wish everyone a very happy
Christmas and a wonderful dive into the new year. We hope that 2025 will
bring joy and happiness. That said, I hope you 

Enjoy reading this newsletter.

mailto:secretary.rien@gmail.com
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hot chocolate

on a cold day
Ingredients:

200ml. water, milk or plant-based milk 
2 teaspoons of cocoa (8g)
3/4 teaspoon (2g) agar agar or any other thickening agent
2 teaspoons (5.5g) brown cane sugar
A pinch of chilli powder, a pinch of salt
According to your taste: 1 pinch of vanilla powder, cinnamon, and/or cardamom 
Whipped cream, about 30 ml for a cup of hot chocolate

For 2 cups or a big one double the ingredients
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How to do it:

Whip the cream until it is stiff before preparing the hot chocolate and add a teaspoon of cocoa
powder to the cream. I like to also add a bit of cinemon.

Take about 4 tablespoons of the 200 ml of water or milk into a glass with a lid or a shaker, add
cocoa, agar-agar or any other starch, brown cane sugar and spices and shake well. Add the rest
of the liquid to a saucepan and heat it. Before it gets hot, add the contents of the shaker and stir
with a whisk until it boils. Let it boil briefly, continue stirring and pour the hot chocolate into a
pre-warmed cup, add whipped cream on top and bon appetit 😋

Depending on your taste, you can use more or less sugar. If you let the chocolate get cold, you
can eat it as a dessert 😊

mailto:secretary.rien@gmail.com
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RECIPE
Additional words to the hot chocolate recipe:

The mere mention of the term hot chocolate conjures
up happy childhood memories for most of us. It reminds
us of walking in the snow and entering a warm cabin to
warm up with a hot chocolate and whipped cream.
After watching the film ‘Chocolat’ in the 90s, I
experimented with this divine powder to make a slightly
thick, a bit spicy and tangy hot chocolate. Since I like to
add a lot of whipped cream, I tried to avoid using milk
to make it a little easier for my stomach to process.
Meanwhile I enjoy the dark, slightly bitter, spicy and
somewhat viscous treat, which I fold into the whipped
cream, which also has cocoa added, caressing my palate
and warming my chest and my heart, sip by sip.
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I keep the amount of added sugar as low as possible. The natural cane sugar enhances the
flavour of the chocolate and also provides a few minerals.
My recipe is just a suggestion. Try out for yourself how you like your hot chocolate and what it
does for you.
What's more, cocoa beans are full of vitamins and minerals that are good for our body,
including vitamin c, magnesium, calcium and antioxidants. The tryptophan contained in cocoa
stimulates serotonin production. Even in that small amounts, it can be enough to give us a good
feeling and strength to face the challenges of the day after enjoying a hot chocolate with lots
of pure, high-quality cocoa powder, or to enjoy with our clients before or after a reflexology
treatment.   

🐾 ⭐☕
With warmth

Helga Dittman
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members
meeting

MONDAY 10TH OF
FEBRUARI  2025

PLATFORM:  MICROSOFT
TEAMS

INVITATION SENT TO OUR
ASSOCIATIONS AND
SCHOOLS VIA MAIL !
PLEASE CONFIRM YOUR
ATTENDENCE.
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To our
AGM

FRIDAY 
9TH OF MAY 2025

-
THE EVOLUON
EINDHOVEN @

THE NETHERLANDS
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We are currently still in
negotiation with some hotels in
Eindhoven for a good price to
book a room for the night. We
will keep you informed as soon as
we have the most favorable price
for you. 
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Each year, RiEN hosts an Annual
General Meeting (AGM) open to
up to two representatives from
each member association and
school.

The AGM is a vital opportunity for
members to come together to
discuss RiEN’s budget, receive
updates from members on
developments in their countries
and review the progress of our
working groups. We will also set
key working points to guide our
strategies and priorities for the
future.

For those planning to attend,
please follow the link below to
register. The registration page is
password-protected to ensure
secure access for our members.

Do not hesitate to contact us if you
can not find your password.

Location:
Evoluon – Next Nature Museum

Noord Brabantlaan 1A
5652 LA Eindhoven

The Netherlands
(Europe)

More info: 
https://reflexology-europe.org/agm/

https://reflexology-europe.org/regagm/
mailto:secretary.rien@gmail.com
http://www.reflexology-europe.org/
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Register Now 
9th of May AGM

10th of May Conference + Gala Diner
11th of May Workshops + Meet & Greet bootcamp

9-11 MAY 2025
EINDHOVEN @

THE NETHERLANDS

RiEN Conference
Positive health 
by reflexology
an empowering art
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What falls under “Positive Health” you ask? Holistic wellness, preventative
care, stress reduction, energy flow,...  Reflexology is a proactive,

comprehensive and balanced approach to health that goes beyond the
treatment of illnesses, aiming instead for overall physical, mental, and

emotional harmony and that is what we will be talking about. 

All info and registration via  
https://reflexology-europe.org/conference-rien/

mailto:secretary.rien@gmail.com
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Program
Saturday May, 10th

*The conference will be held in English as will be all the communication.
Translation this day will be provided in French and Dutch via the Zoom
link.*

09:00 – 10:00: Registration with welcome coffee
10:00 – 10:30: Start of congress – welcome by RiEN/BeVo/VNRT
10:30 – 11:00: Lecture 1: Nicole Van Beek – *Reflexology &
Aromatherapy*
11:00 – 11:30: Lecture 2: Brigitte Koch – *Vagus Nerve*

11:30 – 12:00: Break

12:00 – 12:30: Lecture 3: Susie Morrissey – *Integration of Holistic
Healthcare with Pharmacy Practices*
12:30 – 13:00: Lecture 4: Orlando Volpe – *Effects on the Hormonal
and Neurotransmitter System Caused by Reflexology Treatments: A
Biochemical Explanation*

13:00 – 14:30: Lunch break

14:30 – 15:00: Lecture 5: Stefanie Sabounchian – *Overcoming
Addiction: A Wellness Approach with Integrated Foot, Hand, and Ear
Reflexology*
15:00 – 15:30: Lecture 6: Inge Cox – *Trauma Reflexology & Massage
on the Feet*

15:30 – 16:00: Break

16:00 – 16:30: Lecture 7: Kevin & Barbara Kunz – Dr. Posse –
*Research*
16:30 – 17:00: Lecture 8: Paul Harvey – *Condition Specific PNF
Stretch: A Reflexology Protocol Addressing Gait and Movement
Challenges in MS, Parkinson’s Disease, and Stroke Survivors*

** Under subject of change

mailto:secretary.rien@gmail.com
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Program
Sunday May, 11th

*No translation will be provided this day. All workshops will be in English*

We are pleased to offer several workshops held across six rooms. Each
speaker will present their workshop twice to give you more possibility to
attent. We will do our best to accommodate everyone’s TOP 4 workshop,
though we cannot guarantee availability. FIRST COMES IN = FIRST
SERVED. So do not hesitate and subscribe asap.

10:00 – 11:15: Workshop 1
11:45 – 13:00: Workshop 2
14:30 – 15:45: Workshop 3
16:15 – 17:30: Workshop 4

FOOTBOOTCAMP IS OPEN TO EVERYBODY FROM 10H00 – 17H30. IN THIS AREA WE CAN MEET
AND EXCHANGE TREATMENT WITH OTHER COLLEAGUES DURING FREE MOMENTS. 

Brigitte Koch – Vagus Nerve
Franziska Windeisen – Feet as a Mirror of our Souls
Guy Boitout – Holistic Approach to whiplash injury in Reflexology
Inge Cox – Trauma Reflexology & Massage on the Feet
Nicole Van Beek – Reflexology & Aromatherapy
Orlando Volpe – Effects on the Hormonal and Neurotransmitter System
Caused by Reflexology Treatments: A Biochemical Explanation
Paul Harvey – Condition Specific PNF Stretch: A Reflexology Protocol
Addressing Gait and Movement Challenges in MS, Parkinson’s Disease,
and Stroke Survival
Sabine Van Laarhoven – Reflexology Techniques to Induce Labor and
Turn a Breech Presentation
Sonia Fischmann – Prevention and Management of Stress Through
Combined Plantar, Palmar, Facial, and Ear Reflexology
Stefanie Sabounchian – Overcoming Addiction: A Wellness Approach
with Integrated Foot, Hand, and Ear Reflexology
Susie Morrissey – Integration of Holistic Healthcare with Pharmacy
Practices
Vera Krijn – A 360° Approach to Wellness and Health: The Role and
Place of Reflexology

mailto:secretary.rien@gmail.com
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Mastering
stress with
reflexology

-
The effect of

reflexology on
biomarkers of
chronic stress

Reflexology is known for its relaxing
effect on body and mind. People who
undergo reflexology generally report
feeling a deep relaxation, a better
sense of well-being and higher quality
of life. Reflexology has also been
shown to reduce symptoms of stress
[1]. Even though the combination of
light touch and firm pressure with
specific techniques creates
demonstrable physiological changes
in the body, scientists have no
agreement on the underlying
mechanisms. 

Author Karine de Laat

Karine de Laat (1968) completed her
masterstudy sociology at
Wageningen University in the
Netherlands. She worked as senior
communications consultant for the
Dutch government for several years,
when she decided to switch careers
and become a full-time reflexologist.
Her mission is to access and share
information from reflexology
research to the public. She publishes
for the Dutch Organisation of
Reflexologists (VNRT) and Magazine
for Naturopathic and Integrative
Healthcare (VNIG). 

www.therapie-renkum.nl
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In this article, we summarize
studies on the effect of
reflexology on biomarkers of
stress, such as blood pressure,
cortisol levels and inflammation
levels. We also study the effect of
a biomarker on relaxation:
oxytocin.

Stress and anxiety are cause for a
number of emotions but all show
to have the same biomarkers. The
autonomous nervous system is
responsible for the emotional and
physiological response of a briefly
elevated heartrate blood pressure
[2]. For that reason, when we
write about stress in this article,
we also mean anxiety.

Stress levels in modern times
Our stress system is not well
equipped for long term stress. Our
stress system was laid out in early
evolution, protecting against acute
threats from the outside world.
The stress system prepares the
body to fight or flee. This fight-
flight response was first described
by researcher Hans Selye in 1950
[3]. Immediately after the danger
had passed, the body should go
back into resting mode.

Research on stress dates to the
second World War. Meanwhile,
society and our lifestyle has
changed a lot with continued
industrialization and
technologization. Modern lifestyle
goes with work pressure,
information overload and bad
news. Together with stressful life-
events it may prevent the stress
system to go back into the relax-
safety-mode. And exactly that
mechanism is what threatens
health.  

Chronic stress is defined as stress
that persists for more than three
hours a day for an extended
period. Under normal
circumstances, the body returns to
the resting state after the stress
stimulus is gone. Persistent stress
stimuli can lead to burnout. A
characteristic feature of burnout
is the feeling of exhaustion,
accompanied by a sudden
reduction in cognitive functioning
and emotional instability. Burnout
is a major reason for sick leave. A
Dutch guideline defines burnout
when symptoms exist for more
than six months, and fatigue is the
main complaint. 

mailto:secretary.rien@gmail.com
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The physical and biochemical
response to chronic stress causes
verifiable damage of regulatory
systems and a different
architecture of the brain.

Biochemical changes 
Blood tests show that reflexology
are several biochemical changes in
multiple regulatory systems. We
can infer from higher cortisol
levels in the blood that there is an
imbalance in the endocrine
system. Increased inflammation
and increased inflammatory
cytokines in the blood tell us that
the immunological system is out of
balance. Difficulties in emotion
regulation and sleep problems are
symptoms of disbalances in the
hormonal system [4]. Research
outcomes show evidence that
reflexology therapy has a
beneficial effect on several
biomarkers, such as: 
1. Cortisol levels
2. Heart rhythm, blood volume
and blood pressure
3. Inflammation levels and the
immune system
4. Oxytocin and the nervous
system

Higher cortisol levels
The best-known biomarker for
persistent stress is a high cortisol
level. Cortisol puts the body in a
state of alertness: all energy goes
to survival, ready to fight or flee.
Under the influence of the
hormone adrenaline, the heart
rate increases, blood pressure
rises and blood volume increases.
With persistent stress stimuli, the
hormone cortisol takes over the
function of adrenaline. A process
in which the adrenal and pituitary
gland are involved.

In patients recovered from cancer,
researchers found a significant
decrease in salivary cortisol due to
reflexology, indicating that the
stress level diminished [5]. All
survivors received 10 minutes
reflexology per foot or a Swedish
massage of the lower leg (control
group). The reflexology was
carried out according to a protocol
with the walking thumb technique
on the sole of the foot and toes.
The changes in cortisol level were
determined by measuring salivary
cortisol at different times of the
day.

mailto:secretary.rien@gmail.com
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The relaxing effect was also
reported by participants in a
previous study in 2007 [6].
According to the questionnaires
the participants experienced less
anxiety, although the researchers
found no significant changes
between groups in salivary
cortisol. It is not clear why
significant changes are measured
in one study and not in the other.
Perhaps the degree of health may
play a role. Survivors of cancer
experience more stress than the
healthy individuals of the 2007
study. In 2020 an Indian study
confirmed the positive effects on
salivary cortisol due to reflexology
[6a].

Heartrate, Blood volume, Blood
pressure
The effect of stress on heartrate,
blood volume and blood pressure
is evident. A meta-analysis of
2014 demonstrates that
reflexology decreases systolic and
diastolic pressure as well as
heartrate [7]. Researchers from
the Khon Kaen University in
Thailand found a significant effect
on heartrate but not blood
pressure [7a]. 

A systematic review conducted in
2023 to investigate if reflexology
is an effective intervention for
hypertension, could not find a
significant lowering effect on
systolic blood pressure.

One of the studies compared the
effect of reflexology to just
holding the feet [8]. This study
was conducted with 26 healthy
volunteers. Interestingly, holding
the feet alone influenced stress
perception, but blood pressure did
not show any changes unlike
reflexology. 

Decrease in diastolic blood
pressure and pulse rate by
reflexology was also found in 70
patients undergoing coronary
angiography [9]. A similar effect
has been found on reflexology
before heart surgery and in cancer
patients before chemotherapy
[10]. Multiple studies, including
high-quality research, show a
beneficial effect on blood
pressure and heart rhythm. 

Evaluation and meta-analysis
exerted positive effects of 
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foot reflexology on bodily vital
signs included thirteen studies
(819 patients) such as systolic and
diastolic blood pressure, heart
rate, respiratory rate, and pulse
oxygen saturation [11].

Inflammation levels and the
immune system
Chronic stress causes increased
inflammation. Inflammation-
promoting cytokines, (such as IL-
6) increase under stress conditions
while anti-inflammatory cytokines
decrease (like IL-10). This effect
has been demonstrated in patients
with chronic fatigue syndrome and
ME in 2015 [11].
High cortisol levels cause the
immune system to become less
active. Important barriers to
harmful invaders, such as mucous
membranes of the lungs and
digestive system, as well as the
blood-brain barrier lose their
integrity. But also, pro-
inflammatory cytokines cause
damage to the mucus membranes
causing larger proteins to invade
the blood system and overload the
immune system.  

Reflexology has a positive effect
on biomarkers of the immune
system. One study included 46
middle-aged women who were
trained in self-massage of the feet
[12]. Another study (with control
group) includes 30 elderly people
between the ages of 60 and 70
with rheumatoid arthritis [13].
Daily massage of the feet for a
period of six weeks showed a
significant difference in perceived
stress, higher values of Natural
Killer cells and IgG in the blood.
Higher values of NK cells and IgG
refer to a more active immune
system. Elderly people with
rheumatoid arthritis, showed a
significant decrease in pro-
inflammatory IL-6 by reflexology.
However, serum cortisol decrease
in this study was not significant.

Oxytocin and the nervous system
The ‘happy hormone’ oxytocin is
produced in the hypothalamus and
stored in the pituitary gland. The
more oxytocin stored in the brain,
the better we are able connect
with others. The production of
oxytocin is stimulated by touch,
kindness and embraces. 
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Oxytocin has several physiological
functions: it causes dilation of
blood vessels and protects us from
atherosclerosis [14]. Moreover,
the entire cardiovascular system
relaxes by feelings of happiness.
Cell cultures containing oxytocin
seem to have 25-50% less
oxidative stress. Research has
shown a link between oxytocin
and inflammation. High oxytocin
levels appear to lower levels of IL-
6 and TNF-alpha (pro-
inflammatory cytokines).

Oxytocin activates the Nervus
vagus, the tenth cranial nerve,
which is responsible for digestion.
Under the influence of oxytocin,
the peristalsis of the stomach
increases. The smooth muscles of
the stomach, knead and mix the
food with stomach acid and
digestive enzymes. With
insufficient or uncoordinated
contractions, less pre-digestion
occurs. Similarly, oxytocin
stimulates peristalsis of the colon.
Children with stomach upset have
demonstrably lower blood
oxytocin levels. Low oxytocin
levels have been found in patients
with irritable bowel syndrome
[14]. 

In 2018, infrared spectroscopy
(fNIRS) recordings of the brain
were made during a ten-minute
gentle foot massage [15]. This
study compared machine-based
reflexology to reflexology with
personal touch. The group that
underwent human reflexology had
more oxytocin in their blood
plasma [16]. Moreover, the
researchers found that personal
touch activates areas in the
orbitofrontal cortex more
intensely, whereas body sensation
is processed in the somatosensory
cortex. 

The orbitofrontal cortex is
involved in processing emotional
stimuli. From the orbitofrontal
cortex there are many connections
to the limbic system, like the fear
center (amygdala) and the memory
center (hippocampus). Effects of
reflexology in the brain were
previously demonstrated by a
Canadian research group. With
fMRI scans, they observed activity
in the cingulate gyrus, an area
involved in the processing of pain,
and part of the limbic system [17]. 

mailto:secretary.rien@gmail.com
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Stress has enormous impact on
the connections in the limbic
system, it causes neuronal
decrease. As a result, with
prolonged stress, we experience
swerving emotions, difficulty
concentrating and difficulty
planning. Neuronal decrease may
cause the hippocampus to shrink,
causing memory-problems [18].

Reflexology with light touch
increases oxytocin levels in the
blood. Cardiovascular relaxation
and digestive system relaxation
follows. Oxytocin can even reduce
inflammation. The ‘happy
hormone’ makes us feel social,
relaxed, more confident and less
anxious. In addition, reflexology
activates the orbitofrontal cortex
in the brain, which we use to
regulate emotions. Is it possible
that the increased quality of life
can be attributed to this effect?

It is unclear to what extent
massage technique effects
oxytocin levels. Studies refer to
light or gentle massage. And of
course, it is possible that gentle
massage produces a different
biochemical effect than, 

for example, the walking thumb
technique. Unfortunately, no
reflexology studies were found
that provides more insight into
this. 

Conclusion
Chronic stress is a major disruptor
of health. It triggers a series of
biochemical reactions in the body
that can lead to burnout and
chronic diseases in the long run. In
total, we studied 11 studies from
2006-2018. We did not have the
full text of all studies; sometimes
we only had an abstract. The
studies discussed in this article are
all randomized with a control
group.
These studies show that
reflexology has an immediate
positive effect on regulatory
systems that become unbalanced
under the influence of stress. The
measured reduction in blood
pressure, cortisol, oxytocin and
inflammation levels have a
beneficial effect on health.
Evidence for the lowering effect
on heart rhythm and blood
pressure is strongest. 
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And there is evidence that
reflexology has a positive effect
on brain areas connected with
symptoms of burnout.

Reflexology is, according to the
best available evidence, a stress
reducing therapy. It helps patients
to rehabilitate, strengthen
resilience, and it is effective in
times of disease or other stressful
life-events.

This article was written for the
Dutch Association of
Reflexology Therapists (VNRT)
in 2019 and updated for RiEN in
August 2024. RiEN strives for
recognition of reflexology as a
complementary, patient-
centered and cost-reducing
therapy by European national
healthcare systems.
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Supporting each other is the best way to keep the
world of reflexology vibrant and full of options.

Thank you for being a part of our RiEN family!
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