
 

 

 
Volume 10 Issue 61 (December 2025) PP. 408-426 

  DOI 10.35631/IJEPC.1061031 

408 

 

 

 

 

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF 

EDUCATION, PSYCHOLOGY  

AND COUNSELLING 

 (IJEPC) 
www.ijepc.com 

 

 
 

 

A REVIEW OF AROMATHERAPY: FROM HISTORICAL 

PERSPECTIVES TO STRESS-REDUCTION BENEFITS AND 

ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS 
 

Poh Li Lau1*, Kui Chin Tan2, Siok Ping Voon3, Atikah Roslan4  

1 Department of Educational Psychology and Counselling, Faculty of Education, Universiti Malaya, Malaysia 

Email: janicepolly@um.edu.my  
2 Oikos Counseling, Subang Jaya, Selangor 

Email: tankuichin@gmail.com  
3 Faculty of Cognitive Sciences and Human Development, University Malaysia Sarawak 

Email: spvoon@unimas.my  
4 

 

Department of Educational Psychology and Counselling, Faculty of Education, Universiti Malaya, Malaysia 

Email: 22092133@um.edu.my  
* Corresponding Author 

 
  

Article Info: Abstract: 

Article history: 

Received date: 26.08.2025 

Revised date: 30.09.2025 

Accepted date: 13.11.2025 

Published date: 03.12.2025 

 

To cite this document: 

 

Poh, L. L., Kui, C. T., Siok, P. V., & 

Roslan, A. (2025). A Review of 

Aromatherapy: From Historical 

Perspectives to Stress-Reduction 

Benefits and Ethical Considerations. 

International Journal of Education, 

Psychology and Counseling, 10 (61), 

408-426. 

 

DOI: 10.35631/IJEPC.1061031 
 

This work is licensed under CC BY 4.0 
 

Aromatherapy, a holistic healing practice using essential oils extracted from 

plants, has gained popularity for its therapeutic benefits in promoting physical, 

emotional, and psychological well-being. With roots tracing back to ancient 

civilisations, modern aromatherapy integrates traditional knowledge with 

scientific research to support stress relief, pain management, and improved 

sleep quality. Essential oils, whether inhaled or applied topically, stimulate the 

limbic systems through olfactory, regulating emotions, memory, and 

physiological responses. Despite its widespread use, aromatherapy faces 

challenges, including inconsistent scientific evidence, variability in individual 

responses, and concerns over the quality and regulation of essential oils. 

Ethical considerations, such as informed consent, environmental sustainability, 

and cultural sensitivity, further underscore the need for responsible practice. 

This paper explores the history, benefits, applications, and limitations of 

aromatherapy, highlighting its role as a complementary therapy in modern 

healthcare. By addressing these challenges and advancing rigorous research, 

aromatherapy can enhance its credibility and efficacy as a therapeutic 

intervention. 
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Introduction  

Aromatherapy is a holistic healing practice that involves the use of essential oils extracted from 

plants to promote physical, emotional, and psychological well-being (U.S. National Library of 

Medicine, 2024). These volatile compounds, derived from flowers, leaves, stems, and resins, 

are commonly inhaled or applied topically to stimulate physiological responses, primarily 

through the olfactory and limbic systems (Burlec, 2020; Dunning, 2013). Historically, aromatic 

herbs and oils have been used for medicinal and spiritual purposes across ancient civilizations, 

including Egypt, Greece, China, and India (Ali et al., 2015; Kassim, 2023). However, the 

modern concept of aromatherapy was introduced by French chemist René-Maurice Gattefossé 

in the 1920s after he identified the healing properties of lavender oil (Brahms, 2004).  

 

In contemporary healthcare, aromatherapy is widely recognized as a complementary therapy, 

often integrated into clinical settings to support stress reduction, pain management, and sleep 

enhancement (Khatib, 2024; Queiroz et al., 2023). Research suggests that essential oils can 

influence neurotransmitter activity, promoting relaxation by modulating serotonin and 

dopamine levels (Dunning, 2013; Sánchez-Vidaña et al., 2017). Despite its growing 

acceptance, challenges remain, including variations in individual responses, concerns over 

essential oil purity, and the need for more rigorous scientific validation (Sánchez-Vidaña et al., 

2017; Kouzuki et al., 2019).  

 

This paper explores aromatherapy’s historical development, therapeutic applications, 

physiological and psychological effects, and its role in modern healthcare. Additionally, it 

examines the ethical and regulatory challenges associated with the practice, highlighting the 

need for evidence-based approaches in its integration into conventional medicine. 

 

Definition of Aromatherapy 

According to the U.S. National Library of Medicine (2024), aromatherapy refers to the 

therapeutic use of essential oils, which are extracted from fragrant herbs, in order to enhance 

mental, emotional, and spiritual well-being. The primary therapeutic agents used in 

aromatherapy are essential oils, which are supposedly highly concentrated compounds that are 

extracted from flowers, leaves, stalks, fruits, and roots as well as distilled from resins (Dunning, 

2013). Additionally, Zhang (2014) noted that aromatherapy is the inhalation or massage of 

fragrant essential oils to alleviate emotional distress, promote mood relaxation, or treat physical 

ailments. This definition corresponds with the broader understanding of aromatherapy as a 

holistic practice, one that integrates the physical, psychological, and spiritual dimensions of 

health (Ali et.al, 2015). The French chemist, René-Maurice Gattefossé, is credited with coining 

the term "aromatherapy" in the 1920s after he discovered the antibacterial properties of 

essential oils. Furthermore, he recognised their potential for promoting healing through both 

topical application and inhalation (Brahms, 2004). His pioneering research subsequently laid 

the foundation for modern aromatherapy, which has since expanded to incorporate a wide range 

of techniques aimed at improving overall well-being (Khatib, 2024). 

 

Historical Context of Aromatherapy 

The historical roots of aromatherapy can be traced back to ancient civilisations, where aromatic 

herbs and oils were extensively used for medicinal, spiritual, and cosmetic purposes (Ali et al., 

2015). For instance, in ancient Egypt, essential oils such as myrrh and frankincense were 

commonly employed in embalming, religious rituals, and healing practices (Kassim, 2023). 

Similarly, ancient Chinese and Indian traditions incorporated aromatic herbs into their 
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traditional medical systems, emphasising their role in balancing both the body and mind 

(Khatib, 2024; Gnatta et al., 2016). Meanwhile, the Greeks and Romans further developed the 

use of aromatic oils, with Hippocrates advocating for their therapeutic application in treating 

various ailments and promoting overall health and well-being (Buckle, 2003). This alternative 

therapy has been around for more than 6,000 years (Ali et al., 2015). 

 

During the Middle Ages, aromatic plants became increasingly valued for their antiseptic 

properties, particularly during epidemics such as the Black Plague (Schmidt, 2020). 

Furthermore, the refinement of distillation techniques by Islamic scholars, such as Avicenna, 

marked a significant milestone in the development of essential oil extraction methods, which 

were later adopted across Europe (Lawless, 1995). Subsequently, the Renaissance period 

witnessed a renewed interest in herbal medicine, with essential oils being used to treat a wide 

range of conditions (Schmidt, 2020). 

 

The modern era of aromatherapy truly emerged in the 20th century with the pioneering work 

of René-Maurice Gattefossé, who discovered the healing properties of lavender oil following 

a laboratory accident (Gattefossé, 1937). His findings laid the groundwork for the scientific 

exploration of essential oils, which was further advanced by Jean Valnet and Marguerite 

Maury. Valnet's application of essential oils to treat soldiers during World War II, along with 

Maury's introduction of topical application techniques, played a crucial role in the 

popularisation of aromatherapy (Valnet, 1980). 

  

Modern Applications of Aromatherapy 

According to Khatib (2024), essential oils are being used by medical practitioners in clinical 

settings to enhance patient care, demonstrating the growing integration of aromatherapy with 

conventional medicine. Moreover, it is increasingly recognised as a complementary therapy 

that can enhance patient care and improve clinical outcomes (Gnatta et al., 2016; Queiroz et 

al., 2023). Notably, the World Health Organisation (WHO) has acknowledged the growing 

interest in complementary therapies, including aromatherapy, as part of integrated health 

practices (Queiroz et al., 2023). This recognition further underscores the importance of 

aromatherapy in addressing the holistic needs of patients, particularly in managing pain, sleep 

disorders, and psychiatric symptoms (Lakhan et al., 2016; Hwang & Shin, 2015; Babakhanian 

et al., 2018). 

 

The mechanisms through which aromatherapy exerts its effects are closely linked to the 

olfactory system and the limbic system, both of which regulate emotions and memory (Burlec, 

2020). Through inhalation, essential oils stimulate the olfactory receptors, leading to the release 

of neurotransmitters such as serotonin and dopamine, which in turn promote relaxation and 

reduce anxiety (Dunning, 2013). Furthermore, when properly diluted, the topical application 

of essential oils can provide localised benefits, such as pain relief and anti-inflammatory effects 

(Santos, 2024). 

 

In clinical settings, aromatherapy has been shown to alleviate work-related stress among 

nursing staff, highlighting its potential advantages in high-stress environments (Hung et al., 

2023; Chen et al., 2013). For instance, a study conducted by Cho et al. (2017) examined the 

effects of lavender aromatherapy on patients in intensive care units (ICUs). The findings 

revealed that lavender aromatherapy significantly reduced both perceived and objective stress 

markers, such as cortisol levels and heart rate variability. Therefore, this underscores the 
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potential of aromatherapy as a non-invasive intervention for critically ill patients, who often 

experience heightened levels of stress and anxiety. 

 

Relaxation Response Theory and Aromatherapy  

The Relaxation Response Theory, introduced by Dr Herbert Benson in the 1970s, provides a 

foundational framework for understanding how the body can counteract the physiological and 

psychological effects of stress (Martin, 2008). According to this theory, the body is capable of 

entering a state of deep rest, characterised by a reduced heart rate, lower blood pressure, and 

reduced muscle tension (Mitchell, 2013; Murphy, 2023). Together, these physiological changes 

contribute to a sense of calm and well-being (Benson, 1975). 

 

In parallel, Khatib (2024) states that aromatherapy, as a complementary practice, operates on 

the principle that essential oils, when inhaled or applied topically, can influence both 

physiological and psychological states. More specifically, the inhalation of these oils stimulates 

the olfactory system, which is directly linked to the limbic system which is the brain region 

responsible for emotions, memory, and autonomic nervous system activity (Sánchez-Vidaña et 

al., 2017). Consequently, essential oils can evoke emotional responses and facilitate relaxation. 

For instance, lavender essential oil is widely recognised for its calming properties and has been 

shown to enhance parasympathetic activity, thereby facilitating the relaxation response (Lee & 

Hur, 2022). 

 

The physiological effects of aromatherapy align closely with the principles of the Relaxation 

Response Theory. Essential oils, such as lavender and ylang-ylang, have been shown to activate 

the parasympathetic nervous system, leading to a state of relaxation and reduced stress (Hung 

et al., 2023; Yogi et al., 2021). This activation is particularly important in counteracting the 

negative effects of chronic stress, which are associated with various health conditions, 

including anxiety and depression (Ali et.al, 2015). Thus, promoting relaxation through 

aromatherapy may provide not only immediate relief from stress but also long-term health 

benefits (Aragão et al., 2023). 

 

Furthermore, a study involving postpartum women found that aromatherapy with lavender oil 

significantly reduced anxiety and improved mood, highlighting its potential to support 

emotional well-being during critical life transitions (Afshar et al., 2015; Kianpour et al., 2016). 

Similarly, research involving older adults demonstrated that aromatherapy could effectively 

reduce perceived stress and enhance psychological well-being (Cheng et al., 2020). 

 

Moreover, studies have shown that the inhalation of lavender can significantly lower perceived 

stress levels and improve sleep quality, further supporting its role in stress reduction (Cheng et 

al., 2022; Ghadirian et al., 2020). This effect is largely attributed to the bioactive compounds 

in lavender, such as linalool and linalyl acetate, which interact with GABA receptors in the 

brain. This interaction promotes relaxation and reduces anxiety (Hwang & Shin, 2015). 

Therefore, this mechanism strongly aligns with the principles of the Relaxation Response 

Theory, as it illustrates how aromatherapy can counteract stress-induced physiological 

responses. 

 

Types of Aromatherapy 

Aromatherapy can be classified into several types based on its application. Each method has 

unique benefits and considerations, making it suitable for different therapeutic goals. 
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Inhalation Therapy 

Inhalation therapy involves the direct inhalation of essential oils, allowing their molecular 

compounds to reach the respiratory system and bloodstream (Cui et al., 2022). According to 

Borghardt et al. (2018), this method is commonly employed to manage respiratory conditions, 

including chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD) and asthma. Inhalation therapy can 

be administered through steam inhalation, diffusers, nebulisers, or personal inhalers (Sánchez-

Vidaña et al., 2017). 

 

The primary objective of inhalation therapy for local treatment is to reduce pulmonary 

symptoms, primarily by alleviating or preventing airway inflammation and constriction 

(Wright and Brocklebank, 2002). Research has demonstrated that individuals with respiratory 

conditions benefit from inhalation of eucalyptus essential oil, which has been found to treat 

throat infections, catarrh, coughs, bronchitis, asthma, and sinusitis (Ali et al., 2015). 

 

Moreover, inhalation therapy has been shown to alleviate symptoms associated with a range of 

other medical conditions. For instance, research indicates that inhalation of peppermint 

essential oil can effectively reduce nausea and vomiting in pregnant women experiencing 

emesis gravidarum (Pashaei & Akyüz, 2024; Yuliani et al., 2023). 

 

Additionally, inhalation aromatherapy has been found to relieve pain and discomfort in patients 

recovering from surgery or undergoing medical procedures (Froutan et al., 2022; Ringu and 

Ranjan, 2024). Since essential oils are rapidly absorbed through inhalation, they provide quick 

symptom relief, making them a practical non-pharmacological intervention. 

 

Topical Application 

Relieving pain and discomfort is one of the key benefits of topical application in aromatherapy 

(Brennan et al., 2022). This method is widely employed for various therapeutic purposes, 

including pain management, skincare, and emotional support (Brennan et al., 2022; Khatib, 

2024). Additionally, Dunning (2013) identifies two primary subgroups of topical application: 

therapeutic, which is used in healthcare settings, and cosmetic or beauty therapy. Supporting 

this assertion, Khatib (2024) highlights that essential oils are extensively incorporated into 

topical formulations, including massage oils, lotions, creams, balms, and salves. Furthermore, 

they are commonly added to shampoos, conditioners, bath oils, and salts, demonstrating their 

versatile applications (Keller, 1992). 

 

The act of massaging essential oils into the skin contributes to skin nourishment, emotional 

balance, and detoxification (Khatib, 2024). Research indicates that combining massage therapy 

with aromatherapy enhances its overall therapeutic effects, leading to improved emotional 

well-being (Filipović et al., 2024; Scandurra et al., 2022). For example, a study revealed that 

patients receiving aromatherapy massage reported significant reductions in anxiety and stress 

compared to those receiving standard massage therapy (Ovayolu et al., 2013). This underscores 

the importance of the sensory experience associated with topical application, as the 

combination of touch and scent produces a powerful therapeutic effect. 

 

Cosmetic Aromatherapy 

According to Ali et al. (2015), cosmetic aromatherapy is a specialised subset of aromatherapy 

that focuses on the skin, body, and hair. These products are utilised for a variety of benefits, 

including cleansing, moisturising, drying, and toning. Traditionally, Ayurvedic science has 
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incorporated plants and herbs into cosmetic formulations to enhance physical appearance while 

also providing protection from environmental factors (Jain and Jain, 2024). Furthermore, Jain 

and Jain (2024) emphasise that the distinct advantage of Ayurvedic cosmetics lies in their 

reliance on natural plant-based ingredients, which are not only safe for human use but also 

serve as rich sources of vitamins, minerals, and other essential nutrients. 

 

One of the primary advantages of cosmetic aromatherapy is the integration of essential oils 

known for their beneficial effects on skin health. For instance, clary sage is widely recognised 

for its ability to regulate sebum production, making it suitable for both dry and oily skin types. 

Additionally, it has been found to help reduce wrinkles, cellulite, and acne, further highlighting 

its versatility in skincare applications (Ali et al., 2015). Similarly, tea tree oil is well known for 

its potent antimicrobial properties and is frequently included in formulations for acne-prone 

skin, owing to its effectiveness in combating bacteria and reducing inflammation (Khatib, 

2024). Moreover, a 28-day clinical study demonstrated that cosmetic formulations containing 

essential oils from Aristeguietia glutinosa and Ocotea quixos significantly improved skin 

firmness and elasticity (Lakhan et al., 2016). This underscores the potential of essential oils as 

valuable ingredients in cosmetic formulations, making them integral components in lotions, 

creams, and serums. 

 

Massage Aromatherapy  

Massage aromatherapy has been shown to alleviate pain and discomfort, offering a natural and 

holistic approach to pain management (Lakhan et al., 2016). Essential oils such as peppermint 

and ginger are widely recognised for their analgesic properties, making them particularly 

effective for relieving muscle soreness and tension (Zhang et al., 2023; Komori et al., 2018). 

Furthermore, a systematic review highlighted that aromatherapy massage can provide 

significant relief for individuals experiencing chronic pain, including those suffering from 

fibromyalgia and arthritis (Ndao et al., 2010). This therapeutic technique integrates both the 

physical manipulation of muscles through massage and the therapeutic properties of essential 

oils, thereby enhancing pain relief and improving quality of life for individuals with persistent 

ailments (Corasaniti et al., 2023). 

 

Beyond pain management, the application of essential oils in massage therapy enhances the 

overall experience of self-care and well-being. The combination of massage with the aromatic 

properties of essential oils creates a deeply calming environment, fostering mindfulness and 

relaxation (Kwok et al., 2014). Moreover, this holistic approach encourages individuals to 

prioritise their mental and emotional health, ultimately contributing to a greater sense of overall 

well-being. 

 

Medical Aromatherapy  

According to Farrar and Farrar (2020), clinical aromatherapy is a form of alternative medicine 

that can aid in managing symptoms of pain, nausea, and overall well-being in both inpatient 

and outpatient settings. Additionally, it is frequently used in oncology and hospice care to 

support patients undergoing intensive medical treatments (Farrar and Farrar, 2020). Studies 

have demonstrated that patients receiving aromatherapy as part of their treatment plan report 

greater satisfaction and improved quality of life (Jonas, 2024). This holistic approach to 

healthcare underscores the importance of addressing both physical and emotional well-being, 

thereby contributing to a more comprehensive treatment experience. 



 

 

 
Volume 10 Issue 61 (December 2025) PP. 408-426 

  DOI 10.35631/IJEPC.1061031 

414 

 

Essential oils such as peppermint are well known for their analgesic, anti-inflammatory, anti-

infectious, antiseptic, and antimicrobial properties, making them particularly effective for 

managing pain in clinical settings (Ali et al., 2015). For instance, a systematic review found 

that aromatherapy can significantly reduce pain intensity in patients undergoing surgical 

procedures (Belghiti et al., 2022). The analgesic effects of essential oils are believed to be 

associated with their ability to modulate neurotransmitter activity and reduce inflammation, 

making medical aromatherapy a valuable adjunct to conventional pain management strategies, 

particularly for patients seeking non-pharmacological options (Sharifi‐Rad et al., 2017). 

 

Moreover, medical aromatherapy has been widely recognised for its role in enhancing sleep 

quality. Essential oils such as Roman chamomile, bergamot, and angelica are commonly used 

to promote restful sleep and alleviate insomnia (Ali et al., 2015). A meta-analysis found that 

aromatherapy can significantly improve sleep quality and reduce sleep disturbances across 

various populations, including older adults and patients with chronic conditions (Sedlaříková 

et al., 2024). The sedative properties of these essential oils are believed to help regulate sleep 

patterns and enhance overall sleep quality, making them a valuable tool for individuals 

struggling with sleep disorders (Chauhan & Agarwal, 2013). 

 

Olfactory Aromatherapy 

According to Ali et al. (2015), olfactory aromatherapy involves the inhalation of essential oils, 

which stimulate the olfactory receptors located in the nasal cavity. These receptors then 

transmit signals to the brain's limbic system, triggering the release of neurotransmitters such as 

endorphins and serotonin, which contribute to emotional regulation and well-being (Ali et al., 

2015). This method of aromatherapy is commonly administered through various techniques, 

including diffusers, personal inhalers, steam inhalation, or direct inhalation from the bottle 

(Sánchez-Vidaña et al., 2017). 

 

Furthermore, Brincat (2023) highlights that the Rey Auditory Verbal Learning Test (RAVLT), 

a standardised assessment used to evaluate verbal learning and memory, demonstrated 

significant improvements with the nightly use of lavender and rose essential oils. Specifically, 

results indicated a 226% increase in word recall and enhanced activity within a crucial brain 

pathway involved in learning and memory. Given these findings, olfactory aromatherapy is 

increasingly recognised as a promising adjunct in cognitive therapies, particularly for 

individuals experiencing cognitive decline or dementia (Jafari et al., 2023). By stimulating 

brain pathways involved in learning and memory, essential oils may offer a non-invasive and 

complementary approach to supporting cognitive health. 

 

Psycho-Aromatherapy 

In psycho-aromatherapy, certain moods and emotional states can be induced by essential oils, 

evoking sensations of relaxation, invigoration, or pleasant memories (Ali et al., 2015). Unlike 

traditional aromatherapy, which primarily focuses on physical health and overall wellness, 

psycho-aromatherapy specifically targets emotional and psychological well-being (Sánchez-

Vidaña et al., 2017). It is commonly administered through diffusion, allowing the volatile 

compounds of essential oils to interact with the olfactory system and influence brain activity 

(Sánchez-Vidaña et al., 2017). 
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Research has demonstrated that the inhalation of lavender essential oil can significantly reduce 

anxiety levels in patients undergoing medical treatments, including chemotherapy (Mounira, 

2024). Similarly, a study found that aromatherapy with bergamot essential oil improved mood 

and alleviated symptoms of depression in individuals with anxiety disorders (Pearson et al., 

2019). The calming effects of these essential oils are believed to be mediated through their 

influence on the central nervous system, promoting relaxation and emotional balance (Pearson 

et al., 2019). By stimulating neurotransmitter activity, psycho-aromatherapy may serve as a 

complementary approach for managing stress-related conditions and mood disorders. 

 

Benefits of Aromatherapy 

 

Psychological Effects of Aromatherapy  

 

Anxiety and Mood Regulation 

Research indicates that inhaling essential oils, such as lavender and bergamot, can significantly 

reduce anxiety levels. For instance, a study found that lavender aromatherapy effectively 

reduced anxiety in haemodialysis patients during the COVID-19 pandemic (Setyawan et al., 

2022). Similarly, a systematic review revealed that bergamot aromatherapy improved mood 

and alleviated anxiety symptoms in individuals with anxiety disorders (Passos et al., 2022). 

These calming effects are mediated by neurotransmitters, such as serotonin and dopamine, 

which regulate mood (Sariati et al., 2019). 

 

Alleviation of Depression 

Beyond anxiety reduction, aromatherapy has shown promise in alleviating depression. 

Essential oils such as chamomile and rose possess uplifting properties. A systematic review 

found that aromatherapy effectively reduced psychological symptoms of premenstrual 

syndrome (PMS), including anxiety and depression (Es-haghee et al., 2020). By promoting 

emotional well-being, aromatherapy enhances overall quality of life, particularly for 

individuals with chronic conditions (Erdal et al., 2024). 

 

Cognitive Function and Memory Enhancement 

Additionally, aromatherapy has been linked to improvements in cognitive function and 

memory. For example, the inhalation of rosemary essential oil has been associated with 

enhanced cognitive performance and memory retention (Khamis et al., 2023), making it 

particularly beneficial in therapeutic settings for individuals experiencing cognitive decline or 

dementia (Es-haghee et al., 2020). Aromatherapy also contributes to overall patient satisfaction 

and well-being. Studies show that patients who receive aromatherapy as part of their treatment 

report higher satisfaction levels and an improved quality of life (Hong et al., 2018). This 

underscores its holistic role in healthcare. 

 

Physiological Effects of Aromatherapy 

 

Promotion of Relaxation and Stress Reduction 

Aromatherapy activates the relaxation response, leading to reduced heart rate, lower blood 

pressure, and decreased cortisol levels (Triana et al., 2022; Lakhan et al., 2016). When inhaled, 

essential oils stimulate olfactory receptors, sending signals to the limbic system, which 

regulates emotions and memory (Muhammad et al., 2022). This interaction evokes emotional 

responses and promotes relaxation. For instance, geranium oil is generally used to control the 
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emotions like stress in aromatherapy (Ali et al., 2015). Citrus oils like bergamot have been 

shown to increase dopamine and serotonin production, which contributes to feelings of pleasure 

and well-being (Naarayana Health, 2023). 

 

Regulation of the Autonomic Nervous System 

Aromatherapy decreases sympathetic nervous system activity ("fight or flight") while 

enhancing parasympathetic activity ("rest and digest"), leading to a relaxation response. For 

example, lavender aromatherapy has been found to significantly reduce blood pressure and 

heart rate in hypertensive patients (Sani and Irdianty, 2020; Nasiri and Fahimzade, 2017). 

Essential oils such as lavender contain bioactive compounds like linalool, which enhance 

GABAergic activity, reducing anxiety and promoting relaxation (Hwang & Shin, 2015; 

Ebrahimian et al., 2021). Similarly, citrus oils like bergamot increase serotonin and dopamine 

levels, thereby improving mood and reducing stress (Lee et al., 2024). 

 

Pain Reduction and Analgesic Properties 

Aromatherapy has been widely studied for its pain-relieving properties. A systematic review 

found that aromatherapy significantly reduces pain and anxiety, particularly during childbirth 

(Lakhan et al., 2016). Additionally, lavender oil inhalation has been shown to improve sleep 

quality among surgical patients (Ebrahimian et al., 2021; Nasiri & Fahimzade, 2017). 

Furthermore, aromatherapy is effective in pain management for dysmenorrhoea. A systematic 

review revealed that aromatherapy provided significant relief from menstrual pain compared 

to placebo treatments (Lee et al., 2018). Essential oils such as peppermint and ginger possess 

analgesic properties, which may modulate neurotransmitters and activate natural pain-relieving 

pathways (Widyawati et al., 2016). 

 

Enhancing Skin Health 

Many essential oils possess antimicrobial, anti-inflammatory, and antioxidant properties, 

making them effective for treating various skin conditions (Jain and Jain, 2024). For example, 

tea tree oil is particularly known for its antibacterial and antifungal properties, making it 

beneficial for acne and skin infections (Prichard & Newcomb, 2015). Furthermore, clary sage 

helps to regulate the production of sebum, therefore it can be used to treat wrinkles, cellulite, 

acne, and dry or oily skin (Baratta et al., 2011; Lis-Balchin, 2006; Svoboda and Deans, 1992). 

Lastly, pomegranate. According to Cherney (2019) , pomegranate oil helps create more even 

and healthy skin because of its anti-inflammatory and antioxidant qualities. 

 

Applications in Healthcare and Complementary Medicine 

Aromatherapy is increasingly being incorporated into healthcare settings. Studies indicate that 

it reduces occupational stress and improves job satisfaction among healthcare providers (Chen 

et al., 2013; Wang et al., 2023), demonstrating its value as a complementary therapy. 

 

Aromatherapy is widely used in complementary medicine for anxiety relief, pain management, 

and sleep disorders. For instance, it has been effective in reducing anxiety and improving sleep 

in chronic illness patients (Kianpour et al., 2016). Additionally, massage aromatherapy is 

known to reduce muscle tension, further enhancing relaxation (Sriasih et al., 2020). In palliative 

care, aromatherapy plays a key role in improving the quality of life by reducing anxiety and 

promoting emotional well-being (Buckle, 2003). 
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Challenges of Aromatherapy 

 

Variability in Individual Response 

Each individual's physiological and psychological makeup influences their response to specific 

scents, resulting in inconsistent outcomes (Czakert et al., 2022). For instance, while lavender 

is widely recognised for its calming properties, some individuals may experience irritation or 

allergic reactions (Wong, 2023). Similarly, peppermint oil should be avoided by individuals 

with gastroesophageal reflux disease (GERD), as it may relax the lower oesophageal sphincter 

and exacerbate symptoms (Tisserand & Young, 2014). Likewise, rosemary oil has been 

reported to trigger seizures in individuals with epilepsy (Buckle, 2003). 

 

Given this variability, personalised approaches to aromatherapy are essential, taking into 

account factors such as age, gender, and genetic predisposition (Sánchez-Vidaña et al., 2017). 

To mitigate adverse reactions, practitioners must conduct patch tests and ensure proper dilution 

before applying essential oils (Wahyuni et al., 2022; Brans et al., 2022). Although many 

essential oils are generally recognised as safe, certain populations such as pregnant women or 

individuals with pre-existing medical conditions may require additional precautions 

(Babakhanian et al., 2018). 

 

Furthermore, Dunning (2013) advises both health professionals and the general public to 

purchase essential oils from reputable sources that adhere to proper labelling and storage 

standards. Additionally, aromatherapists and consumers should be educated on how to read 

essential oil labels to ensure safe and appropriate usage (Dunning, 2013). 

 

Lack of Rigorous Scientific Evidence 

Despite numerous studies suggesting positive outcomes, aromatherapy continues to face 

scepticism due to methodological limitations in existing research. Small sample sizes, short 

intervention durations, and a lack of control groups weaken the reliability of findings (Kouzuki 

et al., 2019). For example, a systematic review found that aromatherapy’s effectiveness in 

managing sleep disorders remains inconclusive due to inconsistencies in study designs (Luo & 

Jiang, 2022). 

 

Moreover, the placebo effect may significantly influence the perceived benefits of 

aromatherapy, with individuals who believe in its efficacy reporting improvements regardless 

of actual therapeutic effects (Li et al., 2018; Lakhan et al., 2016). Therefore, more rigorous, 

double-blind, placebo-controlled studies are required to establish standardised protocols and 

validate therapeutic claims (Sánchez-Vidaña et al., 2017). 

 

Quality and Regulation of Essential Oils 

The quality and purity of essential oils vary significantly between manufacturers, affecting 

their therapeutic efficacy and safety. Contaminants, adulterants, and synthetic additives can 

compromise their medicinal properties, leading to potential adverse effects or reduced 

effectiveness (Sharifi‐Rad et al., 2017). 

 

Furthermore, the lack of standardised regulations in the essential oil industry exacerbates this 

issue, as there are no universal guidelines for production, labelling, and quality assurance 

(Anita et al., 2023). Consequently, consumers and healthcare professionals may struggle to 

access reliable, high-quality products. 
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Research has confirmed these concerns. For instance, a study by Ali et al. (2015) revealed that 

some commercially available essential oils were adulterated with synthetic compounds, 

thereby reducing their therapeutic efficacy and increasing the risk of adverse reactions. 

Similarly, in some regions, limited regulatory oversight has resulted in inconsistencies in 

essential oil quality (Tisserand & Young, 2014). Therefore, careful sourcing and stricter quality 

control measures are imperative to ensure that essential oils used in medical aromatherapy are 

both safe and effective (Rafsanjani et al., 2015). 

 

Religious Belief and Aromatherapy 

Aromatherapy is widely used across cultures for holistic and spiritual healing, with essential 

oils such as myrrh and frankincense traditionally incorporated into rituals to enhance 

meditation and spiritual practices (Thompson, 2003). For example, a study conducted in Saudi 

Arabia found that breast cancer patients increasingly engaged in religious practices as a coping 

mechanism during chemotherapy, which included the use of aromatherapy (Ilyas et al., 2020). 

This suggests that individuals may turn to aromatherapy not only for its physical benefits but 

also as a means of strengthening their spiritual connection and emotional resilience during 

challenging times. 

 

Furthermore, the perception of aromatherapy as a complementary therapy is often shaped by 

religious beliefs. Research indicates that individuals with strong spiritual convictions may be 

more inclined to use complementary and alternative medicine (CAM) therapies, including 

aromatherapy, as part of their holistic health practices (Ashraf et al., 2019). This trend is 

particularly evident among populations that prioritise spiritual well-being alongside physical 

health. For instance, studies involving Muslim communities have demonstrated that spiritual 

practices are integral to health management, influencing the acceptance of aromatherapy as a 

therapeutic aid (Yılmaz & Kara, 2020). 

 

Moreover, the integration of aromatherapy into religious practices can amplify its therapeutic 

effects. In Tibet, for example, Buddhism adapted elements from the earlier Bon spiritual 

tradition, incorporating the use of Juniperus excelsa berries in incense offerings (Armstrong, 

2001; Worwood, 1999). Historically, these berries were used as a narcotic to aid trance states, 

further emphasising the spiritual and ritualistic significance of aromatherapy (Armstrong, 

2001; Worwood, 1999). 

 

However, the acceptance of aromatherapy within religious contexts is not universal and can be 

met with scepticism. Some individuals may question its efficacy or perceive it as incompatible 

with their religious beliefs. This issue is particularly relevant in conservative religious 

communities, where reliance on non-traditional therapies may be discouraged or viewed with 

suspicion (Khan et al., 2020). Therefore, it is crucial for practitioners to approach the 

integration of aromatherapy with sensitivity to the cultural and religious values of their clients, 

ensuring respectful and ethical practice. 

 

Conclusion 

Aromatherapy has evolved from an ancient healing tradition to a widely recognized 

complementary therapy with applications in healthcare, wellness, and skincare (Ali et al., 2015; 

Kassim, 2023). Its therapeutic benefits, particularly in stress reduction, pain management, and 

cognitive enhancement, are supported by the Relaxation Response Theory, which explains its 

physiological impact on heart rate, blood pressure, and cortisol levels (Mitchell, 2013; Murphy, 
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2023). However, despite increasing integration into medical and psychological practices, 

concerns persist regarding variability in individual responses, lack of standardized regulations, 

and inconsistent research methodologies (Kouzuki et al., 2019; Sánchez-Vidaña et al., 2017). 

 

Moving forward, further scientific investigation is needed to establish standardized protocols 

for essential oil use, ensuring their safety and efficacy across diverse populations. The 

implementation of regulatory frameworks can help address quality control issues, preventing 

the sale of adulterated or low-quality essential oils (Gomes, 2024; Tisserand & Young, 2014). 

Additionally, ethical considerations, such as informed consent and cultural sensitivity, must be 

prioritized when integrating aromatherapy into healthcare settings. 

 

As interest in holistic health continues to grow, aromatherapy holds significant potential for 

enhancing mental and physical well-being. By bridging traditional knowledge with modern 

scientific advancements, future research and policy development can strengthen its credibility 

and ensure its safe and effective use in therapeutic practice. 
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