
 

Ever wanted to have a really simple way to talk about oncology massage and explain it clearly and concisely? Well, 

Deb Hart (SA/WA Coordinator and Director of OM Ltd) has done it for you here. It’s an easy read and for someone 

who doesn’t know anything about OM, a quick way for them to understand what it is all about that what we stand 

for....Thanks Deb! 

Oncology Massage - The Benefits Of Safe Touch For All 

 The international organisation the Society for Oncology Massage (S4OM) defines Oncology Massage as the 

modification of existing massage therapy techniques in order to safely work with complications of cancer and cancer 

treatment. S4OM also states that clinical assessments and adaptations to the massage session for someone 

experiencing cancer or having a history of cancer treatment are critical to providing a safe massage. 

 When thinking of Remedial Massage, thoughts often turn to a therapist diving deep into muscles trying to 

pummel them into submission. To a cancer patient that has been or is going through the rigors of surgery, 

chemotherapy and radiation that is the last thing they need although many may still ask for the treatment they had 

once enjoyed as it is one way for them to feel ‘normal’ again. 

 

 Oncology Massage is a specialised form of Remedial Massage in the truest sense of the word as remedial 

means to remedy. Of course the suggestion is not that cancer can be cured by massage however a client’s 

experience of their symptoms may be relieved by skilfully applied massage techniques.  

 

 Over 10 years ago one study concluded that 30 minutes of massage 3 times per week reduced depressed 

mood, anxiety, and anger and enhanced dopamine, serotonin, and NK cell number and lymphocytes for women with 

breast cancer. These symptom score changes are witnessed because of the neuroendocrine and immune function 

alterations that occur during and after massage. Reductions in both blood pressure and heart rate have been 

observed. A reduction in cortisol of about 30% is also common, with a corresponding increase in circulating 

lymphocytes and decrease in inflammatory mediators including interleukin. As mentioned increases in serotonin and 

dopamine have also been noted explaining the corresponding regulation of mood, appetite, sleep and cognitive 

functioning.  This same group followed with another study and measured whether these changes were due to 

relaxation alone, or mediated by a tactile response by incorporating a progressive muscle relaxation group in their 

trial. Both relaxation and massage groups showed immediate positive effects on mental health parameters, but only 

the massage group showed significant improvements in qualitative measures of wellbeing and increased levels of 

dopamine, serotonin, Natural Killer cells and lymphocytes after 5 weeks of treatment. 

 

 The largest study into massage for symptom control for cancer patients has been one from the Memorial 

Sloan-Kettering Cancer Center. This study surveyed just under 1,300 patients over a 3 year period representing 3,359 

treatments.  This study showed the benefits of massage in relation to symptom control and resulted in 47% 

improvement in pain levels, 42% improvement in fatigue levels, 59% improvement in anxiety levels, 51 % 

improvement in nausea and 48 % improvement in reports of depression with other symptoms such as dry mouth, 

shortness of breath, memory problems or disturbed sleep improving by 48%. Outpatients improved about 10% more 

than in-patients with benefits persisting including no return toward baseline scores over a 48 hour follow-up.  



 

 Patients used a 0–10 rating scales of pain, fatigue, stress/anxiety, nausea, depression and “other” and 

surveys were handed into staff not associated with the trial to eliminate bias. Changes in symptom scores and the 

modifying effects of patient status (in or outpatient) and type of massage were analyzed. Symptom scores were 

reduced by approximately 50% across all fields, even for patients reporting high baseline scores. These data indicate 

that massage therapy is associated with substantive improvement in cancer patients' symptom scores.  

 

 With results like these it is difficult to imagine why there isn't more research into a modality which is so safe 

and non-invasive. It is also difficult to imagine why Oncology Massage is not available in every cancer centre and 

hospital across Australia. In the USA Oncology Massage is available in more than 90 hospitals across the country. 

Oncology Massage is becoming increasingly embraced in Australia and is now available in some hospitals. Besides 

the SolarisCare program operating through a variety of locations in WA there are three Oncology Massage therapists 

now employed in the Olivia Newton John Cancer and Wellness Centre at the Austin Hospital in Melbourne, two 

therapists at the RPA Lifehouse and programs are running at the Flinders Medical Centre in day oncology and the 

Restore program at the Calvary Hospital at North Adelaide.  

 

 The massage techniques taught by Oncology Massage Ltd are elegant in their simplicity but do not mistake 

this to mean that they are easy to perform. The challenge for the therapist is to remain constantly mindful and to 

resist drifting into habitual patterns of treatment. A space is created, like a bubble of peace and tranquillity, 

regardless of the environment which may be anything from a beautiful spa clinic environment or a hospital bed.  

Imagine the most gentle and profoundly relaxing massage taking into account all of the complexities of cancer 

treatment. It is quite literally blissful and this style of massage is just as beneficial to the broader massage clientele 

as it is for cancer patients. 

 

 The safety of the client must be of paramount importance so Oncology Massage Ltd, the only teaching 

organisation outside of the USA to be recognised by S4OM, teaches therapists to adjust their massage treatments to 

take into account all side effects the client may be experiencing. Massage therapists need to be confident when 

treating this ever growing client population and with many colleges still teaching that you can’t massage anyone with 

cancer this training provided in a Level 1 course will give all massage therapists good skills in this area.   

 

 Chemotherapy cycles, radiation oncology and surgery can leave patients experiencing a mixture of physical 

and psychological side effects and knowing how to modify a massage session is a basic requirement if working with 

cancer patients. Oncology Massage therapists understand the disease process and know what questions to ask to 

make sure that the massage provided is safe and effective for those with a history or diagnosis of cancer. Asking 

about compromised blood cell counts, lymph node removal or treatment, fatigue, neuropathy, pain and 

understanding how to work around catheters, ports and other medical devices are all areas which need to be 

considered when a treatment plan is devised. 

 

 Patients that have had lymph nodes removed or treated with radiotherapy are at lifelong risk of developing 

lymphoedema with anywhere between 5-60% of patients developing the condition. There is no way to determine 

which patients will go on to develop lymphoedema so massage therapists need to be aware of the risk factors. 

Simple adjustments to minimise risk such as the position of the client on the massage table and knowing to never 

working deeply on the quadrant of the body which has had lymph nodes treated are just two such adjustments. 

 

 



 

 People with a history of cancer or who are being treated for cancer are a fragile population. There is a large 

psychosocial aspect to massage in this population and it is also important to prepare the therapist for this added 

responsibility to maximise the benefits to the client.  

 

 Oncology Massage Level 1 and 2 courses are held across Australia in all capital cities and regional centres. 

Level 3 and 4 are currently only offered through the Austin Hospital, Vic. Oncology Massage Ltd is a registered 

charity dedicated to training massage therapists to work safely with cancer patients. More information on course 

content is available at www.oncologymassagetraining.com.au 

Happiness is a not a destination, but the journey. 

Dealing with cancer is both destination and journey. 

Medicine focuses on the quality of the destination. 

Oncology Massage focuses on the quality of the journey. 
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