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Abstract
With cancer survivorship increasing there are over 800,000 cancer survivors in Australia who have a higher incidence of progressive and recurrent disease including diabetes, heart disease,
further cancers, chronic pain, lymphoedema, neuropathy and organ damage. Cancer patients experience a variety of side effects and treatment outcomes which effect them throughout all
stages of survivorship. When considering the stages of survivorship, Acute, Extended and Permanent or Long Term, massage can offer not just symptom relief during the acute and extended
phases but benefits in immune support and endocrine function into permanent and long term stage survivorship. Regular massage can reduce stress and lower blood pressure, two factors
that have an effect on cardiovascular disease. Massage has been shown to impact many of the common side effects of cancer treatment and suitably trained massage therapists can be a
source of education and support for cancer survivors. Research shows that massage reduces symptoms during cancer treatment such as pain, fatigue, nausea, depression and anxiety and
increases endocrine and immune function. The aim of this paper is to highlight the benefits of massage therapy for patients during conventional cancer treatment and through all stages
of survivorship. Studies demonstrating these benefits are few but small and large studies alike do show positive results and with further research well timed use of massage therapy may
bring an innovative approach to using massage in this way. This paper suggests a variety of possible directions for research opportunities into the effects of massage on this population of
survivors and the need for continued research in this area.

Massage reduces common side
effects of cancer treatment by
approximately 50%. When examined
more closely these results become
more impressive with anxiety
reduced by 59%.

Through the stages or ‘seasons’ of survival as
described in Seasons of Survival: Reflections of
a Physician with Cancer by Fitzhugh Mullan, an
array of issues face the cancer patient.
Many of these can be successfully managed
with massage.

Acute Survival Stage

Other (including shortness of breath,
memory problems, dry mouth or disturbed
sleep)

In the Acute Survival Stage symptom management
for side effects of treatment and the anxiety of facing
the cancer diagnosis and prospect of mortality are at
the forefront of most patient’s minds. Work and family
life changes quickly as appointments for treatment,
specialists and surgery are frequently scheduled and
often take the place of regular work, sport and family
commitments. Most cancer patients diagnosed through the
success of early detection programs will have no symptoms
as pain is usually associated with advanced cancers. They
are not outwardly ‘sick’ as they venture into being labelled as
a cancer patient. Common side effects of treatment at this
stage of the cancer journey are pain, fatigue, depression,
‘chemo brain”, constipation, anxiety, diarrhoea, peripheral
neuropathy, and nausea. Issues surrounding body image
following surgery, disfigurement and pain around scarring,
the risk of lymphoedema and cellulitis are all considerations
for the patients at this stage of treatment.

improved 48%

See Figure 1 and 2 for one persons experience of symptom
management using massage therapy.

Pain improved 47%
Fatigue improved 42%
Anxiety improved 59%
Nausea improved 51%
Depression improved 48%

This study went on to state “Massage therapy
appears to be an uncommonly non-invasive and
inexpensive means of symptom control for patients
with serious chronic illness. It is non-invasive,
inexpensive, comforting, free of side effects and
greatly appreciated by recipients.”

Extended Survival Stage
In Extended Stage Survivorship patients have generally
completed their treatments. They may have gone into
remission or be living with their disease but patients are
often still recovering from surgery or long term side effects
of chemotherapy and radiotherapy such as neuropathy
or fatigue. They may be dealing with the limitations of
amputated body parts, the continued risk or reality of living
with debilitating lymphoedema and the psychological effects
of waiting for cancer to return or spread. Medical services
generally take a back seat in this watching and waiting
phase.
Herbert Irving Comprehensive Cancer Center at New YorkPresbyterian/Columbia University Medical Center interviewed
more than 1100 breast cancer patients and concluded
that nearly one in four had Post Traumatic Stress Disorder
symptoms within the first 6 months following diagnosis.
Massage can help reduce many of these symptoms

Permanent or long term Survival Stage

With the diagnosis of cancer increasing and death rates
decreasing a larger percentage of the community are now
living with cancer, undertaking cancer treatments and
managing the lifelong side effects of cancer or the treatment
of cancer, including peripheral neuropathy or the risk of
lymphoedema.

As the patient enters Permanent or Long Term Stage of
Survivorship a level of confidence returns with celebrations,
“I’ve survived, but now what?” Survivors at this stage are
expected by society to return to work and life pre-cancer
diagnosis which often is difficult if not impossible with
long term physical and psychological effects of the
disease or treatment difficult to manage or adapt
to previous employment. As patients start to return
to work, sport and family life massage can aid this
period of recovery by supporting the client’s physical,
emotional and psychological experiences of the disease
and treatment. Other life long symptoms at this
permanent or long term season of survivorship can include
fatigue, memory issues, pain, mouth or teeth problems,
changes in weight and eating habits, trouble swallowing
and symptoms of early menopause.
Massage can help reduce many of these symptoms

Her regular side effect was extreme fatigue from day 2 to day 7 following her chemotherapy
infusion. With massage provided on the day of infusion sideeffects came in on day 1 after
chemotherapy and although more extreme, symptoms lifted within a couple of days and in
the last instance she was well enough to fly to New York on day 5 following her last infusion.
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22/06/2012

Chemo

No
symptoms

Bedridden
by 2pm

Bedridden

Bedridden

Bedridden

Bedridden

Bedridden

Symptoms
lifted

0.25

2.03

20/07/2012

Chemo

No
symptoms
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by 2pm

Bedridden

Bedridden

Bedridden

Bedridden

Bedridden

Symptoms
lifted

0.23

2.00

17/08/2012

Chemo

Oncology
massage –
headache
late
afternoon,
vomiting
early
evening

Aching
bones,
bedridden
mid
afternoon

Bedridden,
then
collapse
6:30am

Bedridden

Bedridden,
symptoms
lifted early
evening

Fall
(blackout)

0.5

2.70

14/09/2012

Chemo

Oncology
massage

Aching
bones,
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mid
afternoon
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Bedridden

Symptoms
lifted early
evening

0.5

2.80

13/10/2012

Chemo

Oncology
massage

Aching
bones,
bedridden
mid
afternoon

Bedridden

Symptoms
lifted early
evening

To New
York

0.3
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this client’s reported
blood test results and
shows in graph form
that neutrophils doubled
when massage was
provided at week 3
following chemotherapy.
This information
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permission from
client.
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Stages or ‘Seasons’ of Survivorship

The box below shows one woman’s blood test results which she charted along with her
changes to side effects following chemotherapy if massage was provided throughout the
chemotherapy cycle.
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Cancer patients are often observed by their massage
therapists to enter a state of profound relaxation during
their massage. These anecdotal results are common
place among oncology massage therapists with further
investigation they could demonstrate a massage treatment
protocol to optimally manage symptoms and side effects
which is simple, cost effective and completely non invasive
and free of its own side effects.
Research opportunities could include:
• timing of massage in chemotherapy cycles to track the
incidence of chemotherapy induced peripheral neuropathy
• neutrophil and other blood counts
• reduction of inflammatory markers
• reduction in side effects from chemotherapy
• reduction in anxiety prior to radiotherapy
The potential to improve each patient’s total experience
through all phases of cancer diagnosis, treatment and
survivorship is possible by increasing the research around
the contribution of oncology massage to a comprehensive
treatment and health maintenance program. Some of
these benefits could aid treatment schedules; for example,
when patients have to cease chemotherapy due to CIPN
or other severe side effects; or if chemotherapy must be
delayed as neutrophils are too low. There are a host of
psychosocial issues surrounding cancer that continue long
after the treatment phase ends. Issues such as grief, fear
and isolation can leave a scar as deep as any surgery and
massage can play a key role in addressing these problems.
For more information or to find a qualified oncology massage therapist go to:

ww.oncologymassagetraining.com.au
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