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‘Nobody wants me now.’
The ward doctor was smiling as she told me her 

patients were choosing a massage session over 

the pain medication she had been providing.

Doctors can feel superfluous when they 

hear patients saying ‘who needs a [expletive] 

doctor – you’re a [expletive] miracle worker.’

Of course they’re not. But in much kinder 

phrases – such as ‘you have healing hands’, 

‘this is magic massage’ or ‘you are the sleep 

maker’ – patients frequently express their 

appreciation of gentle, caring touch.

Of all the roles I’ve had in my working life, 

oncology massage is the most rewarding. After 

working in remedial massage for about 20 

years, I am keenly aware of the importance of 

touch and the key role massage can play in 

healing. This is especially true when it comes 

to shoulder and neck pain where, for many, the 

stresses of day-to-day life are stored. In my 

practice, I was sought out for my ability to 

relieve headaches, neck and shoulder pain, 

using various massage and acupressure 

techniques. But it was not until I began 

studying oncology massage with Oncology 

Massage Limited that I realised how powerful 

touch therapies can be for people with life-

ending illnesses and/or a cancer diagnosis.

In 2014, I completed OM4 (the highest level 

of hospital-based oncology massage training) 

and in 2016 became the lead massage therapist 

at Sunshine Hospital’s pilot program for 

massage therapy in the Palliative Care Unit 

and Well Care program. The following year, 

the success of this pilot resulted in a contract 

for two days of work in the unit each week, 

massaging patients, Well Care program 

participants, as well as family members and 

carers.

My experience at Sunshine Hospital, 

combined with work for City Haven Massage 

in Parkville (working primarily with the clinic’s 

nursing home clients) made me realise that the 

best fit for me was to specialise in oncology 

massage, working specifically with palliative 

care patients and people with life-ending 

illnesses.

Work in this area is not for everyone and 

certainly not for the faint of heart. One needs 

a warped sense of humour, patience (counting 

to 10 slowly helps), flexibility, diplomacy, 

compassion, and a non-judgmental approach.

Oncology massage is unlike any other type 

of massage. The pressure used is very gentle 

(akin to applying moisturiser to your skin), but 

it is extremely powerful and highly beneficial. 

It does not need to be skin-to-skin contact and 

can be performed over clothing. This aspect is 

important for some, as they will feel less 

exposed and more secure.

Oncology massage is medically proven to 

help reduce levels of pain, fatigue and nausea, 

as well as anxiety and depression. This, 

combined with its gentle application, makes it 

rewarding to provide as a practitioner and 

treasured to receive as a patient. These factors 

made my decision to work in the area clear and 

easy. I could combine my experience in 

community development while empowering 

others with my skills as a specialist massage 

therapist. 

Unlike some other hospital massage 

programs, Sunshine Hospital’s holistic 

approach not only included patients but also 

family members and carers. In a bright, airy 

room, just off the main ward, Well Care 

program participants had access to regular 

massage sessions in comfort – there was even 

a spa-style electric table. Exhausted family 

members and carers could also have a 

treatment during welcome time out, yet still be 

on hand for their ill family members. It was a 

‘special place’ and felt safe for all.

Massage gave family members much needed 

support and comfort. Participants could talk 

and express their roller-coaster of emotions. 

Massage opened doors for people to explore 

their feelings and often made it easier for them 

to start difficult conversations with support 

workers and others.

The massage program often enabled 

receptive nursing staff to provide better care. 

For example, a patient I was treating said, 

‘There are only two things important to me 

now – my regular massages and a hot shower.’ 

The importance of touch
Massage & Myotherapy Australia member Geraldine Earle details  

her experiences being a specialist in oncology massage.

Of all the roles I’ve  
had in my working life, 

oncology massage is  
the most rewarding.

 | Geraldine Earle
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Reporting this comment to nursing staff 

encouraged them to reschedule that man’s 

shower so that he had time to savour his 

massage and shower experience and not feel 

rushed.

Patients are also treated in their rooms and 

these sessions can be one-on-one or with 

family members/visitors observing. Many 

family members are keen to watch and learn 

massage skills, so I need to be prepared to 

demonstrate and talk about oncology massage 

techniques. Comments from these sessions 

included, ‘Watching you do the long strokes is 

very soothing for me to watch’, and ‘You 

provide a sense of calm and comfort in the 

room’.

Working as a palliative care therapist at a 

hospital or with in-home patients has its 

challenges but also its rewards. I have a long-

time client whose attitude to life is outrageously 

positive. Her glass is always 3/4 full and she has 

a wicked sense of humour, but she also helps 

keep me focused and ‘sane’. Her cancer 

diagnosis is getting worse and, despite the huge 

successes we have had over the years, we are 

now looking at pain management only. 

Regardless of what is happening in her life she 

always has a laugh and I leave our fortnightly 

sessions feeling inspired and with a smile. I am 

privileged to be her ‘magic hands therapist’, but 

it will be a challenge when our association 

inevitably ends.

The beautiful people I work with and their 

positive attitudes to life are what keep me 

going. I am only there to assist them by 

providing a calm and peaceful space and by 

preparing their bodies, as well as possible, for 

the next stage of their journey.

This is why I do what I do.

Geraldine Earle is a Massage & Myotherapy 
Australia Member and keen Western Bulldogs 
Supporter who shares her time between her 
practice in Yarraville (VIC) and the Haan Winery 
in the Barossa Valley (SA). Previously, Geraldine 
worked in community development roles in 
which the focus was on empowering and 
encouraging communities for the benefit of  
all. In the early 1990s, Geraldine qualified as  
a remedial massage therapist. In 2014, she 
completed OM4 (the highest level of hospital-
based oncology massage training) and in  
2016 became the lead massage therapist at 
Sunshine Hospital’s pilot program for massage 
therapy in the Palliative Care Unit and Well 
Care Program.

www.pregnancymassageaustralia.com.au  
e. info@pregnancymassageaustralia.com.au
t. 03 5750 1135
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Join us on socials
@pregnancymassageaustralia

 4-DAY EDUCATION RETREAT
BRIGHT, VICTORIA IN SEP/OCT 2022

Education delivered by Pregnancy Massage Australia®

PREGNANCY MASSAGE COURSES
LEARN ONLINE ANYTIME, AT YOUR OWN PACE

�����������������������������������������������������������
�������������������
���������������������������������������
����������
�	�����������������������������������	��������
����
��������������������������


