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Massage for cancer patients is a 
controversial subject. Massage 
therapists are taught that cancer is a 

contraindication to massage. The same is true of 
facials, manicures and all other holistic and beauty 
therapies. Therapists are taught not to touch 
cancer patients, yet they are usually able to access 
complementary therapies in clinical settings. 
Therapists are also unable to get insurance to 
do so. The benefits of these treatments are well 
documented: Summary of the benefits of massage 
to those going through treatment for cancer.

Short-term benefits, as reported from different 
sources:
• Reduced anxiety, depressed moods and anger 

in breast cancer patients [1,2,4,9].
• Increased vigor [2] (breast cancer patients).
• Reduced mood disturbances and perceived 

stress levels [3].
• Improved sleep quality [4,9].
• Improved quality of life [4] (breast cancer 

patients).
• Reduced pain and improvement of mood, 

reduced stress levels [5,9].
• Reduced perception of pain, nausea and 

increased relaxation after 10 minute (5 minute 
per foot) foot massage [6].

• Pain intensity, pulse rate, and respiratory rate 
significantly reduced immediately after massage. 
At study entry, the massage group reported 
higher pain intensity, which decreased by 42% 
(25% reduction in the control group) [7]. 

• Reduced anxiety scores, depression, general 
fatigue, reduced motivation fatigue, and 
emotional fatigue [8].

• Reduced depression and improved sleep [10].
• Reduced heart rate [11] and lower blood 

pressure [11].
• Decrease in physical discomfort, group fatigue, 

and mood disturbance. The effect of massage 
on mood disturbances was greater when 
treated continuously by the same therapist [12].

Long-term benefits:
• Reduced depression and hostility, increased 

urinary dopamine, serotonin levels, natural 
killer cell number and lymphocytes in breast 
cancer patients [1,2].

• Reduced mood disturbances and perceived 
stress levels [3] (breast cancer patients).

There appears to be no evidence to suggest that 
adapted massage carried out by specialist massage 

therapists is potentially harmful to those going 
through treatment for cancer. Macmillan have 
published the following advice, as have Cancer 
Research UK:

‘Some people worry that massage could cause 
cancer cells to spread to other parts of their body. 
Research has not found any evidence of this….’ [13]

‘Some people worry that having a massage 
when you have cancer may make the cancer cells 
travel to other parts of the body. No research has 
proved this to be true’. [14]

Cancer Research UK suggest the following as 
possible side-effects of massage for those going 
through treatment for cancer:

‘Most people don’t have any side effects from 
having a massage. You may feel a bit light headed, 
sleepy, tired or thirsty afterwards. Your massage 
therapist may advise you to drink a glass of water 
when your treatment has finished and you feel 
thirsty. They usually allow you to get ready to 
leave in your own time so that you don’t have 
to rush. Some people find that they feel a bit 
emotional or tearful for a while afterwards’. [14]

Both charities emphasise the need for cancer 
patients to visit specially trained massage 
therapists who can adapt the massage to meet 
their needs [13,14].

Specialist training has been developed to allow 
the provision of complementary therapies in spas, 
salons, clinics and therapy rooms. This has many 
benefits including allowing patients to access 
therapies outside of the clinical setting. Patients 
often report a desire to enjoy the same services 
that they used prior to diagnosis. Until the recent 
advent of specialist and accredited qualification, 
this has been impossible.
The new qualifications address the following 
concerns:
• Hygiene and control of cross infection
• Appropriate pressure
• Contraindications – local and general
• Areas to avoid
• How to converse with a cancer patient
• Making a client comfortable
• Identification and control of hazards to the 

therapist
• Record keeping

It gives some useful background to: 
• Cancer 
• Cancer treatment
• Common side-effects of treatment
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• Medical devices.
• Specialist skincare products for cancer

patients.
• Natural ingredients that should not be

included in skincare products used on
those living with a cancer.

The fully referenced training aims to lets the 
therapist welcome all affected by cancer to 
their services, safely and with professional 
assurance.
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