
  
  

Is  Your  Therapist  Trained?  

 

Massage can make your cancer journey easier...but not just any massage;; an oncology 
massage. Many of the body's responses to cancer and cancer treatment require changes to 
massage therapy. A properly trained therapist should be able to tell you why and how. 

If you are currently receiving treatment or have ever received treatment for cancer in your life 
the safest way for you to get massage is to find a massage therapist who has had appropriate 
training in the specifics of cancer and cancer treatment and how to use a knowledge of those 
specifics to provide safely adapted massage therapy for people at all stages of the cancer 
journey. 

Below you will find a few questions that will help you to decide if a massage therapist has 
enough training to work with you and your unique medical history as it relates to cancer. 

1) Ask if she/he has special training covering contraindications, modifications, and benefits of 
massage for people with a cancer history. 

If not, keep looking. Providing massage therapy for a person affected by cancer is not 
something that should be done without training. Any therapist who tells you that they have not 
had training, but "it shouldn't be a problem" or "It'll be ok. I'll just work lightly." simply doesn't 
understand what kind of risks he/she is taking with your health and safety. 

2) If so, was the training on the internet, a one-day course or a Society for Oncology Massage 
recognized course of 24 hours or more including lectures and hands-on experience? 

The Society for Oncology Massage has agreed upon a standard core of elements that should 
be contained within any course that claims to be preparing massage therapists to work with 
people affected by cancer. We believe that competency in these elements and skills are 
essential to safe oncology massage. Typically, these compentencies are best achieved over a 
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course of multiple days with an opportunity to receive hands-on instruction from an experienced 
instructor in a live setting and, ideally, including a directly supervised opportunity to work with an 
actual client affected by cancer. Most therapists are not able to safely learn and apply the 
information necessary when that information is provided online or through a course of one or less 
days. There are always exceptions, so you will have to use your intuition to decide how or if a 
therapist's answer to this and other questions is satisfactory for you and your needs. 

3) Ask about her/his experience working with people with a cancer history. How many and 
when? 

As with any discipline, someone who has worked with many people over many years is going to 
feel preferable to most clients over someone who is just starting out. Keep in mind, however, that 
oncology massage is a relatively new discipline so many of the therapists you will encounter may 
be relatively new. If they've had proper training that training included an understanding of how 
to respond when the answer is "I don't know." There is so much to know about cancer and about 
the thousands of different treatment options and variations. No massage therapist will know it all, 
but the more training and experience a therapist has the more likely he/she is to know things 
pertinent to you and your situation. 

4) Briefly describe your cancer treatment history and/or plan (include surgery, chemotherapy 
and radiation history) and ask what kind of modifications she/he might make from standard 
massage based on this information. Listen for things like changes in treatment time, pressure, 
positioning and joint movement, to name a few. 

A properly trained oncology massage therapist should be able to tell you some basic 
adjustments he/she might make to your session based on a brief description of your treatment 
plan and/or history. It's a good sign if the information you share leads your therapist to ask you 
additional questions. Nothing is black and white with oncology massage. Many details of your 
history will lead your therapist to seek further clarification. "Oh, you're receiving radiation? Is it 
external beam or brachytherapy?" "You mentioned you had a mastectomy. Did you have 
reconstruction? If so, what kind?" An oncology massage therapist's curiosity may surprise you at 
first, but a curious therapist is a good therapist. 

5) Ask how being immune-compromised changes things. 

Oncology massage therapists know how important the immune system is and they know that 
cancer treatment poses a big challenge to the immune system. If you are immune-
compromised your therapist should be taking hygiene-related precautions to keep you safe. 

6) If you have had surgery or radiation, ask how she/he approaches the risk of lymphedema. 

Lymphedema is a serious condition. If you are at risk, you have likely been told just how serious 
that risk is and what you need to do to prevent yourself from developing lymphedema. If you 
are at risk for lymphedema and the massage therapist you are about to see has never heard of 



lymphedema or doesn't have a clear plan to keep your risk from developing into an acute 
condition, you need to keep looking. 

7) Will you need your physician's consent? - It is always a good idea, but it does not replace a 
properly trained therapist. 

8) Will you need to give a complete medical and cancer history?  

This is essential. 

If the therapist does not plan to take a complete medical and cancer history, keep looking. A 
complete history is essential to safe oncology massage. Many therapists feel that a thorough 
health history is an "inconvenience" for clients and many therapists practice in settings where the 
scheduling of appointments is such that there simply isn't time to conduct a thorough health 
history and still offer a 50-60-minute session. Be that as it may, it simply isn't possible to provide a 
safe massage session (oncology or otherwise) without a thorough health history. 

All of these questions will help you to get a feel for how well-trained and prepared a given 
massage therapist is to support you safely and effectively. The many situations we have 
mentioned above do require changes to typical massage protocol. Some of the changes will 
be small and virtually imperceptible to you as someone getting a massage, but the making of 
these adjustments can mean the difference between healing support and acute complication. 
Listen for detailed, thoughtful answers. You want a massage that is effective and safe. It's not 
"just massage". 

TWO COMMON QUESTIONS 
Q: Why isn't my physician's approval for massage enough? 

A: There are clear medical protocols for physicians to do school physicals, approve return to 
work after surgery, and many others. Not so for massage therapy which is practiced in many 
different ways by therapists with many different levels of training. Physicians cope as best they 
can with the ever-expanding face of massage therapy and a growing number welcome 
massage therapy for their patients. That said, it is not realistic to expect them to be aware of all 
the variations. Ultimately, prescription or not, the ultimate responsibility for safety in the massage 
treatment room lies with the massage therapist...and the empowered client who knows what 
questions to ask and what answers to expect. 

Q: I have a spa gift certificate. How do I evaluate a spa for safety? 

A: It is difficult. Many spas do not have trained oncology massage therapists on staff. Some may 
have trained therapists but are tightly scheduled, leaving little time for a thoughtful medical 
interview. A few provide a trained oncology massage therapist who does medical intake and 
gives instructions to untrained therapists. It is best to find a trained therapist. That person may or 
may not work at a spa. If friends or family want to buy you a massage, suggest that they consult 
the Society for Oncology Massage of find a trained therapist near you. 


