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By John F. Barnes, PT, LMT

The fascial system is the only whole-body system, 
covering, interpenetrating and controlling every 
structure, system and cell of our body. It is a glide 

system, a system of communication, functioning like a fiber 
optic carrying an enormous amount of information and 
energy throughout our mind-body.

Fascia is also the main transport medium for the food 
that we eat, the fluid we drink, and the oxygen we breathe 
for the biochemicals, hormones, energy and information 
that the trillions of our cells need to thrive.

The ground substance is the fascia’s fluid component, 
the immediate environment of every cell. Fascia restric-
tions can impede proper cellular metabolism, respiration, 
nutrition, elimination and lymphatic flow. Fascia is also the 
home of the phagocyte and can influence the immune sys-
tem in a negative way.

Basically, fascia restrictions can create the environment 
of pain, headaches, dysfunction, physiological chaos, dis-
ease and necrosis.

1
Myofascial 
Release to 

Address Pain  
& Dysfunction
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Function & Molecular Structure 
Fascia can resist both pulling (tensile) and compressive 
forces. Therefore, it contains two elements: fibers and inner 
fibular jelly or ground substance. The fibers resist tensile 
stresses, and the jelly-like filling between the fibers resists 
compressive forces.

Proteoglycans are polymers that form the gel between 
the collagen fibers, which is a three-dimensional web. 
Hyaluronic acid is lubrication that facilitates the glide of the 
tissue. The gel is our major shock absorber.

The molecule that makes up of the major part of the 
fibrous material in the body is collagen. Collagen does 
not form linear fibers, but is rather a three-dimensional 
web. Collagen is a protein, which is a Greek word mean-
ing glue-producer, consisting of three polypeptide chains 
twisted around each other in a triple helix. Interestingly, 
the release attained by myofascial release feels like glue 
pulling.

The fluid within this three-dimensional web actually also 
has a three-dimensional structure and is considered to be a 
liquid crystal. The characteristics of a liquid crystal are both 
fluid and solid and have a chaotic period when released 
that allows for change.

Seven Billion Possibilities
It is important to understand that fascial restrictions do not 
show up in any of the standard tests such as CAT Scans, 
MRIs, X-rays, myelograms or blood work. Therefore, fascial 
restriction has been misdiagnosed for many years. It is also 
important to understand that when we are traumatized, 
fascial restrictions can create a tensile strength of approx-
imately 2,000 pounds per square inch of pressure. This 
is the equivalent of two full-grown horses standing on a 
nerve.

The art of myofascial release is to find the individual re-
strictions, which are different from one client to the next, 
considering there are with more than seven billion people 
in the world. (This means there are more than seven billion 
different possibilities of fascia strain patterns.)

Various research studies and reviews have been pub-
lished on myofascial release and are easily found on the 
National Institute’s of Health’s U.S. National Library of 
Medicine’s website: ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed.

It is important to 
understand that fascial 
restrictions do not 
show up in any of the 
standard tests such 
as CAT Scans, MRIs, 
X-rays, myelograms or 
blood work.
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The way I teach myofascial therapists is to use their 
proprioceptive senses to feel the restrictions and then use 
gentle but firm pressure. Part of the art is proper pres-
sure; too heavy of a pressure throws the client’s mind into 
protection.

This is the problem with deep-tissue massage; it’s too 
aggressive and painful, so the subconscious has no al-
ternative but to go into protection. Once this happens, 
no healing is possible and only temporary results occur. 
If pressure is too light, the therapist is not engaging in 
the collagenous barrier and the session will also produce 
short-term results.

Engage the Barrier
A distinction between myofascial release and various other 
forms of massage and bodywork is that the therapist finds 
the individual’s restrictions and takes the slack out without 
sliding on the surface. This enables the myofascial therapist to 
then use the fascia system as an amazing lever that reaches 
deeply into the body where significant problems are located.

Engage the barrier. It then takes 90 to 120 seconds to 
begin to engage the collagenous barrier. It then takes an-
other three to five minutes for a deeper, more long-lasting 
result. There is an absolute minimum of five minutes for 
each technique. 

The maximum benefit of all forms of massage thera-
py, mobilization and exercise will be achieved by coupling 
this technique with the sustained pressures of myofascial 
release. 

Somewhere around the five-minute period, there is a 
number of phenomena that occur that do not always occur 
with other forms of massage and bodywork, and that lead 
us into what I consider to be authentic healing.

Around five minutes, the technique will start to elicit the 
piezoelectric effect. Piezoelectricity is a Greek word mean-
ing pressure electricity. Our cells have a crystalline nature, 
and when you apply pressure into a crystal it generates 
electrical flow. In our body it’s a bioelectrical flow, which is 
another way of describing the motion of the mind. We call 
that unwinding. 

Piezoelectricity is usually coupled with mechanotrans-
duction. Using sustained pressure creates a biochemical, 
hormonal effect at the cellular level.

A distinction between 
myofascial release and 
various other forms of 
massage and bodywork 
is that the therapist 
finds the individual’s 
restrictions and takes 
the slack out without 
sliding on the surface. 
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I believe that many of the biochemical problems that 
people have actually come from fascia restrictions on the 
cellular level and that a thwarted inflammatory response 
solidifies the ground substance, which can lead to disease. 
One study on this topic is “Dosed myofascial release in 
three dimensional bioengineered tendons: effects on human 
fibroblast hyperplasia, hypertrophy, and cytokine secre-
tion,” published in 2013 in The Journal of Manipulative and 
Physiological Therapeutics.

Phase Transition 
We then move into phase transition, which is the phenom-
enon where ice transforms into water. Ice is not found in 
the body, but after trauma, the ground substance, which 
should be fluid, starts to solidify and turns into crushing 
pressure on pain-sensitive structures that produce the 
symptoms that led our clients to us. 

You and I have been brought up to believe there are 
three phases of water: ice, water and vapor. Now it has 
been discovered there is a fourth phase. It is the fluid in 
the cell and the ground substance of the fascia that is 
actually a liquid crystal capable of change. (For in depth 
information on this topic, read The Fourth Phase of Water: 
Beyond Solid, Liquid, Vapor, by Gerald Pollock, one of the 
world’s experts on fluid dynamics. For more information, 
visit pollacklab.org.)

There is a chaotic period as one moves into the phase 
transition that allows for change, growth and healing, so that 
which has solidified can become more fluid. This allows tis-
sue to glide again and take the horrendous pressure off of 
pain-sensitive structures that fascia restrictions can produce.

Release occurs when 2,000 pounds of pressure is tak-
en off a pained structure, and the therapist is able to glide 
tissue. Many forms of massage and bodywork are great, 
however none of them sustain pressure long enough, so 
depending on your clients’ needs it could be valuable to 
combine myofascial release with massage, bodywork or 
energy work for maximum effectiveness. 

Myofascial release therapists do not use lotions because 
this technique does not include hands sliding on the skin. 
The therapist’s hands go slowly into what I call the depth 
barrier, which is toward the table, until mild resistance is 
felt. The therapist doesn’t force through resistance; that is 

There is a chaotic 
period as one moves 
into the phase 
transition that allows 
for change, growth 
and healing, so that 
which has solidified 
can become more 
fluid. This allows tissue 
to glide again and 
take the horrendous 
pressure off of pain-
sensitive structures 
that fascia restrictions 
can produce.
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the old form of myofascial release, which is an attempt to 
force a system that cannot be forced.

Instead, this work is like making handprints in soft clay. 
Without sliding, the therapist opens the hands in oppo-
site directions. The first give felt is the elastic and muscu-
lar component. This is what proponents of other forms of 
massage and bodywork thought was release, but it’s not; 
it’s incomplete, only 20 percent of the fascial system. The 
reason the therapist doesn’t slide is to enable him or her to 
use the fascial system as a lever.

The Fascia as Lever
The fascia becomes an effective lever, allowing us to reach 
deep into the body where the important restrictions are. The 
therapist’s hands then come to a dead halt at the collage-
nous barrier, or the other 80 percent of the fascial system.

The myofascial therapist will wait there patiently without 
forcing or sliding. Again, it takes about 90 to 120 seconds 
to even begin to engage with the collagenous barrier and at 
least another three to five minutes for a meaningful release.

The bottom line is, the art of myofascial release is to 
find the barrier, which is very different in every human be-
ing, and then apply appropriate pressure for five or more 
minutes. When the fascia releases there’s a sense of soft-
ening, like butter melting or taffy stretching. We still don’t 
slide, but we find another barrier; most people have multi-
ple barriers.

Myofascial release could be the missing link that, when 
coupled with your area of expertise, can enhance every-
thing you do in your session room. ◆

John F. Barnes, PT, LMT, (myofascialrelease.com), is an 
international lecturer, author and acknowledged expert 
in the area of myofascial release. He has instructed more 
than 100,000 therapists worldwide in his myofascial 
release approach. He is the author of Myofascial Release: 
The Search for Excellence (Rehabilitation Services Inc., 
1990) and Healing Ancient Wounds: The Renegade’s 
Wisdom (Myofascial Release Treatment Centers & 
Seminars, 2000). He is a National Certification Board for 
Therapeutic Massage & Bodywork-approved continuing 
education provider.

The art of myofascial 
release is to find the 
barrier, which is very 
different in every 
human being, and then 
apply appropriate 
pressure for five or 
more minutes. 
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By Judy Stowers, LMT, CST

Stretching is one of the greatest keys to unlocking a 
healthier and more productive life. It can be challeng-
ing to convince ourselves to take time to stretch—and 

often even more challenging to convince our clients.

2
Take Your 
Massage Results 
to New Heights 

with Assisted 
Stretching
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We all know we should do more of it, yet we just don’t 
take the time to actually do it. We run out of time in the 
day. We don’t leave time at the end of our workout for it. 
Stretching is uncomfortable. We don’t know how to stretch.

Many of us do know some basic stretches that can be 
done, but that usually do not result in long-term change in 
how we feel. So, how do we change our perception and ex-
perience of stretching so that its benefits can penetrate our 
lives? And how do we convince our clients of the same?

A Solution-Based Technique
In a world in which technology has fostered less-than-ideal 
holding patterns in our bodies, incorporating new meth-
ods to address client needs is paramount. As therapists 
and practitioners, we are held to a standard of care that 
requires solution-based techniques. Stretch therapy has 
opened one such solution to approaching client care that 
has the capacity to produce profound and long-lasting 
results.

Stretching fills in the gaps that many modalities are 
unable to fill. Those who have experienced stretching as 
part of their care have found an immediate sense of relief, 
increased range of motion and deeper sense of well-being. 
By way of example, we can see the impact stretching has 
had on three clients (names have been changed).

First, Jane is a systems administrator in her early 50s. 
She sits at a computer most of the day, and as a result she 
experiences neck-and-back pain. After some discussion, 
Jane agreed to try stretching to help relieve her symptoms. 
We worked on both upper and lower body stretches to 
help realign her structure. Then I sent her home with an ar-
senal of stretches to do on her own.

She diligently stretched between sessions, and as a 
result her pain was relieved in both her back and neck. 
Additionally, Jane’s range of motion increased dramatical-
ly. She could squat more deeply, lift heavier weights, and 
run faster than she did before she started her stretching 
routine.

Accomplish More
When we take a look at the structure of each body that 
comes into our practice, we can identify the patterns that 
are present. Through incorporation of stretch therapy as 

Stretching fills in 
the gaps that many 
modalities are unable 
to fill. Those who 
have experienced 
stretching as part of 
their care have found 
an immediate sense of 
relief, increased range 
of motion and deeper 
sense of well-being. 
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part of a care plan, we can help our clients progress toward 
a healthier and happier life.

Rather than digging into the trigger points in the back, 
we open up the chest with stretching. Instead of driving an 
elbow into the low back, we can stretch the hip flexors and 
piriformis. Rather than deep tissue work to the feet to help 
with plantar fasciitis, we can work on stretching the gas-
trocnemius and soleus.

Everything we try to accomplish with various manual 
techniques can be augmented with the addition of stretch 
therapy. 

Understanding a few of the many benefits of stretching 
is part of the process of incorporation. Our bodies are di-
verse and amazing machines with an unlimited amount of 
potential when free from restrictions. Each experience can 
only be captured by the individual who is in the stretch, as 
it is impossible as a therapist to feel what they feel.

By approaching stretch from all angles, we become cat-
alysts for the deep and profound effects that the client can 
experience. These effects are felt physiologically, physically 
and emotionally.

Physiological Benefits
Physiologically, when we stretch we create length in the 
fascia, muscles, tendons, ligaments and nerves. There is 
nothing that goes untouched when we stretch. Because of 
the vast network of fascia in our bodies, there is benefit to 
the whole body when we perform a single stretch.

Imagine what happens with stretching multiple muscles 
and muscle groups. When we breathe deeply, introduce 
contract-relax movements to the stretch, and release asso-
ciated tension through additional breathing and relaxation, 
we create the possibility of long-term change in the tissues.

We are able to reprogram muscle memory to be in a 
lengthened state. With this process, the result becomes 
more length, more strength, more power and more mobili-
ty in any given part of the body. 

Physical Benefits
Physically, when we stretch, we have the ability and oppor-
tunity to release tension and pain in the body. Many people 
carry both of these in the body—and they are sometimes 
aware of it and oftentimes not. With deep, purposeful 

When we breathe 
deeply, introduce 
contract-relax 
movements to the 
stretch, and release 
associated tension 
through additional 
breathing and 
relaxation, we create 
the possibility of long-
term change in the 
tissues.
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stretching, it is common for the pain and discomfort to 
subside, creating greater opportunity for the body to oper-
ate at full potential.

We live small in our bodies when we harbor tension, 
pain and discomfort. By releasing all of this from the body, 
we allow ourselves to live big.

Our daily activities become easier and we experience an 
ease in the body that previously did not exist. Additionally, 
when stretching is done properly we can also increase 
overall strength in the body. With length comes strength. 

Not long ago, a new client was referred for stretch by 
a current client. David has a high-stress job in the medical 
field and wanted to move with greater ease and simply feel 
better. Suffering with a lot of pain and discomfort in his 
body was something he was ready to let go of.

Within three sessions in the office and dedicated time to 
stretch on his own, David’s stress levels dropped. He now 
gets through the day with more energy, has more produc-
tive workouts, and can go for longer hikes without the pain 
and discomfort he felt when he first came in. 

Emotional Benefits
The emotional benefits of deep and purposeful stretching 
exceed the expectations of many people. As we open the 
most vulnerable areas of our bodies, which are often the 
tightest, we also open the ability for the body to let go of 
past trauma and negative emotion. It is possible for emo-
tional releases to happen.

While this is not an everyday occurrence with stretch-
ing, it is certainly possible for the body to experience 
this release. The emotional layer of our bodies can create 
patterns of tension that are often dismissed. Interestingly, 
the more we engage with the physical aspect of stretch-
ing, the more emotional strength we have the capacity to 
acquire.

Another client experience can demonstrate the emo-
tional benefit for us. A 74-year-old man, Arnie, came in 
presenting with low back pain. He’d had back surgery after 
years of demanding physical activity. He had no intention 
of slowing down; however, he was feeling very held back 
after the surgery.

We checked his range of motion and went to work on 
his hip flexors, piriformis, calves and pecs. His face lit up 

The emotional layer of 
our bodies can create 
patterns of tension that 
are often dismissed. 
Interestingly, the more 
we engage with the 
physical aspect of 
stretching, the more 
emotional strength we 
have the capacity to 
acquire.
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when we were done, as he could immediately feel the dif-
ference it made. On his second visit, Arnie came in feeling 
rejuvenated, motivated and feeling better than he had in 
two years, with his newfound mobility. 

There have been many clients over the years who have 
overcome great mental blocks to feeling better as they 
have learned to stretch. Our ability to reshape how we 
think about our bodies—how we perceive how we look, 
move and feel—can be drastically altered with a regular 
routine of stretching deeply and mindfully. 

Clients Want Relief
Feeling better is something that society as a whole is striv-
ing for on a daily basis. A deep sense of well-being can be 
found when the body releases restrictions. When we feel 
good and our bodies move freely, life feels better.

My experience through the years has shown that when 
clients come in with pain or discomfort, they want relief. 
They trust their massage therapists to assist with that, and 
yet don’t always want to do the difficult things to truly ob-
tain it.

Stretching can be hard work, with unimaginable and 
amazing results. Educating clients on the benefits of 
stretching and also teaching them how to stretch are both 
key. When clients feel how it helps address their needs, 
they become more willing to continue learning and see 
engaging in stretching as a way to overcome the pain and 
discomfort they experience in their bodies.

There is no better compliment a therapist can receive 
than a client learning a self-care skill and taking the ini-
tiative to take care of themself. We have such an amaz-
ing opportunity to assist with clients’ self-care, as well as 
our own, through the power and benefit of incorporating 
stretching as a complement to our massage modalities. ◆

Judy Stowers, LMT, CST, is an educator and an expert in 
exercise, massage, flexibility and stretching. She owns Apex 
Bodyworx (apexbodyworx.com) in Scottsdale, Arizona. 
Stowers is a National Certification Board for Therapeutic 
Massage & Bodywork-approved continuing education 
provider.

Educating clients 
on the benefits of 
stretching and also 
teaching them how to 
stretch are both key. 
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Exploring The World of 
Neuromuscular Therapy 

3

By CarolAnn Bailey-Lloyd

Similar to other health rehabilitation programs, neu-
romuscular therapy (NMT) is a therapeutic system 
of massage that is especially designed for the treat-

ment of chronic pain syndromes, as well as rehabilitative 
therapy for those recovering from physical stress condi-
tions.Some of the natural health treatments that are com-
monly used in conjunction with neuromuscular therapy 
include home health care, flexibility stretching, and of 
course, massage therapy. There are several physiological 
factors that are taken into consideration when facilitating 
neuromuscular therapy. These health considerations are 
emotional wellbeing, ischemia, nerve compression, nutri-
tion, postural distortions and trigger points.

A Brief History on Neuromuscular Therapy
Based on fundamentals of both holistic and convention-
al medical wisdom, neuromuscular therapy was initially 
conceived by Boris Chaitow and Stanley Lief; both having 
had prior training in osteopathy and naturopathy. As the 
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technique expanded from Europe to other countries, the 
health system became more refined by other innovative 
professionals like Dr. Stanley Lief, and Janet Travell, among 
others.

Who does neuromuscular therapy help?
Almost any individual can benefit from neuromuscular 
therapy, especially those who suffer from particular health 
dysfunctions, such as acute or chronic pain. Some of the 
common health problems that this integrative massage can 
be helpful in treating include anxiety, back pain, carpal tun-
nel syndrome, migraines, and sciatica and more.

How do I become a professional neuromuscular therapy 
practitioner?
If you like helping individuals in the natural healing process, 
you can earn the necessary training and education to be-
come certified in the healing art. 

In a typical neuromuscular therapy course, you learn 
the fundamentals of the discipline and how to form a 
proper treatment regimen by measuring and evaluating 
patients according to cervical injuries, posture, and pelvic 
stabilization. 

Practical training in a neuromuscular therapy program 
entails classes in anatomy, physiology, pathology, cancer 
massage, geriatric NMT, lymphatic massage, Eastern mas-
sage techniques and Trigger Point. 

Advanced programs of study are comprised of craniosa-
cral therapy, medical massage, myofascial release, muscle 
energy techniques, postural release and more. 

With coursework ranging from brief educational sem-
inars to 350-plus hours of in-depth training, professional 
massage therapists who want to expand patient services 
can benefit from receiving supplemental instruction in neu-
romuscular therapy. 

Today’s professionally certified massage therapists, 
who have experience and educational credentials in a wide 
number of massage modalities have a great career outlook, 
and have diverse workplace settings from which to choose.

In addition to working in a large array of health and 
wellness centers, neuromuscular therapy massage practi-
tioners commonly practice in massage clinics, at sporting 
events (or for professional athletic teams), day spas, health 

Today’s professionally 
certified massage 
therapists, who have 
experience and 
educational credentials 
in a wide number of 
massage modalities 
have a great career 
outlook, and have 
diverse workplace 
settings from which to 
choose.
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retreats and resorts, aboard cruise ships, holistic veteri-
narian clinics (for those trained in equine neuromuscular 
therapy or sports massage) in hospitals, and as successful 
entrepreneurs.

If you (or someone you know) are interested in learning 
more about this or other wellness programs, let profes-
sional training within fast-growing industries like massage 
therapy, naturopathy, acupuncture, Chinese medicine, Reiki, 
and others get you started! Explore neuromuscular therapy 
programs near you.  ◆

CarolAnn Bailey-Lloyd is a freelance writer and Web 
consultant for HolisticJunction.com, in association 
with CollegeSurfing.com—educational resources for 
neuromuscular therapy, massage therapy and other unique 
training programs.
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Manual 
Lymphatic 
Drainage Helps 
Your Clients  
and You

4

By Michelle Vassallo

As a practitioner and teacher of manual lymphatic 
drainage for 12 years, I can confidently say it is a 
highly specialized technique that can be used to 

address many injuries and pathologies. Also, it is a multidi-
mensional discipline. Once you understand the full depth of 
what manual lymphatic drainage can achieve for both you 
and your clients, you may want to pursue training in this 
technique and offer it as a service.

Benefits of Manual Lymphatic Drainage
This modality has the potential to benefit your clients in 
many ways. Its applications include:

• Post-injury: Manual lymphatic drainage can be used 
as part of a post-sports and post-injury rest-ice-com-
pression-and-elevation (RICE) protocol when clients 
are unable to receive deep tissue or other massage 
techniques that would be contraindicated.
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• As an add-on: It can be included as a valuable addi-
tion to a massage treatment plan, and can be used 
as a prequel to other techniques, such as myofascial 
tension technique or deep tissue massage.

Using manual lymphatic drainage, we are able to 
gently and specifically engage the fascia and fluid, 
simultaneously releasing the tissues of the lymphat-
ic-extracellular fluid and fascial planes; and in one 
movement negate many of the negative side effects 
of purely fascial work, which can lead to bruising and 
inflammation.

• Before or after surgery: It can be used pre- and 
postsurgery as a way to prepare tissues for incision. 
Manual lymphatic drainage also promotes healing 
and tissue health postsurgery, helping prevent infec-
tion and other postsurgical complications.

• For pain relief: Manual lymphatic drainage stimulates 
the vital functions of the skin, tissues and internal or-
gans, and also helps eliminate cellular waste and stim-
ulate the parasympathetic relaxation response, inhibit-
ing muscle tonus and pain, according to Bruno Chikly, 
MD, DO, LMT’s Silent Waves: Theory and Practice of 
Lymph Drainage Therapy, 1st Edition (2001).

• To combat stress: Manual lymphatic drainage can be 
performed as a preventative technique that bolsters 
the body’s ability to rejuvenate and resist all types 
of stress, Chikly’s text also notes. This results in the 
speeding up of the fluid’s movement throughout the 
lymphatic system, enabling the increase of lympho-
cyte transportation and production.

• More: Massage session room pathologies that may 
benefit from manual lymphatic drainage include fluid 
retention, lymphedema, sinusitis, hay fever, irritable 
bowel syndrome and fibromyalgia, carpal tunnel syn-
drome, golfer’s or tennis elbow, bruising and edema.

 If you specialize in lymphatic drainage massage, you can 
enhance the effectiveness of your sessions by adding aro-
matherapy.  By using certain essential oils to help address 

Manual lymphatic 
drainage can be 
performed as a 
preventative technique 
that bolsters the body’s 
ability to rejuvenate 
and resist all types of 
stress.
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lymphatic stagnancy and lymphedema, you may find cli-
ents will experience less swelling in tissues, decreased 
body bloat, and reduced glandular or joint swelling, fol-
lowed by decreased pain

How Manual Lymphatic Drainage Helps Therapists
Importantly for the massage therapist, manual lymphatic 
drainage is a low-impact technique. When delivered in a 
relaxed, confident and precise manner, this modality allows 
you to work at a much lighter, slower pace.

The pressure used to perform manual lymphatic drain-
age has been compared to the pressure required to roll an 
uncooked egg across a bench slowly—in other words, it 
does not require much pressure at all. This in itself is a bo-
nus to the massage therapist, who can often spend a full 
day delivering treatments that require more pressure-inten-
sive techniques—and this can take its toll by the end of the 
work week.

Manual lymphatic drainage is all about moving fluid. 
Moving fluid requires deft touch, gentle manipulations of 
the surface of the skin, and slow movements, as the reality 
is that the lymphatic system moves slowly. As a result, the 
therapist’s body moves in a more relaxed and easy manner, 
allowing you to find rhythm in your work and softness for 
your wrists, hands and arms.

Learn More
If you don’t know much about this modality, do some re-
search on how the lymphatic system works, and you’ll see 
why manual lymphatic drainage can make an important ad-
dition to your massage modality list. There are many clients 
who could benefit from this type of therapy—and many 
therapists who could benefit, as well.  ◆

Michelle Vassallo, massage therapist and director of 
Rhythm Massage Development, has designed various 
massage workshops; her teaching specialties are manual 
lymphatic drainage, research literacy and self-care. A 
dedicated educator with many years of experience in 
bodywork, she guarantees a fun and dynamic learning 
journey for her students.

The pressure used 
to perform manual 
lymphatic drainage has 
been compared to the 
pressure required to 
roll an uncooked egg 
across a bench slowly—
in other words, it does 
not require much 
pressure at all.
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Address & 
Prevent Your 
Low-Back Pain 
with Self-Care 
Trigger Point 
Therapy
By Mary Biancalana, LMT, MEd, CMTP

Even with the best body mechanics, a massage ther-
apist can be affected by the physical demands 
of hands-on work. Low back pain is a common 

complaint.
Myofascial trigger points are a clinically recognized eti-

ology for lower back pain. Research is pointing to the im-
pact that myofascial dysfunction has on our everyday lives. 
Doctors are now using low-cost intervention strategies 
prior to surgical or high-risk procedures, because we now 
know that many cases of lower back pain will resolve with 
soft-tissue treatment. Research increasingly indicates that 
manual intervention reduces lower back pain.

Manual intervention is applied by a massage therapist 
or by using self-care tools to apply the treatment to our-
selves. We instruct our clients to practice self-care, and 
now it’s time for us to take our own advice.

5
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Knowing how to identify and self-treat some key mus-
cles can reduce your current lower back pain and can pre-
vent it from reoccurring. 

An important key in eliminating lower back pain is to be 
sure to get to the cause of the problem. This can mean the 
difference between chronic, multi-episodic occurrences of 
lower back pain, or a pain-free, fully functioning life with 
minimal flair ups in the future. Causative factors can also 
be called perpetuating factors, or those things we do every 
day that are keeping our muscles in a state of dysfunction 
and overuse.

In this article, we will consider the impact of muscular, 
postural and occupational perpetuating factors on the de-
velopment of lower back pain for the massage therapist, 
and we will learn some self-care techniques to eliminate 
trigger points in the muscles that refer pain to the lower 
back.

The Low Down on Low Back Pain
Consider this scenario: a 43-year-old massage therapist 
named Kathy reports two-to-three-times-per-year severe 
low-back-pain episodes. She reports that this pain is felt up 
and down her lower back near and just lateral to her spine 
and also radiates into her upper buttocks. Imaging studies 
are unremarkable.

 “My back just goes out and I’m stuck crawling on all 
fours to go to the bathroom,” Kathy told me. “There is no 
rhyme or reason, it just grabs me and I’m off work for a 
week flat on my back, in bed, too painful even to roll over 
and get up.

“This time, all I did was bend down to pick up a tissue. 
Not a heavy box or anything!” she said. “Then on my way 
to stand up, pain shot into my low back, and I was so mad 
and fearful, I just crawled into bed and stayed there.” 

Upon further investigation, we learn more about Kathy: 
She is a stressed-out massage therapist, and she has a 
45-minute commute each way to and from work in a car 
with bucket-style seats. She sleeps in the fetal position.

She is so busy at work slouching over her treatment 
table that she does not even break for lunch. She watches 
two-and-a-half hours of TV sitting in her favorite reclin-
er each night, and has not been to an exercise class in 15 
years.

An important key in 
eliminating lower back 
pain is to be sure to 
get to the cause of the 
problem. 
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Her standing torso extension is minus 5 degrees and 
side-lying hip extension measures 12 degrees with discom-
fort into the low back at end range.

What we have here is a classic case of chronically short-
ened iliopsoas, rectus abdominis and gluteus medius mus-
cles harboring trigger points that are referring pain into 
Kathy’s back.

The “Furious Five” Perpetuating Factors
Kathy’s history includes some key perpetuating factors that 
have contributed to the development of trigger points in 
her muscles.

The Furious Five described below are the most import-
ant, but certainly not the only, key factors that perpetu-
ate myofascial dysfunction and set people up for acute or 
chronic pain in the low back and upper buttocks.

Massage therapists should try to avoid or eliminate 
these factors in their life if possible:

1Poor sleep posture.
It is important to try to sleep in the most neutral posture 

possible. Scrunched-up sleep posture puts the pecs, ante-
rior neck, abdominals, hip flexors and hamstrings into the 
shortened position, while other muscles are of course in 
the stretched position. The stomach-sleeping position is 
the worst, followed by the fetal position. 

2Too much time spent sitting overall.
Total time spent sitting should be as little as possible. 

Many of us, however, have a long commute to work. Add 
to that time spent sitting for gaming or watching TV, meals 
and hobbies. The massage therapist gets to have a stand-
ing job, thank goodness. We just need to watch out for 
other sitting habits that can easily creep in.

3Poor occupational posture.
The massage therapist spends a great length of time 

flexed over the treatment table every day. This shortens the 
abdominals and hip flexors and chronically eccentrically 
loads the gluteus maximus, medius and minimus.

The massage therapist should demand a hydraulic ta-
ble that can be raised or lowered many times during the 
treatment day. If this is not possible, a static treatment 

It is important to 
try to sleep in the 
most neutral posture 
possible. The stomach-
sleeping position is the 
worst, followed by the 
fetal position.
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table could be varied in its height during the week’s 
appointments. 

4Too little water and too much caffeinated  
or sugary drinks.

Getting energy from beverages is usually a hollow propo-
sition. Many of these drinks are loaded with sugar and lead 
us down a cyclical pattern of needing more and more to 
keep us going.

It is best to drink plenty of water, eat a well-balanced 
diet, and derive calories from our whole-food, homemade 
meals. Taking breaks between clients is a good way to 
practice self-care and allows for small snacks and water 
breaks.

5Low amount of dynamic movement or exercise. 
The massage therapist who is dedicated to practicing 

healthy self-care should engage in some kind of exercise 
outside of the workday at least three times per week. Full, 
active range of motion is important to fully rehabilitate 
muscles and keep them in tip-top working order.

Self-Care for Everyone
Janet Travell, MD (1901–1997), and David Simons, MD (1922–
2010), co-authors of Myofascial Pain & Dysfunction: The 
Trigger Point Manual (with various volumes dedicated to 
specific areas of the body) thought the perpetuating fac-
tors to myofascial trigger points were important to identify 
and remediate.

Travell was a pioneering female physician. From her very 
early writing in the 1950s until the day she passed away in 
her 90s, she advocated for self-care for everyone to ensure 
full and pain-free muscle function.

Having practiced over 18 years in this field, I can attest to 
the amazing improvement in my treatment outcomes and 
in my own muscles once these factors are identified—and 
more importantly, eliminated in myself and in my clients. 

Muscles in the Front Cause Pain in the Back
While the healthy and conscientious massage therapist 
may not have any of the “Furious Five” perpetuating fac-
tors, I’m sure we all can agree that we often forget to take 
care of ourselves.

It is best to drink plenty 
of water, eat a well-
balanced diet, and 
derive calories from 
whole-food, homemade 
meals. 
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As we provide massage therapy for clients, we can de-
velop low back pain, due to trigger points in the abdom-
inals (iliopsoas, rectus abdominis and obliques), the glu-
teals and spinal erectors. Our driving, sitting and sleeping 
posture can cause trigger points and chronic shortening 
of those muscles, which then become stuck in a metabolic 
crisis and chronic myofascial dysfunction.

This leads to the potential for acute activation pain af-
ter being in the shortened position all day as the massage 
therapist stands flexed over the treatment table. When 
home, we may simply bend down to pick up something, 
our abdominals passively shorten, and when we go to 
stand up, segments of the abdominals remain shortened 
and the trigger points in them can cause strong referred 
pain into the low back. 

It is my observation that the iliopsoas, rectus abdom-
inis and gluteus medius are the most probable muscles 
implicated in referred pain into the lumbar back and upper 
buttocks.

They certainly are the muscles that are kept in a short-
ened position for extended periods of time and rarely are 
fully stretched. The iliopsoas has a referred pain pattern 
that runs up and down along the spine at the lower back. 

Trigger point #2 in the rectus abdominis has a referred 
pain pattern that runs horizontally across the low back. 

The gluteus medius trigger points can refer pain into the 
sacral area and up into the lower back along the iliac crest.

How or why these referred patterns follow these pre-
dictable patterns is not completely understood, but Robert 
Gerwin, M.D., noted that the referral patterns are usually 
segmentally distributed; that is, the referred pain patterns 
are often located in sites innervated by adjacent or nearby 
spinal cord segments. 

Apply Self-Care to the Correct Muscles 
In their books, Travell and Simons divided the body by 
region and have listed the muscles that can refer pain to 
each particular region. For our purposes, the first step is to 
identify the muscles that can cause pain in the lumbar back 
and upper buttocks.

For this article, I have chosen to focus on the iliopsoas, 
rectus abdominis and gluteus medius. 

Self-applied trigger point pressure release is just one 

It is my observation 
that the iliopsoas, 
rectus abdominis and 
gluteus medius are 
the most probable 
muscles implicated in 
referred pain into the 
lumbar back and upper 
buttocks.
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portion of my full 7–Step Trigger Point Protocol. (For the 
full treatment outline, see my June 2017 article published 
in MASSAGE Magazine and my tutorial videos at massage-
mag.com.)

Treatment of the iliopsoas or rectus abdominis usual-
ly begins with heat on the abdominal area as well as heat 
on the antagonist erector spinae group. This will reduce 
the chances of the spinal erectors contracting on the pas-
sive short when we stretch the abs or psoas in seated hip 
extension. 

We can perform an intermediate-level position for 
self-treatment of the psoas, rectus abdominis and the 
oblique abdominals. Beginner level would be standing with 
compression of the abs with the ball against a wall.

Trigger point pressure release should be applied to the 
upper-most two iliopsoas trigger point locations near the 
belly button and just under the anterior hip crest, as well 
as to trigger point #2 in the rectus abdominis (located just 
above the pubic bone). Self-treatment should also be ap-
plied along the full length of the muscles.

After trigger point pressure release, a full stretch and 
movement series should follow. 

Use Gravity to Apply Self-Care 
In the trigger point therapy model, self-applied compression 
for the above named muscles is added to the stretch and 
range of movement home program so as to ensure full pain-
free muscle lengthening as well as full pain-free stretch and 
to continue to normalize the contracted muscle tissue. 

Self-care treatment of the gluteus medius: We can per-
form an intermediate-level position for self-treatment of 
the gluteus medius (and gluteus minimus and piriformis).

A beginner-level treatment would be standing with 
compression of the glutes with the ball against a wall. 
Trigger point pressure release should be applied to the up-
per-most gluteals just below the iliac crest to focus on the 
gluteus medius muscle.

After trigger point pressure release, a full stretch and 
movement series should follow. 

Prevent Future Pain
Performing self-care compression and focused stretch of 
key muscles can eliminate lower back pain in the massage 

26



therapist. Regular practice of these self-care techniques 
can also prevent future low back pain episodes from 
occurring.

It is important that the massage therapist eliminates 
the Furious Five perpetuating factors to ensure muscular 
and fascial health. A full protocol—of remediating negative 
postural influences, added home self-care compression on 
key identified muscles that are referring pain to the area, 
stretching and full range of motion exercises—is critically 
important in improving outcomes and eliminating the my-
ofascial trigger points that can be responsible for low back 
pain in the massage therapist. 

Stay out of pain so that you can be available to your 
practice, your clients—and your life!  ◆

Mary Biancalana, LMT, MEd, CMTP, is a board-certified 
myofascial trigger-point therapist, personal trainer and 
past president of the National Association of Myofascial 
Trigger Point Therapists. She is also founder and 
owner of the Chicago Center for Myofascial Pain Relief 
(chicagotriggerpointcenter.com), Advanced Trigger Point 
Seminars and Trigger Point Sports Performance. She 
wrote “ The 7-Step Trigger Point Protocol” for MASSAGE 
Magazine’s June 2017 issue, and “Self-Care of Trigger 
Points and Referral Patterns” for massagemag.com.

27



Craniosacral 
Therapy: An 
Ideal Modality 
for Treating 
Inflammation 
By Tim Hutton, PhD, LMP, CST-D

CranioSacral Therapy (CST), because of its ability to 
engage specific tissues in the body with great preci-
sion, is an ideal modality with which to address the 

immune system. Using CST it is possible to directly map in-
flammation in the body, on a micro level.

One can tell exactly which tissues are inflamed, what 
aspects of the immune system are involved in that inflam-
matory process, and to some extent to what the immune 
system is reacting, all simply by palpating the movement of 
the immune system in response to the craniosacral rhythm.

The immune system, which consists of a loose network 
of 10 to 50 billion cells of various kinds, all acting together 
and communicating with each other chemically and ener-
getically, can often seem a bit esoteric.

Tissue is easy to palpate, and is easily affected by man-
ual therapy. It is less obvious that this is true of the immune 
system. The immune system, however, is involved in every 
issue that we treat as manual therapists. If the client is ex-
periencing a symptom, there is some degree of inflamma-
tion, and the immune system is involved.

6
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This involvement may be primary, as in the case of an 
infection or an autoimmune condition, or it may be second-
ary, in which case simply releasing fascial restrictions may 
be enough to allow the inflammatory response to com-
pletely abate.

Most often, the situation is somewhere between these 
two extremes, however, and simply releasing fascial restric-
tions does not completely eliminate the inflammation. Thus 
it is critical that we as manual therapists be able to address 
this important system of the body.

These types of white blood cells help the immune 
system.

A Brief History of  CranioSacral Therapy
CranioSacral Therapy was developed by John Upledger, 
D.O., O.M.M., in the mid-1970s and derives out of the osteo-
pathic tradition.

Andrew Taylor Still developed osteopathy itself in the 
late 1800s. Osteopathy is based upon the principle that the 
body possesses its own Inner Wisdom and ability to heal, 
though sometimes the body needs additional resources to 
do so.

The role of the therapist is to provide those additional 
resources to the Inner Wisdom. The therapist does not di-
rectly make changes to the tissue; the therapist supports 
the Inner Wisdom and the Inner Wisdom makes the chang-
es the Inner Wisdom deems to be important. Thus, the role 
of the therapist becomes that of a facilitator.

Andrew Still had a student in the 1920s named William 
Sutherland, D.O. Sutherland was intrigued with the move-
ments of the bones of the skull and developed an approach 
to therapy he called Cranial Osteopathy.

While there are some similarities between Cranial 
Osteopathy and CST, there are also major differences.

In the early 1970s, Upledger had the opportunity to as-
sist a surgical procedure that involved exposing the dural 
tube of the patient (the membrane which surrounds the 
spinal cord).

During this surgery, Upledger directly witnessed a 
rhythmic expansion and contraction of that tube. Intrigued, 
he initially went and studied Cranial Osteopathy. His re-
search led him in a different direction, however, and ulti-
mately, he developed CST.

Osteopathy is based 
upon the principle that 
the body possesses 
its own Inner Wisdom 
and ability to heal, 
though sometimes the 
body needs additional 
resources to do so.
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Cranial Osteopathy focuses primarily on the bones of 
the skull. Practitioners have a very detailed understanding 
of the sutures of the cranium, and many subtle techniques 
to free up those bones.

Upledger felt that while the sutures were important, 
problems were most often caused by tensions in the mem-
brane system to which those bones attach. These mem-
branes line the cranium and attach strongly to the sacrum, 
hence the name CranioSacral.

(Tensions may come from anywhere. It is not uncom-
mon for a sprained ankle or twisted knee, for example, to 
produce a tension that pulls up into the cranium. In such a 
case, treating the membranes in the cranium can be help-
ful, but if the twist in the knee or ankle is not addressed 
the results will often only be temporary. Thus, despite the 
name, a CranioSacral therapist will address the entire body, 
not just the head and tailbone.)

Addressing these membranes requires that very light 
force be used. Too much force and the body will guard.

Typical force used in CST at the site of the tension is 
about 5 grams, or the weight of a nickel. (The therapist 
may need to apply more force than that to the tissue, in 
order to apply just the right force at the depth of the restri 
ction.)

CranioSacral Therapy and Musculoskeletal Pain
Life is about compensation. We all have tension and inter-
nal conflicts due to various traumas that we have experi-
enced. So long as we can compensate around those inter-
nal tension patterns, there will be no symptoms.

Absent direct palpation of a tension pattern, one would 
not even know it is there. It is only when the tension over-
whelms the body’s ability to compensate that these symp-
toms occur.

However, symptoms show up at the weak link—not nec-
essarily where the tension is. Symptoms are not a reliable 
indicator of where the origin of a problem lies, and simply 
treating symptoms often will yield only temporary results.

CST directly addresses those internal tension patterns. 
Reducing internal tensions gives the body back room to 
compensate, often resulting in a reduction of symptoms. 
This is true even in cases where the proximal cause of the 
symptoms was not directly addressed.

Cranial Osteopathy 
focuses primarily 
on the bones of the 
skull. Practitioners 
have a very detailed 
understanding of the 
sutures of the cranium, 
and many subtle 
techniques to free up 
those bones.
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Give the body enough room to compensate and the 
symptoms may abate anyway. Thus, CST is potentially 
beneficial for just about any condition. Reducing internal 
tension and conflict allows the body to function better no 
matter what is going on.

CranioSacral Therapy can be used to treat, often in con-
junction with other therapies, a wide variety of pain condi-
tions, particularly headaches and musculoskeletal pain.

It can be useful in treating neurological and circulatory 
issues, digestive issues as well as problems with other in-
ternal organs. Any condition may respond positively to CST 
if the internal tension in the body can be reduced.

Because CST employs very light force, typically about 
5 grams, there are very few contraindications to its use. 
Contraindications generally fall into two major categories: 
compromise to the structure of the membrane system 
around the brain and spinal cord, and anytime a small tran-
sient increase in intracranial pressure could conceivably 
cause a problem.

Examples of the former are epidural leaks from lumbar 
puncture and open cavity head wound.

Examples of the latter include acute stroke, severe con-
cussion with consequent swelling of the brain and unsta-
ble cerebral aneurism. (Chronic stroke, where there is no 
longer a danger of causing a clot or bleed to recur, is very 
much an indication for CST.)

 Becoming a  Craniosacral Therapist
Upledger Institute International (UII) teaches CST 
through a series of four-day seminars. There are four 
seminars in the core curriculum: CranioSacral Therapy 1, 
CranioSacral Therapy 2, SomatoEmotional Release 1, and 
SomatoEmotional Release 2.

In addition to these four courses, UII teaches numerous 
seminars on more specialized topics in CST, such as pedi-
atrics and obstetrics, working directly on the brain, and as 
discussed, working directly with the immune system.

UII also has a certification process that is available 
to students. There are two levels of certification, the 
first of which can be undertaken after having complete 
CranioSacral Therapy 2, although the certification process 
is really meant for students who have been in practice for 
several years and have a lot of experience doing CST.

CranioSacral Therapy 
can be used to treat, 
often in conjunction 
with other therapies, 
a wide variety of pain 
conditions, particularly 
headaches and 
musculoskeletal pain.
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To become certified, students must pass an open book 
essay exam, and they must demonstrate competency in 
CST during a hands-on practical examination. (Certification 
does not provide a legal right to practice. Certification can, 
however, demonstrate to clients the competency of the 
therapist, and is meant to be a learning experience.)  ◆  

Tim Hutton is a licensed massage practitioner in the state 
of Washington and has been in private practice at the 
Natural Health Clinic in Bellingham, Washington, doing 
CranioSacral Therapy, since 1994. He is also certified in 
CranioSacral Therapy at the Diplomate level (C.S.T.-D.) and 
teaches a variety of courses in CranioSacral Therapy for 
Upledger Institute International.
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By Stacey Thomas, LMT, SIMA, FMS

It was difficult to believe all the colors that converged in 
rainbow hues on the back of my client’s leg. It was as if 
a box of crayons had been strategically melted to form a 

Picasso interpretation of a high hamstring pull. She was a 
highly competitive athlete in my gym who had sustained 
what she thought was a minor muscle strain over the week-
end during sprint training. On Monday morning, she stood 
in my office with a look of desperation and pain on her 
face—and one gnarly bruise spanning the back of her thigh.

Due to the obvious acuteness of her injury, my imme-
diate treatment plan was to facilitate pain reduction and 
increase blood and lymph flow to the area by way of de-
compression, without applying any type of manual therapy. 
I reached for kinesiology tape.

My client wanted the pink tape with black skulls to 
adorn her battle scar. I happily obliged with a finger-taping 
pattern that would aid in increasing circulation and remov-
ing cellular waste products from the area. In a few days, my 
client came back with a much lighter bruise than the cray-
on-like meltdown she had been sporting before. The lifting 
effect of the tape had increased fluid flow and acted as a 
decompression agent, resulting in faded channels within 

7
The Art and 
Science of 
Kinesiology 
Taping
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the bruise. Her pain had diminished and she was now ready 
for more direct manual treatment therapy.

As a licensed massage therapist with a background in 
strength, conditioning and biomechanics, and with a focus 
in athletic performance, I see this sort of presentation com-
monly. Over the last 17 years in practice, 10 of those spent 
as a licensed massage therapist, my continued education 
has been largely in understanding the movement and mo-
dalities that best serve this population. While I stock many 
tools in my toolbox, I consistently reach for kinesiology 
tape. Whether I use myofascial release techniques, Active 
Release Technique, active isolated stretching or neurokinet-
ic therapy, kinesiology tape complements, reinforces and in 
many ways strengthens my work.

Art and Science
Kinesiology taping has been around for more than 35 
years. Chiropractors, physical therapists, athletic trainers 
and massage therapists have used it for decades, and for 
many good reasons—all of which apply to the realm of 
massage therapy.

Kinesiology tape has been shown to reduce pain; posi-
tively affect fluid mechanics; improve posture and muscle 
function; speed recovery; and improve sporting performance. 
That’s a giant basket of good reasons, if you ask me. Today, 
you’d be hard-pressed not to see the colorful, cool-looking 
tape on amateur and pro athletes in various sports, as well as 
folks leaving physical therapy appointments at which they’ve 
been treated for common ailments such as knee replace-
ments, shoulder injuries and low back pain.

Not all tape nor taping education programs are equal, 
however. There are many brands: RockTape, Spider Tech, 
and Kinesio Tape, among others, and a few schools of 
thought on how to apply it. Thanks to some forward-think-
ing folks, the evolution of application and successful client 
outcomes have led to a more global and more effective 
method of taping.

Pain is not the only player in the game of dysfunc-
tion. Those of us who apply tape in our practice are also 
able to invoke positive changes in biomechanics, perfor-
mance, posture, awareness and neuropathies. If you’ve read 
Anatomy Trains by Thomas Myers, or Movement by Gray 
Cook, you understand the importance of visualizing move-
ment patterns and treatment along the kinetic chain.

Kinesiology tape has 
been shown to reduce 
pain; positively affect 
fluid mechanics; 
improve posture and 
muscle function; speed 
recovery; and improve 
sporting performance. 
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Once a breakdown is identified in a movement pattern, 
tape can be applied to facilitate awareness and better bio-
mechanics. This is contrary to the old method of taping 
muscles or joints in isolation. Nothing about the human 
form is static or isolated when it comes to function. Our 
client population is much better served when our methods 
of healing are dynamic. The ability to couple knowledge of 
movement with an effective toolbox of treatment modali-
ties will set you apart from other providers.

Tape movement, not muscles. This is brilliantly simple 
and enormously effective. This ideology has resonated with 
me from the very moment it was taught during my educa-
tion in taping, and it has proven itself every time.

Why tape? And, more importantly, how can tape bene-
fit our work as massage therapists and benefit our clients? 
If you’re in the field of manual therapy, you already have a 
grasp on the benefits, the whys, and the how-tos of moving 
tissues, fluids and fascia, while increasing range of motion. 
The power of touch is remarkable. That’s why we do it. But 
how many times have your clients left your office and said, 
“I felt great for a while, but the pain came back”?

If you understand the role of stability, synergists and 
compensation patterns, you understand that a returning 
symptom points to the fact that the site of pain isn’t nec-
essarily the root of the issue and other contributing factors 
need to be addressed. Once these underlying issues are dis-
covered, kinesiology tape can reinforce therapies to more 
properly address not only the site of discomfort but also the 
cause. With taping, you can send clients out the door with 
the benefits of movement feedback, postural awareness and 
correction, stabilization and pain reduction. That’s super for 
your clients—and even better for your business.  ◆

Stacey Thomas is the owner of Altitude Aptitude in 
Evergreen, Colorado, a manual treatment and performance 
training clinic where she works with athletes of all levels in 
a multitude of sports, ranging from CrossFit to mountain 
biking. She is a certified personal trainer through the 
National Academy of Sports Medicine, a CrossFit Level 
1 coach, and a licensed massage therapist, specializing 
in Active Release Technique. Stacey is a Performance 
Movement Taping Instructor for RockTape Kinesiology Tape 
(www.rocktape.com).

With taping, you can 
send clients out the 
door with the benefits 
of movement feedback, 
postural awareness and 
correction, stabilization 
and pain reduction. 
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By Shari Auth, LAcu, LMT

Before starting my own practice, I worked in a spa.
A deep-tissue massage treatment was more expen-
sive than a Swedish massage, not only because the 

spa knew they could charge more for them, but because 
the therapists hated to do them and the monetary incen-
tive was an alluring perk. Most of the therapists at the spa 
were women who found performing deep-tissue massage 
exhausting.

I was a young and ambitious massage therapist, and a 
full-time student. I wanted to make as much money as I 
could in as little time as possible, so I eagerly took all the 
deep-tissue clients.

Doing six deep-tissue massages a day, I quickly learned 
the importance of developing a massage technique that 
could make me a sought-after massage therapist as well as 
protect me from injury and fatigue. Although athletic and 
young, no amount of strength could allow me to continue 
doing that much work and maintain balance and longev-
ity. It was during this time I discovered some insights to 

8
How to Have 
a Sustainable 
Deep Tissue 

Massage 
Practice

Doing six deep-
tissue massages a 
day, I quickly learned 
the importance of 
developing a massage 
technique that could 
make me a sought-after 
massage therapist as 
well as protect me from 
injury and fatigue.
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performing deep-tissue massage with ease, as well as real-
izing a few limiting beliefs about deep-tissue massage.

Those limiting beliefs were: Deep-tissue massage can 
only be performed by therapists who are big and strong; 
deep-tissue massage is exhausting to perform; and 
deep-tissue massage is painful to receive.

All of these statements are false. With the right tools 
and techniques, deep-tissue massage can be comfortable 
for practitioners of any size to perform, as well as relax-
ing for clients to receive. I designed the Auth Method of 
Forearm Massage to help professional massage therapists 
enjoy longer, healthier careers. The Auth Method is a mas-
sage technique that takes the practitioner’s well-being into 
account, as well as that of the client. It feels effortless to 
perform and great to receive.

Below are eight Auth Method tips for cultivating a sus-
tainable deep-tissue massage practice.

1Use your body weight instead of muscular force to en-
gage the tissue.

It isn’t necessary to push into tight tissue. Instead, just lean 
against the tissue. Use your body weight; tight tissue will 
melt under the pressure. Pushing is exhausting and runs 
the risk of working too deep. Any therapist, no matter how 
strong, will be fatigued by the end of a day spent pushing 
through tight tissue, whereas leaning against tissue takes 
no effort at all—it’s just like leaning against a table. It’s ac-
tually relaxing.

2Work on a massage table low enough to drop your 
body weight onto your client.

In order to effectively use your body weight to engage the 
tissue, make sure your table is at the appropriate height. 
If you’re rounding through your back, the table is too low; 
if your shoulders are up around your ears, the table is too 
high.

When working the sides of the body, make sure you are 
standing slightly away from the table, so you lean forward 
onto your client’s body. When working the front or back of 
the body, make sure the table is low enough to allow you 
to drop your body weight down onto your client.

With the right tools 
and techniques, deep-
tissue massage can 
be comfortable for 
practitioners of any 
size to perform, as well 
as relaxing for clients 
to receive.
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3Use your forearms.
Use your forearms to perform the majority of the mas-

sage. Reserve your hands for long effleurage strokes, 
polishing off fingers and toes, and massaging the neck, 
face and head. Massage the back, hips, arms and legs 
with the forearms. There are many advantages to using 
the forearms; with practice they will become increasingly 
sensitive.

4Be patient—work layer by layer.
By using your body weight instead of muscular force, 

your forearms will naturally drop down to the first layer of 
tight tissue. As tissue releases, you will drop down to the 
next layer of tight tissue. If you work patiently layer by lay-
er, your clients will not resist and will experience a pain-free 
yet deep massage. If your client resists your pressure, you 
are working too deep; ease up on your pressure to find and 
massage the most superficial layer of tight tissue first.

Likewise, if you aren’t feeling tissue releasing under your 
touch, you may be working too lightly. Don’t be afraid to 
drop your body weight onto your client. You may be sur-
prised at just how much of your body weight your client 
can comfortably accept. If leaning into your client is new 
for you and you fear hurting them, practice with a partner 
who can give you good feedback.

5Work the area of real tension and pain, not just the 
area where the symptom of pain is.

Where the client feels pain and the source of that pain can 
be different. At times, clients will ask you to pound away 
on an area of tension such as the lower back. These areas 
may be so locked up that you feel like you need a sledge-
hammer to soften them. I find that after I work the hips, 
the lower back will release. The client may not have been 
aware that her hips were even tight, because she was feel-
ing the pain in her lower back.

Oftentimes, the client can’t take very much pressure at 
the true source of the pain. So, instead of spending a lot 
of energy pounding away at a symptomatic area, treat the 
source of the tension instead—this requires less energy 
from you and is more effective for your client.

Oftentimes, the client 
can’t take very much 
pressure at the true 
source of the pain. So, 
instead of spending a 
lot of energy pounding 
away at a symptomatic 
area, treat the source 
of the tension instead—
this requires less 
energy from you and is 
more effective for your 
client.
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6Put a muscle on the stretch to work deeper without 
working harder.

By putting a tight muscle in a position that stretches it, the 
massage work you do on this area will be intensified—but 
not because you are working harder. By putting the muscle 
on a stretch, it becomes more taut and more sensitive to 
massage.

7Good body mechanics means being grounded in the 
legs and relaxed in the upper body.

I attended acupuncture school shortly after finishing mas-
sage school. In acupuncture school I was introduced to a 
nonviolent form of martial arts called qi gong, which cou-
ples movement with breath. In qi gong, the body can be 
likened to a tree with imaginary roots coming out the soles 
of the feet, the legs strong like tree trunks, and the arms 
loose and bendable like tree branches blowing in the wind.

This is how you want to feel when performing massage: 
strong in the lower body, with the knees bent, and relaxed 
in your upper body. Keep your back straight, core engaged 
and chest open. If working in a bent-knee stance is new for 
you, you may need to lower your table a notch. In my work-
shops and on my DVD, A Guide to Using the Forearms, I 
teach simple qi gong exercises to encourage healthy body 
mechanics while massaging.

Body mechanics are the key to our career longevity. 
Good body mechanics make performing massage effort-
less and keep our bodies feeling good. With good body 
mechanics, performing massage can keep us in shape rath-
er than be a constant source of pain.

8Use the breath.
For most people, the breath is unconscious. Most don’t 

really think about their breath unless they are doing yoga, 
pranayama, or some other practice that involves breath 
awareness. So, we will often find our clients not breathing 
on the table.

Slow, deep breathing relaxes the mind and body and 
is therefore a crucial tool for bodyworkers. Encourage 
your client to breathe, even if it means breaking a relax-
ing silence. Ask your client to breathe under your hands 
or into an area you are working on. This increases circula-
tion to that area and also relaxes your client. As your client 

Slow, deep breathing 
relaxes the mind and 
body and is therefore 
a crucial tool for 
bodyworkers. 
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focuses on his breath, he is, whether he realizes it or not, 
meditating. Use his breath as a helpful and effortless tool 
for deeper release of both mind and body.

Your Career
There is much talk in the massage community about build-
ing a successful practice, but what does it matter if you 
are too tired, burned out—or even worse, injured? Learn to 
work smarter. Take your own body into consideration as 
well as that of your clients.

By using the forearms in addition to the hands, massage 
therapists gain another tool for doing massage. More tools 
mean more options and, hopefully, a longer career.  ◆

Shari Auth, L.Acu., LMT, is a licensed massage therapist 
and acupuncturist, and is certified in the Rolf Method® 
of Structural Integration. She is the founder of the Auth 
Method and has a full-time practice in New York, New 
York. Auth is a National Certification Board for Therapeutic 
Massage & Bodywork-approved provider, and has designed 
a 20-CE-hour home study course on forearm massage.
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Thai Foot 
Reflexology
by Heath Reed

Thai foot reflexology is a therapy focused primarily on 
the feet, ankles and lower legs. The therapist incor-
porates different liniments and oils as she uses her 

hands, knuckles, thumbs and a specially-designed bamboo 
stick on these areas. A variety of techniques are applied, in-
cluding stretching, range of motion, gliding, massaging and 
compressing on energy channels, or sen lines, and working 
deeply into therapeutic pressure points.

The goal of each Thai foot reflexology treatment is to 
restore the flow and balance of vital life force, or lom, that 
travels along the sen lines to enhance physical, mental and 
emotional well-being. 

Stand-Alone or Together
Thai foot reflexology effectively addresses all the body’s 
systems, including the musculoskeletal, nervous and endo-
crine systems, and may be used as a stand-alone treatment 
or integrated into any bodywork session. This technique is 
a perfect fit for modest clientele who are uncomfortable 
disrobing, and it can be performed on a massage table, in a 
chair or on a mat.

Therapists use the sides and the rounded tips of a bam-
boo stick to minimize stress on their hands, thumbs and 
wrists while offering deep, satisfying pressure for clients. 
Thai foot reflexology is especially helpful for those present-
ing with headaches, over-thinking, over-worrying, insomnia 
or emotional turbulence, as the pressure and stretching on 

9

41



the feet draws the lom from the upper body down into the 
soles to ease mental and emotional intensity.

Massage therapist Kathryn Gabriel, LMT, of Tucson, 
Arizona, using Thai foot reflexology along with massage 
and shiatsu sessions.

“I’ve had a few clients recently who came in for shiatsu 
treatments and mentioned having foot pain,” she says. “I 
incorporated Thai foot reflexology and the Thai bamboo 
stick into the session, and they have experienced deep re-
laxation and pain relief.” 

Thai foot reflexology is also a great adjunct to more 
ephemeral modalities like craniosacral therapy or reiki, as 
it grounds some of the ascending qualities associated with 
different forms of energy work.

Putting in Roots
Thai foot reflexology stems from traditional Thai mas-
sage, which itself is one of the three main branches of 
Thai medicine; herbology and spiritual practices form the 
remaining two branches. The historical development of 
traditional Thai massage and its subcategory, Thai foot re-
flexology, is shrouded in mystery due to the lack of written 
documentation.

It’s ironic to note Thai people credit their tradition-
al healing lineage to an Indian doctor, Jivaka Kumar 
Bhaccha, or Shivagakomarpaj. Thais affectionately re-
fer to him as the father doctor, and it is their tradition 
to give thanks to the father doctor prior to every Thai 
massage and foot reflexology session. Historians infer 
Shivagakomarpaj’s influence was transmitted with the 
spread of Buddhism from India to Thailand beginning 
about 200 BCE. 

During and following this period, ancient Thai monks 
and mystics spent lifetimes meditating in jungles, watching 
and learning from the animals, plants and patterns of the 
natural world, and employed shamanic practices to deepen 
their consciousness and sensitivity to more subtle levels of 
being. The ancients developed more than 100 stretching 
postures known as luesri dadton to aid in their meditations 
and relieve common aches and pains. 

Likewise, monks would practice on one another and on 
people in the community to build and cultivate their ca-
pacity of loving kindness. These practices and the spirit 
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of loving kindness form the foundation of traditional Thai 
massage and foot reflexology. 

Thai Medical Theory
In the Thai medical model, energy channels called sen 
lines share similarities to the meridians found in tradi-
tional Chinese medicine and Japanese shiatsu, as well as 
the nadis described in ayurvedic medicine. These ener-
gy channels circulate currents of vital life force, or lom, 
throughout the body. Lom is much like the qi described 
in traditional Chinese medicine, ki in shiatsu and prana in 
ayurveda.

Therapeutic pressure points, akin to acupoints and mar-
mas, live along these channels and can be directly pressed 
on to balance the flow of lom through the sen. If there is 
an injury, restriction or other debilitating stress, lom can 
get blocked or the flow of lom may be broken, which leads 
to pain, mood changes or other limitations. Therefore, the 
purpose of these healing practices is to restore the natural 
and free flow of lom along the sen lines in order to return 
the body to health and harmony. 

Massage client Manish Chadha, of Phoenix, Arizona, re-
ceives Thai foot reflexology to address symptoms of multi-
ple sclerosis.

“I mostly control my multiple sclerosis symptoms 
through diet, exercise and meditation, but I sometimes ex-
perience weakness and numbness from my knees down to 
my feet. Whenever I receive Thai Foot Reflexology, my feet 
and legs, as well as my ability to stand and walk, improve 
greatly,” Chadha says.

The Thais work with 10 channels rather than the com-
mon 20 meridians in traditional Chinese medicine and shi-
atsu or thousands of nadis described in ayurveda.

You can approach the sen in two ways. One way is to di-
rectly apply pressure along the sen or use focused pressure 
on specific therapy points. A second way to work on the 
sen is indirectly with stretching and range of motion. The 
combination of direct pressure and indirect stretching to 
the sen makes it possible to enhance physical, mental and 
emotional well-being. Likewise, therapists may work the re-
flexes on the feet to address all the physiological processes 
of the person. 
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The Map is Not the Territory
Similar to Western reflexology, Thai foot reflexology in-
corporates a foot map that corresponds to all the body’s 
muscles, organs, joints and glands. The therapist uses his 
hands, knuckles and a bamboo stick on specific areas of 
concern, or reflexes, to encourage increased blood flow 
and other healing benefits.

The Thai foot reflexology map looks similar to that used 
by Western practitioners, with a few variations. The foot 
map reflects how Thai reflexology may have been influ-
enced by Indian, Chinese and even Western culture, yet 
how a Thai foot reflexology session remains a uniquely Thai 
experience.

Same-Same, But Different
“Same-same, but different” is one of the most common 
expressions spoken throughout Thailand. Whether study-
ing at a Thai massage school, ordering drinks on an island 
beach or shopping at a night bazaar, Thais use this expres-
sion to answer many questions by foreigners. For example: 

“What’s the difference between palm pressing the leg 
and foot pressing the leg?” 

“Same-same, but different” 
“What’s the difference between the pineapple shake 

and the pineapple smoothie?” 
“Same-same, but different.” 
Same-same, but different is a cultural nuance. It’s a way 

to view two simultaneous realities that may appear con-
flicting at first glance. Once you start to apply this way of 
thinking, you’ll find many situations where it makes perfect 
sense—such as when two clients have the same conditions, 
but experience the associated pain differently. An attitude 
of same-same, but different demonstrates comfort with 
uncertainty and ambiguity, and provides for more options 
when practicing Thai massage. This may be one clue why 
many elements of Thai foot reflexology look so similar to 
other forms of bodywork, and yet are distinctly different.

Learning the Thai Way
To train in Thai foot reflexology, you may want to travel to 
Thailand and study with some great teachers. The south-
ern seat of traditional Thai massage training is in the busy 
capital of Bangkok, where you can visit and study at the 
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famous temple, Wat Po. You may also learn Thai foot re-
flexology at the northern seat of traditional Thai massage 
in Chiang Mai.

My wife, Nicole, and I trace our Thai massage lineage to 
the Old Medicine Hospital, which offers many courses in 
Thai medicine.  ◆ 

Heath Reed, along with his wife, Nicole  
(www.NationalBodyworkSeminars.com), authored Table 
Thai Yoga Massage (in press) and produced the DVD Table 
Thai Yoga Massage and the audio CD, the Smiling Organ 
Meditation. They team-teach fresh and inspiring techniques 
that “Feel Good to Give and Feel Good to Receive” while 
emphasizing that “presence is more important than 
technique.” 
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The Benefits 
of Prenatal 
Massage
By Ariana Vincent, LMT, MT, BCTMB

Prenatal massage is therapeutic bodywork that focuses 
on the special needs of the mother-to-be as her body 
goes through the dramatic changes of pregnancy. It 

enhances the function of muscles and joints, improves cir-
culation and general body tone, and relieves mental and 
physical fatigue. The gentle, noninvasive approach of pre-
natal massage can ease discomfort associated with preg-
nancy, help the mother-to-be prepare for labor and give 
her nurturing emotional support.

Benefits for the Body and Mind
The benefits of prenatal massage include a wide range of 
physiological, emotional and psychological benefits.

• Alleviates stress on weight-bearing joints and 
musculo-fascial structures

• Assists in remedying many of the common discom-
forts experienced during pregnancy: muscular dis-
comforts, lower-back pain, upper-back pain, head-
aches, leg cramps, sciatica, stiffness, tension and 
knots, carpal tunnel syndrome, headaches, heartburn 
and acid reflux, fatigue, varicose veins, nasal conges-
tion, shortness of breath, edema of the lower extrem-
ities, neck pain, interscapular pain, sacroiliac and hip 
joint pain and constipation
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• Increases blood circulation, which provides more 
oxygen and nutrients to both mother and fetus and 
stimulates the lymph system, thereby increasing im-
munity and removal of toxins

• Stabilizes hormonal levels and helps relieve depres-
sion or anxiety caused by hormonal changes

• Soothes and relaxes the nervous system by releasing 
endorphins into the mother’s body. As a result, the 
expectant mother feels more relaxed and at ease, 
and will also sleep more easily and more deeply

• Assists in maintaining good posture and adjusting to 
a changing alignment caused by the baby’s increas-
ing weight. Massage increases muscle tone and flexi-
bility, enhancing the ability to carry this extra weight 
while also relieving aches and pains, leg cramps and 
muscle spasms

• Eases the load on the heart and helps keep blood 
pressure in check

• Enhances the pliability of skin and underlying tissues

• Supports the return of blood to the heart and in-
creases blood flow to the uterus and placenta. With 
the enormous demands placed on the circulatory 
system during pregnancy, blood volume may in-
crease up to 60 percent compared to pre-pregnancy 
levels. As pregnancy progresses and the uterus en-
larges and presses deep into the pelvic bowl, venous 
return to the heart is hampered

• Prepares the mother-to-be for an easier delivery with 
its sedating effect on the nervous system, promoting 
relaxation and stress relief

• Offers a natural, safe, drug-free alternative choice for 
pain relief, since taking medications are often limited 
during a pregnancy for the sake of the unborn child

In addition to the physical benefits, prenatal massage 

Massage increases 
muscle tone and 
flexibility, enhancing 
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extra weight while also 
relieving aches and 
pains, leg cramps and 
muscle spasms.
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provides expecting women with the emotional support and 
nurturing touch provided by nonsexual human touch and 
energy.

Positioned for Comfort
Prenatal massage can be performed by:

• Having an expectant woman lie on her side, propped 
up with pillows;

• Utilizing specially designed maternity cushioning  
systems, which allow the expectant mother to lie on 
her stomach, supported by the cushions; or

• Positioning the mother-to-be in a semi-reclining  
position propped up by pillows. 

Continued Self-Care
At the conclusion of the session, suggest that the mother-
to-be practice self-massage and stretching sequences in 
between regular prenatal appointments. Encourage your 
client to schedule prenatal appointments every two weeks 
until the third trimester, when weekly appointments are 
recommended.  ◆

Ariana Vincent, LMT, MTI, BCTMB, CEO of the Ariana 
Institute, is a Board Certified Massage Therapist and 
NCBTMB Certified Continuing Education Provider who 
offers a variety of educational opportunities nationwide. 
She was honored with the 2015 AFMTE CE Provider of the 
Year Award and the 2013 World Massage Festival Hall of 
Fame Award.
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by Joshua Jayintoh

As the popularity of nuad Thai, or Thai massage, in-
creases in the Western healing arts world, we have 
the opportunity to further our understanding of the 

practice’s roots and genealogy. Practitioners of Thai mas-
sage have an opportunity to research, study, share and ex-
press the authenticity of nuad Thai, and this article serves 
as a general overview of Thai massage history.

Ancient Lineage
This system of medicine is rooted in a lineage the ancients 
have compassionately passed down through the ages, 
has been successfully tested over time, and has proven its 
practices viable, providing beneficial results. It is import-
ant to remember that medicine comes from the land, as 
a result of the geographical environment surrounding its 
inhabitants. As long as there were people with organized 
civilizations occupying a land, there has been indigenous 
medicine.

When Thai people came into the region that is now 
called Thailand, circa 800 A.D., it was already inhabited by 
both the Mon and the Khmer nations. All three cultures had 
their own traditions and medical systems. Consistent wars 
between rivaling kingdoms plagued the area’s past, until 
kings eventually unified the regions and formed Siam.
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Back to Buddha
Some Thai people believe the practice of nuad Thai 
dates back to the time of Lord Gautama Buddha. Medical 
practices of the Lanna kingdom of Northern Thailand 
may be one such example, although more research is 
needed for verification. Nevertheless, lineage is a sensi-
tive subject. With the passage of time, a practice evolves 
and historical events take place. Power changes hands. 
Most often, a practice is affected by the surrounding en-
vironment, and transforms. Awareness of that evolution 
is essential to understanding, appreciating and properly 
applying the said practice.

Buddhism has always played a large part of the history 
of Thailand. Around 200 B.C. the famed Indian King Asoka 
is recorded to have sent Buddhist monks and missionaries 
to inhabit southeast Asia. The region garnered new spiritu-
al and social practices, such as Buddhist Indian medicine, 
that established roots until eventually predominating the 
indigenous cultures, uniquely evolving as time went on.

Nuad Thai’s story begins long ago. The Mirror of Beryl: 
A Historical Introduction to Tibetan Medicine tells us that 
in Rajagrha a baby boy was born and set near the palace 
gates. Prince Abhaya of the city adopted this baby, nam-
ing him Jivaka, meaning “He who is alive.” He was later 
given the surname Kumarbhacca, meaning raised by a 
prince. Jivaka came of age and decided to study medicine. 
Proving superb proficiency in Indian medicine to his guru, 
he was given permission to practice publicly. Jivaka came 
to be enormously significant to the lineage of Buddhist-
based medicine. He is acknowledged as the figural head of 
Thai medicine, of which nuad Thai is part.

One Tree
The oldest royal Thai medical manuscript is the Dahm-ra 
Oh-soht Naa-rai, composed in the 17th century during the 
reign of King Narai the Great of Ayutthaya era. Another 
codification of Siamese medicine was finished in the late 
19th century under King Rama 5 of the current Chakri 
Dynasty’s reign. In the early 20th century, King Vajiravudh 
Rama 6 officially outlawed the practice and education of all 
traditional (non-Western) medicine throughout Thailand. 
This resulted in a lack of legal, capable and experienced 
traditional medical and massage doctors.

Buddhism has always 
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King Prajadhipok Rama 7 reinstated traditional Thai 
medicine, and decided to organize it into four catego-
ries: medical theory and therapeutics; pharmacology and 
herbology; midwifery; and massage. (Under the 2013 
Traditional Thai Medical Professions Act, massage is not 
called nuad Thai.) These four categories are currently stan-
dardized and controlled by the licensure boards of the Thai 
Ministry of Public Health. Aspiring traditional Thai doctors 
must receive licenses in order to legally practice on the 
public.

Contrary to popular belief, these four branches are not 
the complete picture of Thai medicine. Traditional Thai 
medicine has seen many reforms and alterations. If we look 
at Thai medicine as a tree, is it enough to focus on one 
branch alone, independent of the others? Thai tradition-
alists oppose the idea of individually disconnecting these 
sciences apart from one another, and say Thai massage 
should not be separated from Thai medicine.

Roots and Branches
Every branch of a tree extends from the tree’s base; how-
ever, a tree is nourished by its roots. The five roots of Thai 
medicine are:

1. Medical science: medical theory, pharmacology and 
herbology

2. Physical therapies: massage and physical exercises

3. Astrology and divination: diagnostic tools assessing 
auspicious times or signs most beneficial for a specif-
ic action, medicine or therapy

4. Sorcery sciences: incantations, demonology, bless-
ings and ceremonies

5. Buddha Dharma: the teachings and practice for 
full-realization resulting in liberation from samsara, as 
taught by Lord Gautama Buddha.

“These five roots make up the whole body and tree of Thai 
medicine,” said Thai physician Tevijjo Yogi. “You cannot say 
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that you choose to focus on one or the other. You have to 
have knowledge of them all, as it is innately ingrained in 
the system of medicine itself.”

If you want to learn the proper way, you have to learn all 
five roots, Yogi said. You limit yourself if you do not learn 
the system as a whole.

“The reason they are called roots is because the whole 
tree comes from the roots, so you can’t say that in Thai 
medicine you can choose one of the roots to focus on,” 
Yogi added. 

Traditionally, apprentices took years to adequately ac-
quire the required knowledge and skills. A great emphasis 
was given to the development of their character and virtue. 
Without this arduous training they could not become quali-
fied “massage doctors.”

On a cultural and social level, Thais regard nuad Thai 
practitioners as legitimate doctors, and expect them to 
take their profession seriously and champion the ethics of 
a doctor. Thai massage is commonly discussed as inspired 
by ayurveda and Chinese medicine. I believe that if a per-
son wants to truly honor the tradition, they would view 
Thai medicine through the scope and context of its own 
system and theory; not through that of another culture. 
Thai medicine is unique to itself, steeped in its own rich cul-
ture and spirituality.

Be Aware
As Thai massage grows in popularity among Western cli-
ents and therapists, I believe caution in how we approach 
the practice of nuad Thai prevents us from glazing over, and 
diluting, the history and depth of the entire system of tra-
ditional Thai medicine. An opportunity is here to take what 
we already have and fill it with a greater awareness and dil-
igence. In doing so, we realize how to serve our respective 
cultures with the beneficial gifts this holistic healing art form 
has passed down to us over thousands of years.  ◆ 

Joshua Jayintoh studied Thai massage at Wat Po 
Traditional Medical School in Bangkok, Thailand, and 
graduated from the Triple Gem School of Thai Massage in 
North Adams, Massachusetts. He completed meditation, 
Dharmic and Thai studies at Wat Phra Dhammakaya in 
Bangkok, Thailand, among other studies. 
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12
Lomilomi 
Massage: The 
Art of Hawaiian 
Sacred Healing
By Gloria Coppola, LMT

Lomilomi is an ancient Hawaiian restorative healing 
system, one component of which is the art of compas-
sionate touch.

Lomilomi goes far beyond massage, however; it also 
reflects the connection we have with the land (‘aina), the 
spirit guides or ancestors (‘aumakua) and the breath of life 
(aloha).

Lomilomi, sometimes called Hawaiian massage, is ben-
eficial for many ailments and to increase spiritual energy 
and personal power (mana). The nurturing strokes are re-
laxing; however, one soon learns this work is therapeutic on 
all levels.

Lomilomi kumu (master) Brenda Ignacio of Oahu, 
Hawaii, describes lomilomi as being a distinctly Hawaiian 
healing art form that is passed down through the gener-
ations by master practitioners. She says the basis of this 
spiritual work is the “embodiment of reverence of life, wis-
dom, knowledge and compassion.”

Lomilomi is now popular throughout the world. We can 
find versions of lomilomi offered in private practices and spa 
settings; yet, some lomilomi sessions practiced today are 
quite diluted from the traditional methods, due to constraints 
created by one’s work environment or abbreviated trainings.
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Many Hawaiian elders have expressed to me that the 
Western version of lomilomi does not fully represent the 
traditional styles in its true wholeness and spiritual con-
text. They feel that often these versions have become more 
“New Age” than Hawaiian.

The purpose of this article is to describe the traditional 
aspects of lomilomi as taught by generations of Hawaiian 
practitioners.

Lomilomi Techniques
Lomilomi includes many techniques, some of which are 

similar to what we learn in Swedish massage, while others 
are similar to Asian bodywork techniques. (Watch the vid-
eo, “What Lomi Fusion is All About.”)

The strokes are done with the hands and forearms and 
are often long and sweeping, much like long, rolling waves 
traveling along the body.

The foundation of lomilomi in many lineages includes 
the practice of a martial art, lua, which builds strength, fo-
cus, endurance and discipline. Traditional lomilomi some-
times also includes joint adjustments, although to prac-
tice that aspect of the work would require licensing as a 
chiropractor.

Lomilomi also includes range-of-motion work, deep-tis-
sue techniques and, most importantly, the full presence of 
loving touch. Every cell is blessed to create balance (loka-
hi). The nervous system is encouraged to slow down, there-
by creating the space for techniques to be received rather 
than pushing through a blockage in the muscle tissue.

Creating movement in the spine is a primary focus of 
lomilomi. One might even experience unwinding similar to 
that which occurs in myofascial release.

Lomilomi massage on the abdomen is always empha-
sized in traditional teachings, in order to help the elimi-
nation process and improve the energetic function of the 
organs. Lomilomi may also include a detoxification pro-
gram and the use of herbal remedies prior to the actual 
bodywork.

As Nancy Kahalewai, author of Hawaiian Lomi Lomi Big 
Island Massage, says, massage might not be done at all; 
rather, the lomilomi practitioner might ask the client to re-
turn for massage after a condition has subsided.

The foundation of 
lomilomi in many 
lineages includes 
the practice of a 
martial art, lua, which 
builds strength, 
focus, endurance and 
discipline.
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Beyond Hawaiian Massage
Aunty Margaret Machado (1916–2009), the first native 

Hawaiian to receive her massage license, defined lomilomi 
as “the loving touch, a connection of heart, hands and soul 
with the source of all life.”

(The terms “aunty” and “uncle” are used to show re-
spect for Hawaiian elders.) Aunty Margaret wanted to 
share the loving touch of God with others. All traditional 
lomilomi practitioners humbly create sacred space through 
the power of prayer, or pule, and intention, and each lomi-
lomi session begins with prayer.

Aunty Angeline, who lives on the island of Kauai in 
Hawaii, describes lomilomi as “open heart surgery.” This is 
an interesting description of a healing art that encourages 
the practitioner to bring divine love to the receiver through 
the healing powers of intention while creating the sacred 
space for receiving.

“All things Hawaiian are sacred,” adds Aunty Angeline’s 
son, kumu Michael Locey, also of Kauai. He emphasizes that 
what is real to Hawaiians includes the air we breathe being 
a conductor of the source of life force. He says one must 
connect to the fullest extent possible and breathe the air of 
Hawaii, sharing the breath of the elders, before one can say 
the aloha spirit is within them.

The reverence and respect passed on through the 
Hawaiian lineage from the elders is something one cannot 
learn just through a technique-based massage course. It is 
felt and received from the heart with the elders’ blessings.

Sacred Connection
When I recall my first lomilomi experience, I remember it as 
transcending time and space. The practitioner provided a 
safe and healing environment where the energy felt mag-
ical, mystical and divine. Intrigued by this intense present 
of spirit, I was led to further explore this ancient healing 
method that provided a sense of the sacred connection 
with our creator.

“Lomilomi is our spirit having a human experience,” 
says lomilomi kumu Harry Uhane Jim, who is originally 
from Kauai and now resides in New York, New York. He de-
scribes it as a “holy experience of gratitude when we con-
nect to the echo of our ancestors and receive their grace.”

He said he feels this is the vibration one must manifest 

The reverence and 
respect passed on 
through the Hawaiian 
lineage from the 
elders is something 
one cannot learn just 
through a technique-
based massage course. 
It is felt and received 
from the heart with the 
elders’ blessings.

55



that distinctly defines the current of the sacred space, or 
temple, one creates for lomilomi.

“Lomilomi happened in a particular place, with pule, 
sounds, smells and an atmosphere that evoked healing 
before the massage ever began,” says Makana Risser Chai, 
author of Na Mo’olelo Lomilomi: The Traditions of Hawaiian 
Massage and Healing. “Imagine how you would feel if you 
found yourself in this place.”

Beyond the techniques and graceful movements, a prac-
titioner must experience this depth of collective, sacred 
consciousness. All the Hawaiian elders I spoke with for this 
article emphasized the importance of establishing a con-
nection with the sacred prior to a lomilomi session. I asked 
kumu Brenda to explain how a practitioner creates this sa-
cred connection.

“It begins with pure intention in every session,” she says. 
“This starts with pule. Our emotional inner space must be 
clear, as well as our physical space, [and] we ask permis-
sion at a soul level for imparting the trusted touch to come 
[through us] as a vessel, not personally.”

There is no question, she says, “living lomi means trust-
ing, loving unconditionally and learning how to forgive and 
let things go. Only in this way can we teach and assist oth-
ers to heal and spread this much-needed precious cycle in 
our world.”

From his home on the Big Island, kahu Dane Silva says, 
“Ho’omae’mae, a protocol for creating a special place, in-
cludes clearing out any discordant elements that affect 
the energy flow of giver or receiver. Nature amplifies the 
natural energy.” Kahu refers to someone in training to be a 
Hawaiian shaman, or kahuna.

The practice of conflict resolution, or ho’oponopono, 
also clears the energy, while chants and intention set the 
vibration, says kumu Michael. Pono is the greatest aspira-
tion to connect to the source of life, he says, and the lomi-
lomi practitioner works to achieve this balance.

Hands-on Lomilomi
If you are interested in studying lomilomi, I suggest you 
prepare yourself for a lifestyle change and a spiritual com-
mitment. Remember, lomilomi is not just Hawaiian mas-
sage. Many students will take classes several times to gain 
a deeper sense of this healing work.

Living lomi means 
trusting, loving 
unconditionally and 
learning how to forgive 
and let things go. Only 
in this way can we 
teach and assist others 
to heal and spread this 
much-needed precious 
cycle in our world.
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In my more-than-30-year career in the healing arts, I 
have studied various styles of lomilomi with many Hawaiian 
elders, with my original training in temple style taught by 
the lineage of kahu Abraham Kawa’i. I have continued to 
learn from many kumus and mentors of different families.

If one is called to follow and study the sacred Hawaiian 
healing arts, he will embark upon a journey that will in-
crease his awareness of self. He will learn more than a style 
or technique; he will discover who he is from the fullest 
sense of his soul journey. The healing touch he provides 
to another will be intuitive and guided by the contract be-
tween spirit and the recipient.

Lomilomi continues to spread and heal our planet by 
blessing each recipient with the spirit of aloha. We can 
clearly see that merely learning a technique is not the av-
enue to this sacred healing work. One must truly learn and 
live the ways of the indigenous ones and connect on the 
deepest levels with spirit.

Through lomilomi, “we transfer mana and spiritual pow-
er,” explains kahu Dane. “Hawaiian healing is for everyone. 
If we use it daily for ourselves and others, we will live long 
and prosper spiritually.”

In humble gratitude to all the Hawaiian elders and men-
tors who continue to open my heart, may the spirit of this 
sacred work continue to be respected across the nations 
and bring loving touch to those ready for healing.  ◆

Gloria Coppola has been working in the healing arts for 
more than 30 years. Her passion for learning and teaching 
massage can be seen through her hands and her heart. She 
is the former owner of a massage school and is currently a 
continuing education provider and lifestyle consultant who 
leads retreats.

Hawaiian healing is for 
everyone. If we use it 
daily for ourselves and 
others, we will live long 
and prosper spiritually.
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Holistic 
Aromatherapy 
Provides a 
Wake-Up Call to 
the Senses
By Anne Bramham, LMT

For centuries, people have recognized that herbs, flow-
ers, grasses and trees contain medicinal attributes.

Ancient texts from the Middle East and Africa re-
fer to the abundant medicinal pharmacopeia that we call 
nature.

Today, the largest user of nature’s essences is the 
pharmaceutical industry, and scientific research has 
documented the strong antiviral, antibacterial, antifungal 
and antiseptic properties of many essential oils.

Free-Roaming Electrons
Essential oils are formed primarily from carbon and hydro-
gen chains, two of life’s essential elements. Essential oils 
represent the basis of life energy: a living, vibratory force 
composed of free-roaming electrons.

Used in Aroma-Reflex Therapy, essential oils engage 
the deepest part of ourselves, stirring the unconscious and 
stimulating the source of memory and emotions while re-
connecting us to our physical and emotional bodies.
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Aroma-Reflex Therapy is a deeply relaxing therapy that 
addresses sources of imbalance and distress, decongests 
tissues, restores flow and regulates the body’s biorhythms.

As grounding as it is exalting, Aroma-Reflex Therapy 
provides a wake-up call to the senses. Relaxing and thera-
peutic, it also provides hydration and oxygenation to skin, 
and assists in the elimination of toxic substances from the 
tissue.

It is also restorative, capable of penetrating the emo-
tional brain to interrupt long-held stress patterns and allow 
for cellular repair. In that way, Aroma-Reflex Therapy often 
serves as a precursor to personal growth.

A Typical Session
During an Aroma-Reflex Therapy session, an aromathera-
pist will consult with the client to determine her physical, 
mental, emotional and spiritual makeup.

The therapist will employ a variety of techniques, in-
cluding pressure-point work, connective-tissue massage 
and movement, to assess the clients’ vital state and, in turn, 
create the appropriate synergy of oils to establish and sup-
port constitutional homeostasis.

The most common response to an Aroma-Reflex 
Therapy treatment is sleep; oftentimes, lots of it. I have 
had clients leave my table, go home and sleep for up to 17 
hours.

Sleep is good, of course; it allows the body to repair it-
self while also allowing for processing via dreaming. It is in 
this state of deep rest that the mind begins to see clearly 
and the body begins to heal. Other clients’ feel energized 
and renewed with purpose.

Holistic Aromatherapy
Aroma-Reflex Therapy is based on the work of Austrian-
born biochemist Marguerite Maury (1895–1968), who en-
gaged in research and clinical practice from 1940 until her 
death 28 years later.

She founded treatment clinics in Switzerland, France 
and England. Today, the technique is practiced wide-
ly in Europe, and is sometimes referred to as holistic 
aromatherapy.

Maury believed the potent energy of plants could 
be captured and used to restore energy and health, 

Aroma-Reflex 
Therapy is a deeply 
relaxing therapy that 
addresses sources of 
imbalance and distress, 
decongests tissues, 
restores flow and 
regulates the body’s 
biorhythms.
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and referred to her work as “dabbling in the alchemy 
of creation,” in her book, Marguerite Maury’s Guide to 
Aromatherapy: The Secret of Life and Youth—A Modern 
Alchemy (Random House UK, 2004).

She saw her primary task was to determine the most ef-
fective method of delivering essential oils. She considered 
essential oils “true rejuvenation” and as healing elements 
capable of addressing the physical and emotional scars of 
time.

Maury was a student of Eastern medicine and Tibetan 
teachings who believed in the interdependent relationship 
of all living things. At the onset of her work, the practice of 
live-cell therapy for rejuvenation was becoming popular.

However, it involved the slaughter of a pregnant ewe, 
from which the fetus was extracted and the cells imme-
diately used via injections to replenish the skin’s vitality. 
Maury believed this practice was unethical, and thus began 
her exploration into the world of plant essences.

Western medicine dealt with anatomy, organs and cells; 
Eastern medicine dealt with energetic pathways. Maury un-
derstood she needed to integrate the two, if Aroma-Reflex 
Therapy was to be understood and accepted.

She eventually succeeded. The precise and therapeu-
tic application of essential oils in Aroma-Reflex Therapy is 
specific to dermatome tracts, reflex pathways and chakras.

The Dermatomes
The dermatomes guide us to areas of distress within the 
body, referring to muscular problems as well as areas of 
congestion and stagnation that affect all tissue, including 
that of the underlying organs.

Reflex pathways correspond to British scientist Henry 
Head’s Reflex Zone Therapy, where nerve endings are 
traced throughout the body to the extremities, providing a 
secondary reflex map of the body.

Further, an understanding of chakras allows for a 
glimpse at the interaction of the emotional and physical 
bodies, whether we uncover inflammation or depression in 
relevant areas.

An application of oils offers the recipient a pathway 
to self-awareness, facilitating balance of the physical and 
emotional bodies. (It is important to stress we do not diag-
nose or counsel, but simply be present.)

The dermatomes guide 
us to areas of distress 
within the body, 
referring to muscular 
problems as well as 
areas of congestion 
and stagnation that 
affect all tissue, 
including that of the 
underlying organs.
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Maury also believed if one were to truly affect the psy-
che of another with aromas, it could only be done via the 
skin.

In the early 1950s, pioneering physical therapy research 
performed in Germany demonstrated the subcutaneous 
nerve reflex paths and corresponding viscera were related. 
The nervous system, our electrical body, from the skin to 
the core, is a vast network of communication.

That research validated Maury’s research and beliefs. By 
adding the vibratory force of essential oils to one’s own vi-
bratory force, one could infuse life with life.

Having 30 years’ experience as a practitioner and in-
structor of Aroma-Reflex Therapy, I would say it is a road 
less traveled, but one worth seeking. This work enriches 
both practitioner and client.

The aromatics most certainly impact one’s way of think-
ing and practicing. Slow and deliberate in application, 
Aroma-Reflex Therapy demands we be fully present for our 
clients. It is purposeful, and if performed in a spirit of sur-
render, highly therapeutic.

To each his own journey—and therein lies the beauty of 
this work. It is not our journey; we are merely the facilita-
tors. As Maury wrote, “It is not our job to bring years to the 
life, but rather to bring life to the years.”  ◆

Anne Bramham, LMT, has almost 30 years’ experience as 
a spa-industry mentor, consultant, program designer and 
trainer. She founded the Advanced Spa Therapy Education 
Certification Council, owned Bramham Institute & Spa, and 
is an instructor for the Dr. Vodder School International.

In the early 1950s, 
pioneering physical 
therapy research 
performed in Germany 
demonstrated the 
subcutaneous nerve 
reflex paths and 
corresponding viscera 
were related. 
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The Ultimate 
Guide to Hot 
Stone Massage
By Christina DeBusk

Hot stone massage is a popular modality offered by 
thousands of massage therapists. It’s also a way to 
add a new dimension to your existing sessions—and 

as a modality that involves tools, it can give your hands a 
break from their normal stressful routine. (For more about 
how this modality developed, check out “The History of 
Hot Stone Massage.”)

MASSAGE Magazine reached out to some hot stone ex-
perts to give you the information every practicing therapist 
should know when it comes to offering clients hot stone 
massage—from who should get one and who shouldn’t, to 
how to best clean your stones.

Who Hot Stone Massage Is Good For
Pat Mayrhofer, LMT, president of Nature’s Stones Inc.  
(naturestonesinc.com) has more than 20 years in the field, 
and knows adding stones to massage has benefits for both 
client and practitioner. The heat provides the client a rich, 
soothing, pain-relieving massage experience, while the 
therapist enjoys the added benefit of letting the stones do 
some of the work.  

“If I didn’t have my stones, I wouldn’t be able to do as 
much work,” Mayrhofer says, noting how much they’ve 
helped her as a therapist.

Client conditions she has found hot stones helpful with 
include chronic illnesses such as fibromyalgia. For instance, 
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she had a student in Kentucky who suffered with fibromy-
algia; after the student had a hot stone massage during 
training, she reported that she had never slept so well. As 
a result, this person now specializes in offering this type 
of massage to fibromyalgic clients. Mayrhofer has also 
found hot stone massages have been beneficial for people 
presenting with plantar fasciitis, neck problems, low-back 
problems and trigger points.

While few research studies have been conducted on the 
therapeutic use of hot stone massage as a modality, several 
studies, such as those referenced in a 2004 narrative re-
view in the journal Pain Physician, support the use of heat 
therapies for musculoskeletal pain.

Who Hot Stone Massage Is Not Good For
Just as it is important to know what type of conditions hot 
stone massage can help treat, it is equally imperative that 
you realize who should not receive this type of massage.

Dale Montelione Grust, LMT, owner of massage-stone 
company CoreStones (corestonemassage.com), says hot 
stone massage could hurt clients who present with any of 
several health conditions, including:

• Conditions involving loss of sensation (neuropathy, 
diabetes, nerve damage)

• Ingestion of medication that creates side effects 
when combined with heat

• Receipt of chemotherapy or radiation

• Weakened immune systems (as in cases of Epstein-
Barr, mononucleosis, AIDS)

• Pregnancy

• Cardiac problems

• Skin conditions

Grust also cautions therapists about using hot stone mas-
sage on older clients. For them, she indicated that you 
want to “keep the heat around 115 degrees—any higher 

Just as it is important 
to know what type of 
conditions hot stone 
massage can help treat, 
it is equally imperative 
that you realize who 
should not receive this 
type of massage.

63

http://www.painphysicianjournal.com/2004/july/2004;7;395-399.pdf
http://www.painphysicianjournal.com/2004/july/2004;7;395-399.pdf
http://www.painphysicianjournal.com/2004/july/2004;7;395-399.pdf
http://corestonemassage.com/


may be too hot.” Also, she added, older clients’ skin is deli-
cate, so be careful when conducting this or any other mas-
sage on geriatric clients.

Washing Your Stones
Mayrhofer spoke very passionately about the importance 
of washing massage stones. She shared her story of staying 
in a top-rated, very expensive hotel and deciding to meet 
the spa director. Upon doing so, the director asked her 
how to clean massage stones. Mayrhofer was alarmed that 
this person was the one responsible for the almost-$300 
service to clients, yet she had no idea how to care for the 
stones in a way that made them safe for therapists and 
guests to use.

It is important to care for your stones by washing them 
in hot water and antibacterial dish detergent. (Note: Use 
warm, not hot water, for marble stones, to prevent dam-
age.) After washing, rinse in hot water, dry with a clean 
towel, then spray with alcohol or another environmentally 
safe disinfectant.

Mayrhofer also stresses that you must change the 
water you wash stones in after each client. Although some 
practitioners fear the stones won’t be hot by the time the 
next client is ready, Mayrhofer stated that as long as you 
use hot water to wash them, they will be ready in just a 
few minutes. She also suggested practitioners use water-
soluble massage oil because it is lighter and easier to rinse 
from stones than oils that are not water-soluble.

Other Must-Know Hot Stone Massage Tips
What else should you know as a hot stone massage ther-
apist? Some other tips provided by Mayrhofer and Grust 
include:

• Never place hot stones directly on a client—always 
place a sheet, pillowcase or towel between hot 
stones and skin.

• Keep your water between 110 and 125 degrees 
Fahrenheit, and invest in an infrared thermometer 
so you can accurately test the stones’ temperature. 
If your stones are too hot, put them in cool water or 
spray them with alcohol before using.

It is important to care 
for your stones by 
washing them in hot 
water and antibacterial 
dish detergent.
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• Always ask your clients to say something if the 
stones are too hot. “This is imperative,” Grust stress-
es. You don’t want to burn your clients, so their input 
is extremely necessary.

• Don’t keep the stones in your hand during the entire 
session. Not only is this potentially harmful to you, 
but “clients like the feel of your hands as well as the 
stones,” adds Grust.

Becoming trained in hot stone massage is a way to add a 
sought-after modality to your menu of services, either as a 
stand-alone session or as an add-on to other types of mas-
sage. Whether a client seeks relief from pain and stiffness 
or simply a relaxing, stress-melting escape, incorporating 
hot stones into your treatments can enhance client satis-
faction and help you build your practice.  ◆

Christina DeBusk is a freelance writer dedicated to 
providing readers relevant, research-backed content 
related to health and wellness, personal development, 
safety, and small business ownership.
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15
Medical 
Massage 
Therapy: 
An Insider’s 
Perspective

By Koni Sims, CLMT, CSMT, CLT

My role as a hospital massage therapist includes ed-
ucating the medical community about the bene-
fits and positive outcomes of hospital massage for 

patients.
By staying up-to-date with new medical discoveries and 

techniques, medical massage therapists can help promote 
understanding of how beneficial massage therapy and 
bodywork are to allopathic medicine.

Medical Massage Therapists
As a massage therapist, I find it very rewarding to work 
with patients, alleviating pain from conditions previously 
treated by a physician.

My goal is to evaluate and assess each patient’s condi-
tion to see what type of bodywork will be most beneficial 
in improving their quality of life and decreasing their pain. 
Patients may be unaware of what a medical massage ther-
apist practicing in a hospital setting can do for them, as 
opposed to traditional massage in a spa setting.
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Informing doctors and their staff about all the possible 
conditions that are treatable with massage can be chal-
lenging. Some physicians believe massage is a feel-good 
practice or a luxury. Some other people, including patients, 
believe there is no correlation between medical treatments 
and massage.

Additionally, I have witnessed many health care pro-
fessionals, including physicians, who are aware of medical 
massage, and choose to refer their patients to physical 
therapists, because insurance typically covers physical 
therapy, and they don’t want to burden patients with an 
out-of-pocket expense.

However, for some patients, massage is a necessity—and 
as massage therapy’s use in hospitals continues to grow, 
the benefits of massage are becoming better known to 
physicians and other hospital staff.

Sanford’s Commitment
The Sanford Health hospital massage program began three 
years ago on the main floor of Sanford USD Medical Center 
in Sioux Falls, South Dakota. Located in the Center for 
Health and Well-being, we are open to patients, staff, visi-
tors and the public.

For patients, having their massage therapist practice in 
a hospital setting builds trust that I am an expert and that 
there is safety in the location, with medical professionals 
available if needed. I provide professional knowledge and 
care, and working in the hospital provides the opportunity 
to work with physicians.

“I think the biggest benefit that I have seen with having 
a hospital-based therapist is that I know that the provider 
is utilizing good technique as well as medical massage to 
help with pain syndromes,” said Sara Ruter, M.D., an inter-
nal medicine specialist at Sanford Health. “I also feel that it 
allows a degree of collaboration in patient care. It is nice to 
be able to give the patient the name of a therapist through 
the Sanford Health facility for massage therapy to help re-
lieve musculoskeletal pain.”

It comes as a surprise to many people how many areas 
of the hospital benefit from having a medical massage 
therapist. I have treated patients in oncology, rehab, acute 
care (with doctor permission), the birthing center and  
pre-op, along with many other departments.

For some patients, 
massage is a 
necessity—and as 
massage therapy’s use 
in hospitals continues 
to grow, the benefits of 
massage are becoming 
better known to 
physicians and other 
hospital staff.
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Be Prepared
Since we are located in the hospital, I have had the oppor-
tunity to provide medical massage and bodywork to pa-
tients and health care professionals alike. I once performed 
massage on a doctor experiencing lower back pain while 
he was working in the cardiac cath lab.

The pain had grown so severe throughout the day that 
he could barely walk. I was approached to see if there was 
any way I could help him and I quickly fit him in so he could 
finish his workday.

Due to a tight schedule, I had only 15 minutes to work 
him in. After those 15 minutes of loosening his muscles, his 
pain level decreased and he was able to walk standing up 
straight again.

Although emergency appointments don’t happen all the 
time, the case with the doctor is just one example of how 
crucial a hospital massage program is and the benefits it 
can provide. Just a brief session enabled him to finish his 
workday without pain.

I am always prepared for the unexpected. I get to the 
hospital early to make sure my room is clean, warm and 
welcoming; and that equipment is working properly and 
supplies are accessible. I also respond to emails and thor-
oughly review client files. (Patients are encouraged to dis-
close medical issues, if not in their file, with me before I 
begin their care.)

Alleviate Pain
By continuing my education in various fields of massage 
therapy, I have been able to offer my services to many dis-
ciplines in the hospital setting. This allows me to assist cli-
ents with medical conditions, such as high blood pressure, 
neuropathy, rehabilitation and cancer.

High blood pressure affects many adults who have not 
found a medication or treatment to keep it under control. 
With no lifestyle changes other than regular massage ev-
ery two weeks and home blood pressure monitoring, I have 
had multiple patients see a significant drop in their blood 
pressure.

I also frequently treat patients suffering from neuropa-
thy, or damage to or disease affecting nerves. I consulted 
with one of our physicians at the hospital with a mutual pa-
tient who was having a lot of pain.

High blood pressure 
affects many adults 
who have not found 
a medication or 
treatment to keep it 
under control. With no 
lifestyle changes other 
than regular massage 
every two weeks and 
home blood pressure 
monitoring, I have had 
multiple patients see a 
significant drop in their 
blood pressure.
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Medicine can help a neuropathy patient’s pain, facilitat-
ing the return of feeling, but medication proves unsuccess-
ful at times. After significant research and working with this 
physician, I discovered how massage could benefit patients 
suffering from similar pain.

With regular-basis massage or home-care massage, I 
have seen great results. Although pain may increase during 
massage, the pain diminishes later.

Treat Trauma
Having a great deal of experience and education with med-
ical massage has allowed me to treat numerous people 
who have suffered different medical traumas. I recently 
treated a woman, Mary, who was in a severe car accident. 
Mary was injured, but not as severely as her husband, who 
was flown to our medical center in Sioux Falls.

Mary remained in severe to moderate pain and was ex-
tremely stressed due to the accident and her husband’s 
hospitalization. I provided Mary with her first massage to 
help relieve the pain in her arms, neck and back as well as 
her stress and anxiety.

“Clearly, there are physical benefits for massages, but 
there are certainly emotional benefits as well,” said Patrick 
Kelly, M.D., a board-certified vascular surgeon and founder 
of Sanford Vascular Innovations.

“We all know the healing process, especially for more 
seriously ill patients, goes beyond the physical,” he con-
tinued. “I think we also need to remember these patients’ 
families and the benefits they may gain from massage, as 
well.”

Successful Recovery
In 2015 I treated Wendy, a stroke patient. Wendy’s recovery 
remained at a standstill two weeks after her stroke. With 
her permission and that of her doctor, I began massaging 
her. I worked with the physical and occupational therapists 
during the inpatient portion of her recovery.

Wendy’s muscles redeveloped strength more quickly 
and effectively through physical and occupational therapy 
and frequent massage therapy for her muscles, nerves and 
pain.

“The role Koni and massage therapy played in Wendy’s 
recovery is immeasurable,” said Wendy’s husband, Vern. 
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“Without proper medical training, knowledge and experi-
ence of medical massage therapy, Wendy’s recovery would 
have been much slower and less successful.”

I continue to provide massage therapy to Wendy and 
other stroke patients. Although the effects of a stroke don’t 
always disappear, continued massage therapy improves the 
healing process.

Continuing Education
As massage therapists, we are taught the basics of anat-
omy and physiology of the human body and how systems 
work together. Kinesiology and pathology are also import-
ant areas of expertise, as patients will come in with specific 
diseases or conditions that will require extensive knowl-
edge of the human body.

Hospital massage is different from massage in other 
settings, and most often it requires mentoring and hands-
on experience from a current practicing therapist. Working 
in a hospital setting also exposes the therapist to the pa-
tient’s emotional circumstances that he is undergoing, like 
depression, acute or chronic illness, even dying.

Whether you are currently in a hospital setting, or work-
ing in a spa or another practice setting, continuing your 
education is extremely important. Working in a hospital 
requires you, just like any other health care professional, to 
keep updated with the latest treatment modalities and in-
novations in medicine to determine how massage therapy 
can affect the patient’s condition for a positive outcome.

It is important to take refresher courses to improve on 
techniques, shadow other massage therapists, take ad-
vantage of internship and externship opportunities, and 
engage in self-study for personal and professional growth 
and development.

I earned advanced certifications, knowing they would 
benefit not only myself, but my clients. I saw a need to be-
come certified in lymphedema and sports massage. The 
more knowledge and understanding of the human body 
and how its systems work together you have, the better 
equipped you will be to treat your clients.

A Powerful Complement
Medicine and massage complement each other by help-
ing clients heal as a whole. I find it very rewarding to hear 

Whether you are 
currently in a hospital 
setting, or working in a 
spa or another practice 
setting, continuing your 
education is extremely 
important.
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patients say their pain has decreased or disappeared or 
that tingling or numbness has improved. They are able to 
perform daily activities or play sports again without notic-
ing any limitations.

Massage is seen as a powerful aspect of patient healing 
by Sanford medical staff.

“Offering massage therapy services as a complement to 
the medical care that a patient receives was a requirement 
and a necessity for the patients we serve in the Sanford 
Center for Health and Well-being,” said the center’s direc-
tor, Lynn Thomas, R.N., B.S.N.

“This modality has proven to decrease stress, anxi-
ety and pain, increase mobility, decrease blood pressure 
and can provide comfort to assist in the healing process 
for patients undergoing medical care,” she added. “The 
on-site service also offers a benefit to the health care of 
employees that will improve their overall well-being in the 
workplace.”

Koni Sims, CLMT, CSMT, CLT, graduated from South Dakota 
School of Massage Therapy and received her Certified 
Sport Training certification from the Institute of Somatic 
Therapy. She then received her lymphedema technician 
certification through Blue Heron Academy of Healing Arts 
& Sciences. Sims developed the current hospital massage 
program at Sanford USD Medical Center, Sioux Falls, South 
Dakota.
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For the low annual rate of $159, you’ll receive the most 

comprehensive liability coverage available to massage 

therapists and other health, wellness and beauty 

professionals. Our program includes professional 

liability (malpractice), general liability (trip and fall), 

and product liability coverage, as well as rental 

damage insurance. Plus, we offer occurrence form 

coverage, meaning any claim filed after your policy 

expires will still be covered, as long as the actual 

incident took place while your policy was active.

Instant Certificate and 200+ hours of free CEs 

included.  CLICK HERE TO LEARN MORE:

MASSAGE Magazine offers you affordable, accessible 

online massage continuing education. Explore our 

diverse course library and find everything you need 

to fulfill your annual online CE requirements, stay 

inspired and competitive in your profession, and 

provide state-of-the-art massage therapy.

200+ hours included for $97.95 per year.   

CLICK HERE TO LEARN MORE:
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CONTACT US

Web: MassageMag.com

Facebook.com/MassageMagazine

Twitter: @MassageMag

Instagram: @MassageMag
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