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Massage for Oncology Patients

About this fact sheet
Massage therapists, remedial massage therapists and myotherapists (professional qualified therapists) often fill the gap 
when patients seek alternatives to medications and other therapies because they feel that remedial massage therapy and 
myotherapy provides a level of relief that is appropriate to their needs.

While a proportion of remedial massage therapy and myotherapy treatments are initiated by patients self-directing their 
care, many appointments are initiated through a referral from a registered medical practitioner such as a GP, or an allied 
health practitioner. 

Remedial massage therapy and myotherapy is not a cure for disease, injury or chronic condition. However, they can provide 
relief from pain and stress, improve mobility and help rehabilitation and recovery. Patients should always seek medical 
advice first when new conditions or pain arises.

The following will assist you in understanding what a professional qualified therapist is, and how the appropriate training, 
experience and skills can help in maintaining or restoring a level of health and wellbeing.
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Oncologists include massage in multidisciplinary care plans

Cancer centres around the country offer oncology massage, 
which is supported by a large body of evidence demonstrating 
its efficacy. Oncology massage is a specialised therapy that 
involves additional training.

Oncology massage is not new and has long been available in 
many cancer centres. This includes the Chris O’Brien Lifehouse, 
Kinghorn Cancer Centre, Olivia Newton-John Cancer and 
Wellness Centre, Peter MacCallum Cancer Centre, and many 
others.

Evidence-based massage for oncology patients undergoing treatment is strong

There is strong evidence supporting the use of massage 
therapy in the care of cancer patients.

Oncology massage is not a cure for cancer, but studies and 
real-life experience indicates that it does help oncology 
patients cope with their treatments and conditions, both 
physically and emotionally.

The conclusions of many recent studies show the positive 
clinical and anecdotal evidence that has emerged in cancer 
patient care:

	» A 2023 Systematic review of 1,000 patients in 13 Randomised 
Controlled Trial (RCTs)s found massage significantly improves 
cancer associated pain, including perioperative pain.  
There were no reported adverse events in the review.1  

	» A systematic review and meta-analysis of 11 studies with 
789 patients showed that massage had ‘a marked effect  
on fatigue’ in cancer patients – particularly in Breast cancer.2

	» In 2022, seven RCTs measured the intensities of pain, fatigue 
and sleep disturbance in palliative cancer care settings and 
found that Increasing doses of massage were associated 
with increasing positive responses in clinical cancer 
symptom clusters of pain, fatigue and sleep disturbance, 
with 60-minute doses found to be more effective.3 

	» A 2024 systematic review and meta-analysis of 7 trials found 
that massage reduces pain and anxiety post-operatively in 
breast cancer patients.4 

	» A 2021 analysis of pain improvement after  touch and 
massage in breast cancer found that touch and oncology 
massage were associated with clinically significant pain 
improvement. 

	» A 2021 investigation into the effect of massage therapy on 
fatigue after chemotherapy in gastrointestinal cancer patients 
found that the study demonstrated that foot massage, as a 
simple method, could reduce chemotherapy-induced fatigue. 

	» A 2020 evaluation found that consultations and life review 
(ECLR), nursing compresses, music therapy, and rhythmic 
massages were significantly associated with improvements 
in inner resilience and coherence in breast cancer patients.5

	» Researchers undertook a review of complementary and 
alternative medicine in oncology during 2019 and found that 
the results seem to indicate that manipulative complementary 
and alternative therapy may be effective in the symptom 
management of cancer.6
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More information:

	» Australian Massage Directory – find a professional qualified local therapist

	» Massage & Myotherapy Australia website – consumer section

	» Australian Government Health Directory – free health advice 

	» Better Health Channel – Complementary and alternative care - Massage and Myotherapy
	» Oncology Massage Training provides a national directory of oncology massage therapists

Insights from oncology carers and advice for patients are positive

The following highlights the real-life advice concerning oncology 
massage provided to patients by cancer centres and sector 
leaders across the country.

Chris O’Brien Lifehouse   
Oncology massage is a specialised area that caters to the 
needs of those living with cancer, those who are newly 
diagnosed, and those with a history of the disease.

Olivia Newton-John Cancer and Wellness Centre   
Oncology massage is a gentle form of massage designed to 
relieve tension often experienced by patients. It may also 
reduce symptoms such as nausea, pain fatigue and anxiety.

Peter MacCallum Cancer Centre   
Oncology massage is a form of massage modified to meet 
the specific needs of people who might be newly diagnosed, 
undergoing treatment at Peter Mac or in survivorship.  
The primary goal is to foster comfort, relaxation and may 
provide relief from pain, nausea, sleeplessness or anxiety.

Kinghorn Cancer Centre   
Our Wellness Therapies are offered by highly experienced 
practitioners as an adjunct to conventional medicine, where 
there is open communication between all care providers and 
the patient; an environment where patient choice and quality 
of life is paramount.

Eastern Palliative Care Victoria   
As an integral part of our interdisciplinary approach to care, 
Massage Therapy has been a highly valued service at EPC for 
over 20 years. Evidence shows that massage provided to 
people receiving palliative care is both safe and beneficial.

Palliative Care Australia  
Palliative care massage addresses the client’s symptom issues, 
the side effects of various treatments, and the physical, 
psychological, social and emotional consequences of living 
with a terminal illness.
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