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*Results from Massagetherapy.com poll.

Do you think the idea of having to remove clothing 
is a deterrent to people trying massage?*

Bodywork 
for You
Can you believe there are people 
wary of massage? So our mission 
in this issue is to educate newbies 
and take the fear out of having 
a massage. Believe it or not, 63 
percent of adults in the United 
States have never had a massage. 
That seems almost inconceivable, 
doesn’t it? So, why aren’t people 
experiencing the relief that comes 
from frequent massage? As you 
can see from our online poll 
below, the idea of having to remove clothing is “probably” a 
deterrent—in fact, a full 65 percent say “there are some people 
who just aren’t comfortable with it” and “if people understand 
they can wear clothes, many more would try massage.” 

Now, contrast that with the fact that when people do 
receive massage, 75 percent say they would rate their last 
session an 8, 9, or 10 out of 10. Clearly, while there may 
be a hurdle to getting on the massage table, once people 
are there, they truly embrace the power of massage. 

Author Cindy Williams’s article “Which Bodywork Style Suits 
You?” alleviates some of the common questions newcomers 
have when thinking about receiving massage, including: 
“Do I have to remove my clothing?” “What if I just can’t 
relax?” “What if I don’t feel comfortable?” and “How will I 
know what kind of massage to get?” She expertly guides us 
through seven different types of massage, several of which are 
performed with the client clothed, and all of which will surely 
ease your aches and pains, provide valuable stress relief, or 
get you ready for that marathon you’re training for. Enjoy. 

E D I T O R ’ S  N O T E
DARREN BUFORD, EDITOR  
DARREN@ABMP.COM, @DARRENBUFORD

Body Sense Editor Darren Buford

19% 
Absolutely.  
If people 
understand they 
can wear clothes, 
many more would 
try massage. 

46% 
Probably. 
There are some 
people who just 
aren’t comfortable 
with it. 

11% 
Maybe. But I 
doubt it makes 
that much of 
a difference. 

23% 
Not at all.  
Clothed or not, 
people either 
want massage 
or they don’t. 
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B O D Y  T A L K
C O M P I L E D  B Y  B R A N D O N  T W Y F O R D

Massage May 
Reduce Blood 
Pressure 
A recent article gathering 
results from 24 clinical 
trials found massage may be  
better than antihypertensive 
medication for lowering 
systolic blood pressure (there 
was no significant difference 
in diastolic blood pressure, 
however) and that massage 
combined with antihypertensive 
medication was significantly 
more effective at reducing 
both systolic and diastolic blood pressure than medication alone. 
In other words, people who take antihypertensive medication may 
have better results if they also receive massage therapy.

Read the full review at www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/24990417. 

Massage, Stress, and Multiple Sclerosis
In an article published in Evidence-Based Complementary and Alternative 
Medicine, researchers report that multiple sclerosis (MS) patients 
who received Swedish massage treatments for four weeks perceived 
improvement in their overall health, suggesting massage is a safe and 
effective treatment in reducing stress associated with symptoms of MS.

Although the results of the controlled study did not indicate 
significant improvements to walking ability or leg function as 
a result of massage, researchers point to patients’ improved 
perception of health as encouraging evidence that massage therapy 
is beneficial for stress management and quality of life. 

Read the full article at www.hindawi.com/journals/ecam/2014/640916.  

Easy Ways to 
Eat Smarter this 
Holiday Season

The holiday season means spending 
time with loved ones, celebrating 

the close of one year and the 
start of a new one, and, for many, 

overindulgence in tasty holiday 
treats. That can often mean an 

unhealthy dose of calories, fat, salt, 
and sugar. But, as the December 

2014 Harvard Health Letter reports, 
it’s possible to enjoy your favorite 
holiday foods while minimizing the 

impact through smart substitutions.
To lower your calorie intake 

significantly, use yogurt instead of 
sour cream for dips; lemon juice 
and spices in place of sweetened 
dressings and sauces; and low-fat 
milk instead of cream in mashed 

potatoes. Simple changes like these, 
as well as baking instead of frying, 
allow diners to enjoy those large 
holiday meals with fewer calories.
If you do decide to indulge over 
the holidays, that’s OK, too—

just remember, as in everything, 
moderation is key. As Debbie 

Krivitsky, registered dietician at 
Harvard-affiliated Massachusetts 

General Hospital, says, make sure it’s 
“the exception rather than the rule, 
and it is for a finite period of time.” 

Read the article in its entirety at  
www.bit.ly/1ww5OnR.



It’s been a long, intense week. 
You have strict deadlines at 
work, you need to help with 
your daughter’s science project, 
and your spouse is out of town 
on a business trip. Frazzled and 
near your wits’ end, a friend 
suggests you get a massage. 
She knows a great massage 
therapist and will even babysit 
for a couple of hours, so you 
can give it a try. But you’re a 
newcomer to bodywork, so 
you may be thinking: “How 
will I know what kind of 
massage to get? What if I don’t feel 
comfortable? Do I have to remove my 
clothing? What if I just can’t relax?”

These are common questions for those 
new to massage, but there’s no need to 
worry. Let’s begin by outlining the most 
common types of massage, and the benefits 
of each, so you can feel more confident 
choosing the best option for you. 

By Cindy Williams

Which Bodywork Style 
Suits You?

WESTERN MASSAGE STYLES
Swedish Massage
Dating back to the 1800s, Swedish massage 
is the most widely known style of Western 
massage. If in doubt about what massage to 
choose, Swedish is a great place to start.

Massage practitioners use a combination 
of strokes: friction, gliding, kneading, 
squeezing, tapotement, vibration, and 
wringing. The pace may be fast or slow; 
for example, if deep calming of the mind 
is desired, a slower pace is used than in 
a massage where the goal is stimulating 
circulation. Practitioners generally use light 
to moderate pressure, but deeper pressure 
can be used if necessary or if you prefer it.

4 Body Sense

Advice for Newcomers



Swedish massage is 
performed with the client 
partially or fully disrobed, 
and draped with a sheet or 
towel. Although only the part 
of the body being worked on 
is uncovered, some people 
are not comfortable unless 
they are fully clothed—in this 
case, it is best to consider a 
different type of bodywork 
such as reflexology, shiatsu, 
or Thai yoga massage.

Deep-Tissue Massage
Deep tissue refers to specific 
techniques that are used 
to access deeper layers of 
muscle and connective 
tissue. It is commonly used 
for injury rehabilitation and 
pain management. This 
is not applied as a full-
body massage, but only 
on or near areas of adhesion, compromised 
range of motion, or chronic tension. 

“No pain, no gain” is not a wise mind-set to 
have when choosing this modality. There may 
be discomfort, but there should not be pain. If 
the massage hurts, the body will resist too much 
for the work to be effective. Myofascial release, 
neuromuscular therapy, and trigger point 
therapy are widely used deep-tissue approaches.

Aromatherapy Massage
During an aromatherapy massage, essential 
oils are either blended with the massage oil 
or applied directly onto the skin to promote 

various states of well-being. Essential oils 
enhance the inherent benefits of massage. 
They are potent, so if you have a history 
of skin sensitivity or reaction to strong 
scents, inform your massage therapist.

Hot Stone Massage
Heated stones can also be incorporated into 
massage for maximum relaxation. Stones are 
warmed to a comfortable temperature and 
applied with gliding strokes. Stones should 
never be left on the skin without a sheet or 
towel as a buffer. Children, elderly people, 
and pregnant women generally should not 
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Stones should never 
be left on the skin 
without a sheet or 
towel as a buffer.
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receive hot stone massage, and neither should 
anyone with acute inflammation, diabetes, 
neuropathy, pregnancy, or skin sensitivity.

Reflexology
The principle of reflexology is that the entire 
body is reflected in zones on the hands, feet, 
and ears, and that by applying pressure to 
a specific zone in those places, there will 
be a direct effect on the corresponding 
organ, system, or area of the body. If you 
prefer to not receive touch on your entire 
body, reflexology is a perfect option. 

EASTERN MASSAGE STYLES
Shiatsu
Shiatsu is a Japanese form of bodywork 
performed with the client fully clothed. Like 
other forms of massage, shiatsu’s benefits 
include calming the nervous system, improving 
range of motion, and relieving tense, stressed 
muscles. However, unlike Western massage 
approaches, traditional shiatsu is performed 
on the floor on a padded mat. Pressure is 
applied using fingers, palms, and thumbs 
in a rhythmic sequence to open up lines 
of energy called meridians that, when 
congested, can cause illness and disease.  

Thai Yoga Massage
Originating in Thailand, this style of 
bodywork is often referred to as “lazy man’s 
yoga.” Clients do not need to be flexible, 
or be a yoga practitioner, to enjoy this 
deeply restorative style of bodywork.

Like shiatsu, traditional Thai massage is 
performed on a padded mat on the floor with 
the client fully clothed, although modern Thai 
massage can be adapted to a massage table. 
Slow, deep compressions and passive yoga-
like stretches are applied to the body, matched 
to your breathing, to open lines of energy.
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MEDICAL CONCERNS
So, are there any reasons you shouldn’t try a 
massage? What if you have a medical condition?

Many diseases are the result of stress, which 
makes massage a powerful tool for promoting 
positive change to just about any condition. 
From simple relaxation and tension reduction 
to anxiety, inflammation, injury, and insomnia, 
massage can provide much-needed relief.

But massage is not always for everyone. If 
you have advanced osteoporosis, broken bones, 
infectious disease, fever, some skin irritations, 
or varicose veins, massage should either not 
be performed or should only be applied to 
unaffected areas of the body. It is essential to 
have a thorough discussion about your health 
history with your massage practitioner before 
the session. Tell your practitioner everything 
that’s pertinent, including medications you 
are taking, surgeries you’ve undergone, 
and accidents you’ve been involved in. 

COMMUNICATION IS KEY!
Ultimately, the single best way to ensure you 
receive the right massage for you is to discuss 
your comfort level, goals, health history, and 
sensitivities with your massage practitioner. 
Communicate your comfort level with touch 
and disrobing, so you can relax. Massage can 
be as simple as rubbing the hands and feet with 
the client fully clothed, while still providing 
great benefits. Any massage can, and should, 
be tailored to you. After all, this is your time!

Whether you are recovering from injury 
or simply looking for some bliss in the midst 
of life’s harried pace, open communication 
with your therapist throughout your session 
will ensure a delightful, comfortable, 
and beneficial experience. Enjoy! B S

Cindy Williams has served the massage profession as a 
practitioner, school administrator, instructor, curriculum 
developer, and mentor since 2000. She enjoys the challenge 
of blending structure with creative flow to provide balance 
in her classroom, bodywork practice, and life. 

Open communication 
with your therapist 
throughout your 
session will ensure 
a delightful, 
comfortable, and 
beneficial experience.
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HAPPY TRIGGER
The Happy Trigger is a handheld massage and acupressure tool 

for self-care. The 10-ounce, 16-inch tool provides relief for hard-
to-reach areas such as the back and gluteal muscles, but can be 
used anywhere on the body, including the jaw. Available for $39 

at www.happytriggerus.com.

PEPPERMINT FOOT MASSAGE LOTION
Formulated with a nontoxic blend of organic peppermint essential oil and 

menthol, this lotion provides relief to sore feet. Other ingredients are herbal 
extracts, organic shea butter, sunflower seed oil, and vitamins. Available in an 

8-ounce bottle for $9.95 at 800-298-9019 or www.zenorganics.com. First-time 
customers receive 20 percent off their order. 

B O D Y  S H O P
C O M P I L E D  B Y  H A N N A H  L E V Y

HIMALAYAN BATH SALT
Saltability introduces this salt soak for therapeutic 
use before or after a bodywork session or exercise. 
Himalayan salt is rich in 84 minerals that calm the 
nervous system, reduce inflammation and signs of aging, 
and stimulate circulation. A 4-ounce bag costs $6 and a 
10-ounce bag costs $14. Purchase all Saltability products 
at 888-241-2095 or www.saltability.com.

THE HEALING POWER OF TEA
This book by Caroline Dow is a comprehensive guide 
to healing teas, with information about its benefits and 
history, as well as recipes for blending and herbal infusions, 
and detailed chapters for each type of tea. The 264-page 
paperback is available for $15.99 at www.llewellyn.com. 
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Clients must feel safe while under the professional 
care of massage therapists and bodyworkers. These 
professionals work hard to make sure this is the case  
for everyone who comes to their tables, ensuring clients 
feel secure each time they book an appointment. 

PHONE SCREENING
It’s difficult to think of other legitimate professions where 
customers are not only naked, but paying to be touched! Within 
the realm of therapeutic touch, these conditions are the norm, 
but practitioners understand how that can feel uncomfortable 
for first-time clients. On the other side of the safety equation, 
many practitioners have had situations when a client tried to 
change the therapeutic nature of the session and take the work 
in a direction that was harmful to the therapist. That’s why 
practitioners are keen to protect both their clients and themselves. 

For that reason, when you book a massage appointment with 
a therapist who is new to you, it’s normal for the therapist to ask 

When a new client requests an 
appointment, massage therapists 
may return the call to verify the 

phone number and name that was 
given to them. They may also ask a 
series of questions in order to learn 

more about you and your reason 
for seeking therapeutic care.

you a few questions as a way to confirm 
that this is a legitimate appointment and 
to make sure the two of you are a good fit. 
Some typical questions might include: 
• Were you referred to me? By whom? 
• Are you redeeming a gift certificate? 
• How did you hear about me? 
• What are your goals for the session? 
•  Have you had a therapeutic massage 

before? Where? When? 
•  Are there any specific health 

concerns we’ll address?  
 

OUTCALL SCREENING
These additional questions may be asked if 
you are scheduling a massage to be performed 
in your home, hotel, or other location outside 
of the massage therapist’s own office. 
•  Will anyone else be at the location 

(caregiver, children, friend, husband, wife)? 
•  Are there any specific directions, admission 

into gated communities, stairs, elevators, or 
parking restrictions I should be aware of? 

Ultimately, massage therapists want to 
guarantee a safe experience for everyone 
involved, and make sure you receive the 
right massage for you. Their care in ensuring 
that each client is legitimate is one extra 
precaution to guarantee your peace of mind. B S

Kathy Gruver, PhD, is the host of her own TV 
series, The Alternative Medicine Cabinet. She is an 
author, speaker, and practitioner with more than 
two decades of experience. For more information, 
visit www.thealternativemedicinecabinet.com

Your Peace of Mind
By Kathy Gruver
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What Just Happened? 
Emotional reactions on the massage table

By Darren Buford
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Massage and bodywork evoke 
many responses from clients. While 
relaxation, stress relief, and pain 
management immediately come 
to mind, other reactions might not 
be what you expected—but that’s 
perfectly normal. Following are some 
stories from massage therapists 
who have helped 
their clients through 
an unexpectedly 
emotional session.

BRITTNI’S STORY
“Once I had a client cry 
about 25 minutes into her 
two-hour massage. I was 
playing classical music, and 
it just struck a nerve, and 
she started crying for her 
father who had passed away 
10 years prior.

If you find yourself suddenly 
overwhelmed with a memory or 

untapped emotion during a massage 
session, let your therapist know what 

you’re experiencing. Massage therapists 
and bodyworkers are not trained 

counselors, but can provide a good ear 
and direct you to the care of another 
health-care provider if needed. And, 

if something about the massage is 
triggering bad memories or emotions 
for you, it’s fine to ask the therapist to 

pause or to try something different.

I told her, “I will continue with this massage, 
unless you want me to stop.” She didn’t want to 
stop. She just wanted to be heard and wanted 
me to know she missed him. It truly was a great 
experience. I continued massaging her, let her 
cry and get everything out, and we grew closer 
from it.”

STEPH’S STORY 
“It’s my job to allow whatever happens to 
happen, but guide it to a better place for the 

client with no judgment. 
For most people who end 
up having an emotional 
experience, it is due to 
muscle memory or some 
sort of spark that led to that 
memory. 

And it’s my job to just 
listen, be there, and let them 
know, “I’m here for you. I’m 
not going anywhere, and this 
is OK.” Most people just want 
to be heard in any way they 
can. I always listen. I have 
heard so many secrets and 
had lots of tears spilled on 
my table through the years.”



BRYAN’S STORY
“I’ve had a few people start to cry on the table. 
As soon as I sense they are holding it in, I say, 
“You can let it out; you’re in a safe place.” They 
have recently lost loved ones, been dumped, 
found out a friend has cancer, and been 
cancer victims. One post-surgical, post-chemo 
treatment client cried and cried, and thanked 
me for letting her release her emotions and for 
my gentle approach. I just let them let it out, 
and I don’t probe.”

SHEILA’S STORY
“Some massage sessions evoke an emotional 
response. And some are more overt and 
dramatic than others. When a client begins to 
cry or share an emotional event, I maintain 
the cadence of my treatment rhythm. I assure 
the client that this response is normal and 
that all feelings are welcome here. I use more 
integrative strokes, and coming down the arm 
I include a two-handed “sandwich” hold to the 
client’s hand.

When we undergo stress, grief, or any kind of emotional pain, 
our physical reaction is to hunch over and protect our abdominal 
region. This is an autonomic nervous system response. 

You may have heard about the “fight-or-flight” physiological 
changes that happen when we feel threatened, including stress 
hormone production, increased heart rate, and even a change 
in posture. Likewise, during times of “survival” mode, the 
body’s natural response is to protect the vital organs. The 
brain doesn’t know if it’s a saber-tooth tiger breathing down 
your neck or an uncompromising boss. In that compromised 
posture, you might be storing these emotions or holding 
stress in certain parts of the body—which is why you might 
sometimes have an emotional response during massage.

When having the abdominal region worked on, be 
particularly aware that this could happen. It’s kind of like the 
difference between being able to scratch the belly of a dog 
who is secure, happy, and trusting—and one who isn’t.

Trauma can be stored in muscles as early as infancy. 
Whether it’s from a traumatic birth, getting shots, 
being sick, or scrapes and falls, humans store trauma 
in their muscles throughout their development.

The therapist is there to help you become 
aware, acknowledge the emotional response, and 
help you move on from that muscle memory.

A practicing massage therapist for more than 14 years, 
Angie Parris-Raney is also Body Sense magazine’s advertising 
manager. Contact her at angie@abmp.com. 
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Holding Our Emotions in the Belly
By Angie Parris-Raney

 I like to share with the client and say, “There 
is an issue in every tissue.” This usually lightens 
the mood and the physiologic explanation 
about postures associated with emotion and the 
muscles they involve is helpful.”

 
HEATHER’S STORY
“As I was performing abdominal massage, my 
client quickly sat up and started having a panic 
attack. I kept calm and put a cool towel on her 
forehead and assured her she was safe here. 
She started crying and started to confide in me, 
revealing a bad childhood memory.

I told her this was out of my scope of practice 
and said her psychiatrist would be of more help. 
She thanked me the next day! She’s currently 
being treated for anxiety and depression, and 
said she will return for massage therapy as soon 
as she feels stable. I kept calm and helped her 
in the moment, but I didn’t try to be a mental 
health therapist.” B S

Darren Buford is editor of Body Sense magazine. 
Contact him at darren@abmp.com.
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• Hundreds of free massage and bodywork related articles.

• School listings and career information about massage and bodywork.

• A detailed glossary of bodywork terms.

• Sign up for a free monthly enewsletter on the benefits of massage.
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You are one  click  away from relaxing.
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