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W
hat better way to update my 
CPD and discover what’s new in 
the world of oncology massage 
than to learn from Tracy 
Walton, a world leader and 

award-winning educator on the subject. 
 Attending Tracy’s four-day course 

in Boston, Massachusetts, I had the 
pleasure to conduct an interview 
with her and discuss developments 
in oncology massage.

WHY ONCOLOGY MASSAGE?
I asked Tracy why she was drawn to this 
area of work. She said: ‘I’ve always loved 
massage therapy, but there’s something 
about oncology massage therapy that 
speaks to me. By providing skilled 
touch with possible symptom relief and 
companionship, we can ease the way for 
people. I feel grateful and honoured to 
participate at that time in someone’s life.’

As Tracy spoke those words, I was happy 
to hear that we share some of the same 
motivations for working in this fi eld. 
I have been working with clients who 
have cancer since 2003 and, like many 
complementary therapists, I was drawn 
to the industry to make a difference to 
people’s lives.

ONCOLOGY MASSAGE 
DEVELOPMENT
Tracy and many other 
therapists have been part 
of a massage revolution 
over the last two decades, 
including developments in 
oncology massage. Speaking of 
these developments, Tracy said: 
‘We’ve had 10 years of standards 
and education in oncology 
massage therapy, with 
research dating as 
far back as the 
1990s. That was 
an enormous 
achievement 
– but now 
we can 
refi ne things 
rather than 
creating them 
from scratch.’

GROWING DEMAND
We still have a long way to go but it’s 
pretty exciting. The demand for skilled 
oncology massage therapy is consumer-
driven – patients are demanding it, and 
they are often our biggest advocates.

Tracy told me that oncology massage 
therapy can often be a client’s fi rst 
experience of massage and from this they 
discover the value of treatments, realising 
they are more than a luxury. They 
usually request further treatments, and 
the demand for oncology massage often 
exceeds its supply.

UNPAID WORK
For hospices in the US to receive funding, 
they are required to provide volunteer 
hours, and this is often where massage 
therapists come in. Tracy regularly 
receives phone calls from hospices about 
volunteer opportunities. 

Tracy said: ‘Massage therapists are 
generous and compassionate people, 
but there is a built-in expectation that 
we are joyful altruists at every moment 
– that would be great, but it doesn’t 
pay the bills. The expectation is that 
we need to provide the care for free 

and that it has no other value, which 
is unfortunate.’

I agree with Tracy when she says it 
would be much more sustainable to pay 
a massage therapist for retention. In the 
UK, we have a growing number of paid 
therapists in hospices, hospitals and 
charity projects, and I am happy to have 
seen this develop over the years.

On the fl ipside, the US joint 
commission in hospitals has recently 
enacted a policy that requires hospitals 
to provide non-pharmacological 
approaches to pain management, 
which specifi cally lists therapies like 
acupuncture and massage.

THE FUTURE
Tracy identifi ed oncology massage 
research as a key area of future 
development she would like to see 
in the US, which she believes will be 
possible if programmes are properly 
funded. In addition, Tracy indicates 
that hospices and hospitals still 
develop training from scratch, 
lacking access to a single body of 
knowledge that can be drawn on 
for programme development.

Looking at wider healthcare 
inequalities in the US, Tracy said: 
‘Healthcare policy doesn’t work for 
the entire population, we’ve made it 
work for some of the population but 
it’s incredibly inequitable.

‘To ask complementary therapists 
to solve these problems is a big ask. As 
complementary therapists, we have to be 
realistic about what we can accomplish 
and hopeful of what we can achieve.’  

MAUREEN BONNER, MFHT, REFLECTS ON A RECENT MEETING WITH 

US-BASED ONCOLOGY MASSAGE EXPERT TRACY WALTON

Across the pond

MORE INFORMATION
Read more about Tracy
at tracywalton.com

2019 FHT TRAINING CONGRESS
Maureen will be giving a seminar at the 
2019 FHT Training Congress on Monday 
20 May, called ‘Adapting massage for 
clients at risk of lymphoedema, DVT and 
bone metastases’. For more information, 
visit fht.org.uk/congress

Maureen Bonner (right) meets Tracy Walton
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