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Cancer And Massage – Corrine Brown, Institute of Holistic Therapies 
 
Touch is important for holistic well-being and is especially needed during illness.  Massage through 
touch is beneficial at all stages of life and on different levels – physical, emotional, mental and 
spiritual.  It is a powerful expression of love, care, acceptance and emotional nourishment. 
 
Massage is considered a type of complementary therapy. Complementary therapies aim to treat 
the whole person, not just the symptoms of disease. They are used together with conventional or 
mainstream medicine. Complementary therapies are not used instead of cancer treatments such 
as chemotherapy, radiotherapy, surgery or drug therapy. Whilst massage does not treat the 
cancer itself, it may help reduce the side effects caused by conventional treatments and improve 
quality of life. 
 
There is a common fear that massage for cancer patients can cause the cancer to spread by means 
of the lymphatic system. This is simply not true. It is a fact that cancer can spread via the lymph 
system, however cancer spreads via changes to the cells' DNA and other processes, not via 
movement or other mechanical means. 
 
We need to change our thought patterns of massage working only on tight muscles, detoxifying or 
assisting with recovery from injury, to some form of massage (with the right modifications) that 
can be given to a cancer patient.  
 
Some believe that massaging a person with cancer could be harmful however a light and relaxing 
massage can safely be given to patients at all stages of their cancer journey (tumour or treatment 
sites should not be massaged to avoid discomfort or too much pressure on the affected area and 
underlying organs).  
 
The nurturing and soothing massage offers many benefits for the patient.  The key to the healing 
treatment is not the type of massage provided but the therapists’ abilities to adjust the massage 
according to the patients’ medical history, condition, age, constitution and individual requests and 
needs. 
 
The spread of cancer  
It is well documented that massage does not contribute to the spread of cancer. Cancer may 
metastasise (spread) into the lymphatic system (a part of the immune system) via the lymph 
nodes, or it may start in the lymphatic system itself. Lymphatic fluid (lymph) flows naturally 
through the lymphatic system when muscles contract and compress lymph vessels. This does not 
cause cancer to spread.  Researchers have shown that the spread of cancer is because of genetic 
mutations (changes to a cell's DNA) and other processes in the body. 
 

 
 
Corrine Brown massaging arms and hands on a patient 
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Corrine Brown performing MLD with Reflexology on a patient 

 
While the lymphatic system is technically a part of the circulatory system, the primary role of the 
lymphatic system is to provide a pathway for waste products from cell metabolism such as 
proteins, cell debris and extra fluid. The proper functioning of the lymphatic system is essential to 
good health. 
The lymphatic system, unlike the circulatory system, does not have its own pump. Lymph moves 
by the action of muscular contraction and manual methods like massage. The lymphatic system is 
essential as the body's drainage system for cleansing and filtering out of bacteria and toxins. Many 
cases of disharmony of the body and mind are due to an exhausted lymph system; and congested 
lymph pathways can cause soreness, aches, pains and flu-like symptoms. A high functioning 
lymphatic system is important in cleansing toxins from the system. Many of the new cancer drugs 
are actually immune stimulants - the lymphatic system is vital to cancer prevention. 
 
Lymphatic drainage techniques are amongst the most scientifically documented, gentle and 
efficient hands-on therapeutic tools practiced today. They are widely utilized in hospitals and 
clinics for lymphoedema and are excellent after surgery. Manual lymph drainage is very beneficial 
during convalescence when regular exercise is difficult. It is a safe and gentle approach to 
cleansing the tissues of the body, especially after surgery, effectively stimulates the lymph flow 
and enhances the immune system. Scientific evidence supports the use of massage techniques 
when done gently for reducing various side effects of cancer and improving quality of life, with 
adjustments to stroke pressure. 
 
According to the Cancer Council in Australia, it is well documented that massage does not 
contribute to the spread of cancer. Malignant melanoma may metastasise (spread) into the 
lymphatic system (a part of the immune system) via the lymph nodes. Lymphatic fluid flows 
naturally through the lymphatic system when muscles contract and compress lymph vessels. This 
does not cause cancer to spread.  This myth of cancer spreading if massaged has been dispelled 
due to much research. In fact, it is now regarded as a significant benefit to those suffering from 
any kind of cancer; and massage for cancer patients had a statistically relevant impact on pain and 
anxiety levels.  
 
Peter MacCallum Volunteer Massage team provides comfort-oriented massage safely to patients 
at any stage of their cancer.  Patients receive touch and massage during a medical procedure, 
chemotherapy sessions, before or after surgery and/or radiation therapy, or in the midst of 
discomfort or anxiety. The benefits are many: 
 
A complement to conventional medicine 
Helps lessen and may diminish the side effects of conventional cancer treatments ie: 
lymphoedema 

 Improvements in sleep, neuropathy (nerve damage or disturbance), quality of life, mental 
clarity, alertness and concentration 

 Reduces muscular tension, anxiety, nausea and pain providing a sense of improved well-
being, restoration and calm 

 Assists in re-connecting with Self and others thus providing meaningful social interaction 

 Helps the patient feel whole again and being able to share feelings in an informal setting 
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 Re-establishing positive body and improves self-image 

 Rebuilds hope, improves energy levels with inner feelings of harmony, balance and 
wellbeing 

 Receiving comfort, deep relaxation, attentive touch reminds the patient that their body 
can still be a source of pleasure 

 Soothing, reassuring, safe, promotes peacefulness, feeling nurtured and loved 

 Promotes circulation preventing muscle atrophy 

 Provides care to areas that cannot be reached by the patient 

 Assists with skin dryness and flaking 

 Assists in mobility, flexibility, stiffness, soreness, tightness, numbness and swelling 

 Ease the discomfort of a medical procedure 

 Help pass the time whilst waiting for an appointment (Chemo Day Unit) 

 Help pass the time whilst in the ward and provides a safe environment for the patient to 
feel safe to chat with someone who has the time (nurses and doctors are often run off 
their feet) 

 

 
 

 

Peter MacCallum Cancer Centre Volunteers Department 
 
Scientific research shows the benefits of massage can reduce: 

 Fatigue 

 Pain 

 Anxiety 

 Depression 

 Nausea 
 
Corrine Brown volunteers with the Volunteer Massage Team at Peter MacCallum Cancer Institute 
in Melbourne, Victoria - the Southern Hemisphere's largest, independent specialist oncology 
centre, offering Reiki, Reflexology, Relaxation Massage, Oncology Massage, Sound Massage, 
Manual Lymphatic Massage, Aromatherapy and Holistic Counselling to their cancer patients. 
Other volunteers offer Manicure, Pedicure, Hairdressing Services, Meditation, Music Therapy, 
Library Services, Pastoral Care, Headwear etc.  
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V is for the Very special people that you are 
O is for the Overwhelming support and compassion you offer others during their time of 
need 
L is for the Little things you do that make such a difference in someone's life 
U is for the Unspoken words that sometimes mean just as much 
N is for the Need you fill when others are not able 
T is for the Time you give of yourselves on top of your own busy schedule 
E is for the Emotional support you continually give 
E is also for the Endless energy you all seem to possess 
R is for the Responsibility you have taken on and never once complained 
S is for the Smiles you bring to the patients and families by just being you ....... by Lisa 
Ellinwood  

Since 2006 volunteering as part of the Peter MacCallum Cancer Centre Massage Team, the 
following Awards have been acquired in recognition of our work: 
 
Peter MacCallum Cancer Centre Volunteer Services Awards 

2011 Long Service Award (5 years) 
2011 Victorian Minister For Health Volunteer Awards - Outstanding Team Achievement 
2010 Victorian Minister For Health Volunteer Awards - Nomination Outstanding Volunteer 
        Team Achievement 
2010 Peter MacCallum Awards - Team Compassion for Outstanding Care and Compassion 
2009 Victorian Minister For Health Volunteer Awards - Nomination Outstanding Volunteer 
        Team Achievement 
2009 Peter MacCallum Awards - Team Compassion for Outstanding Care and Compassion 
2009 Peter MacCallum Awards - Quality & Safety 
2009 Peter MacCallum Awards - Outstanding Contribution to the Community presented 
on         International Volunteer Day Dec 5, 2009 
2007 Peter MacCallum Awards - Outstanding Contribution to the Community presented 
on         International Volunteer Day Dec 5, 2007 
2006 Peter MacCallum Awards - Team Community Contribution for Outstanding & 
        Commitment Service 
2006 NAB Volunteer Awards - State Winner Victoria, Health & Wellbeing for Outstanding 
        Achievement in Demonstrating Best Practice Volunteering 
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