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Complementary Therapy
It is important to remember that 
complementary therapies are used alongside 
your current medical treatment and not 
as an alternative treatment. They can help 
to make you feel better and improve your 
quality of life. They can also help you to 
cope with your symptoms and side effects of 
treatment. 

Examples of some complementary therapies 
include: massage, reflexology, aromatherapy, 
relaxation, art therapy, meditation.  

This leaflet focuses on hand massage.

Massage
Massage therapy can support a person 
throughout all stages of their illness. 

It can help someone with the physical, 
psychological, social and emotional 
consequences of living with a life-limiting 
illness.  It can promote a sense of a 
connection between the mind and the body. 

Appropriately adjusted massage techniques 
are safe for patients with a life-limiting illness 
or that have a palliative diagnosis. 

Massage techniques can be adjusted to 
promote relaxation.

Pressure should never be applied directly 
over a tumour site or any area that provokes 
a large amount of pain.



Hand massage
Often hand massage is performed by a 
registered complementary or massage 
therapist, however, it can be delivered by the 
person themselves, or their family or carers. 

Hand massage involves stroking, kneading, 
tapping or pressing the soft tissues of the 
body in a therapeutic way.

The massage can be done in various settings 
such as home, hospital, hospice or day care 
centre.

Benefits
Recent studies have shown that hand 
massage can benefit you by reducing your 
levels of:
• Fatigue
• Stress
• Anxiety
• Nausea
• Depression
• Pain

If you or your family/carer want to practice 
hand massage on you then avoid massaging 
areas where you have had radiotherapy, or 
where your skin is broken or bruised. 

You should avoid general massage if 
your arms or legs are swollen due to 
lymphoedema or if you see a lymphoedema 
specialist about ways to reduce this swelling.



An example of a hand massage session that could 
be delivered by family, friends or carers: 

Massage one hand at a time.
1. Begin by gently stroking the 

hand on both sides, work 
from the finger tips and move 
steadily up the lower arm using 
long strokes.

2. Massage the fingers. Firmly 
squeeze the tip of the finger 
and massage down towards the 
knuckle.  

3. Gently massage the palm of 
the hand and up to the wrist 
using your thumbs on the back 
on the hand and your fingers to 
massage the palm. Take extra 
time on around the web space 
of the thumb, moving your 
fingers in circular motions.

4. Hold the person’s hand palm 
down, and then interlace your 
fingers with theirs to stretch 
the fingers apart. Then slowly 
and carefully turn the wrist 
from right to left, and then left 
to right.

5. Repeat step 1 & 3.
6. Use your thumb to massage 

their inner wrist, using a 
circular motion. 

7. Stretch your hands once more 
to complete the massage.

When you are done, gently shake  
out your hands.  Swivel your wrists a few times, 
and then clench your fists and stretch out your 
fingers. Your hands should feel rejuvenated and 
refreshed.
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From support in your home, in your community 
and at the Hospice, all of our services are free of 
charge.

Our staff provide expert care directly and also 
partner with other healthcare professionals to 
ensure care is co-ordinated for each person.

Many people benefit from our services. Every 
day, we support and care for more than 500 
people living with life-limiting illnesses across 
Birmingham and Sandwell.

We are committed to improving the quality of 
life for people living with life-limiting illnesses, 
as well as supporting their families and loved 
ones during one of the most challenging periods 
they will face. 

This leaflet has been written using guidance from 
Cancer Research UK and Marie Curie and palliative care 
organisations. 
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