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Unit 1: Fundamentals of Massage Therapy

Subject: Massage & Acupressure

Unit 1: Fundamentals of Massage Therapy

(Introduction & Brief History • Definition & Basic Requirements • Therapeutic Use of Oils • Preparation of Oils)

1.1 Introduction and Brief History of Massage
Massage is a structured, therapeutic manipulation of the soft tissues—skin, fascia, muscles, and tendons—using
hands, forearms, or tools to promote circulation, mobility, and relaxation. Across cultures, touch has been used for
comfort and recovery:

Āyurveda (India):  Abhyanga  and  Snehana  (oil-anointing  and  oleation)  for  nourishment,  joint  mobility,  and
nervous-system balance.
Classical  Greece:  Hippocratic  traditions  described  rubbing  (anatripsis)  to  disperse  or  gather  fluids,  anticipating
modern ideas of tissue drainage and tone.
East Asia: Chinese Tui Na and Japanese Anma/Shiatsu developed systematic pressing, kneading, and stretching
along channels.
Modern  era: “Swedish massage” systematized strokes—effleurage,  petrissage,  friction,  tapotement,
vibration—and informed contemporary clinical practice.

Purpose for the BVoc student: to understand massage as a health-supporting modality that complements yoga,
naturopathy, and lifestyle medicine—always with safety, consent, and scope-of-practice.

1.2 Definition and Basic Needs of Massage

1.2.1 Working definition

Massage therapy is the planned application of manual techniques to the body’s soft tissues with
therapeutic  intent—to  reduce  discomfort,  improve  movement,  modulate  stress,  and  support
recovery—based on assessment and informed consent.

1.2.2 Core effects (how massage helps)

Mechanism What changes Typical outcomes

Mechanical Tissue glide, fascial pliability, venous/lymph return Less stiffness, easier ROM, reduced
swelling

Neurophysiological Modulation of nociception, spinal reflexes, muscle
tone Pain relief, fewer guarding patterns

Circulatory Local hyperemia, temperature ↑ Warmth, nutrient delivery, metabolic waste
clearance

Psychoneuroendocrine Parasympathetic shift; stress hormone modulation Calm, lower anxiety, improved sleep
quality

1.2.3 Indications & cautions (clinical lens)

Common indications: stress, non-acute musculoskeletal pain, postural fatigue, limited joint range, delayed-onset muscle
soreness, subacute sprains/strains, functional headaches, edema (non-cardiac; light strokes).
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Absolute contraindications (do not treat locally or systemically):

High fever,  acute infections;  suspected DVT/embolism; uncontrolled bleeding disorders; unstable cardiac
conditions; open wounds/burns; contagious skin disease over area.

Relative cautions (modify or seek clearance):

Pregnancy (avoid strong pressure over abdomen/sacrum; choose safe oils), controlled hypertension, osteoporosis
(light pressure), diabetes with neuropathy (reduced sensation), recent fractures/surgeries, varicose veins (no deep
pressure), anticoagulant therapy.

1.2.4 Basic requirements (hygiene, ethics, environment)

Domain Essentials

Hygiene & safety Handwashing before/after; short nails; clean linens; disinfect surfaces; fresh, labeled oils;
patch-test new oils

Consent & communication Explain goals, steps, and areas; obtain written consent; check pressure comfort (0–10
scale)

Draping & boundaries Professional draping, expose only the area treated; clear scope (no diagnosis beyond
training)

Therapist body mechanics Neutral spine, use body weight, grounded stance; protect wrists/thumbs
Environment Warm, ventilated room; soft lighting; quiet; adjustable table/bolsters
Documentation Intake, area/pressure, oils used, client response, home-care advice

1.2.5 Core strokes (Swedish framework, easily combined with yoga rehab)

Stroke How it looks/feels Purpose When to use

Effleurage Long gliding strokes Warm-up, spread oil,
venous/lymph return

Begin/end segments; between
deeper work

Petrissage Kneading, lifting, wringing Mobilize superficial fascia, muscle
pliability

Bulk muscle areas (calf, thigh,
shoulder)

Friction Small, focused circles or cross-
fiber

Adhesion mobilization, local
hyperemia

Tendon/ligament zones; short
bouts

Tapotement Rhythmic percussion Stimulate, alert; bronchial loosen
(light)

Briefly near session end, or chest
therapy (gentle)

Vibration/rocking Fine oscillation/soothing sway Down-regulation, pain modulation Sensitive or guarded areas

Compression Sustained pressure without
glide

Circulatory boost, proprioceptive
cue

Over clothing; chair massage
settings

Session flow (simple):
Intake → Goal set → Warm-up (effleurage) → Specific work (petrissage/friction) → Soothing close (effleurage/vibration) →
Re-assess → Home care.

1.3 Therapeutic Use of Different Types of Oils

1.3.1 Choosing an oil: key properties

Property Why it matters
Viscosity & glide Determines stroke feel and therapist control
Absorption (comedogenic tendency) Skin type match; pore-clogging risk
Fatty-acid profile & stability Oxidation/rancidity risk; shelf-life
Thermal quality (subjective) “Warming” vs “cooling” feel on skin
Allergenicity/scent Nut allergies, fragrance sensitivity
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Property Why it matters
Staining Impact on linens/clothing

1.3.2 Common carrier oils

Oil General qualities Suits Cautions / Notes
Sesame (cold-
pressed)

Medium-heavy, “warming,”
stable

Vata-type dryness, joint stiffness,
cool climates

Distinct aroma; patch-test
sensitive skin

Coconut (virgin) Light–medium, “cooling,”
antimicrobial

Hot climates, irritated skin, scalp
work Can solidify in cool rooms

Almond (sweet) Medium, emollient, vitamin E Normal–dry skin, general purpose Nut allergy risk

Jojoba (liquid wax) Very stable, non-greasy,
close to sebum Acne-prone/sensitive skin, face Excellent shelf life; low

allergenicity

Grapeseed Light, quick absorption Oily skin, sports massage Oxidizes faster—buy small,
store cool

Olive (light grade) Heavier, nourishing Very dry skin, slow deep work Strong scent; may clog pores in
some

Mustard “Heating,” circulatory Cold limbs, invigorating rubs Can irritate; avoid on
broken/sensitive skin

Castor Very thick, occlusive Small-area friction, scalp/hair packs Blend ≤ 20% with lighter oil

Simple rule: start with a hypoallergenic base (jojoba/grapeseed/almond*). For nut allergy history, avoid
almond; choose jojoba or sunflower.

1.3.3 Medicated and aromatic options

Herbal/Medicated oils (Āyurvedic “taila”):  e.g.,  Mahanārāyaṇa  (muscle–joint  comfort),  Dhanvantaram
(postnatal & neuro-muscular support), Kṣīrabala (gentle, soothing). Use from reputed  sources,  document
ingredients, patch-test.
Essential oils (for aroma, not lubrication):

Typical dilution in adults: 1% (sensitive), 2% (routine), 3% (short-term local).
Drop guide per 30 mL carrier (approx.): 1% ≈ 6 drops • 2% ≈ 12 drops • 3% ≈ 18 drops.
Safer choices: lavender, sweet orange (steam-distilled), frankincense, ginger (low %), peppermint (≤1%
localized).
Avoid/Use with caution: cinnamon/birch/wintergreen (dermal irritants/salicylates), phototoxic  citrus
(expressed bergamot, lime) on sun-exposed skin, strong camphor/eucalyptus around infants/asthma.
Pregnancy: keep ≤1%; avoid clary sage, rosemary, high-camphor blends; seek qualified guidance.

1.3.4 How to select an oil (decision snapshot)

Client skin (dry / normal / oily)
           ↓
Climate & room temperature (cool / warm)
           ↓
Therapeutic goal (relax / invigorate / friction work)
           ↓
Allergy/scent sensitivity? (yes → hypoallergenic, unscented)
           ↓
Choose base (e.g., jojoba/grapeseed/almond) ± small blend (sesame/mustard/castor)
           ↓
(Optional) Add essential oils within safe % → label & patch-test
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1.4 Preparation of Oils

1.4.1 Clean handling & storage

Use dark glass bottles with tight caps; label name, ingredients, date, dilution %.
Store cool, dark; discard rancid oil (sharp/painful odor, stickiness, unusual color).
Use pump/treatment bowls to avoid cross-contamination; never “double-dip.”

1.4.2 Infused (herbal) oils — three student-friendly methods

Method Steps (summary) When to choose

Cold infusion
(maceration)

Dry herb (1 part, lightly crushed) + carrier oil (5–10 parts)
→ seal in dark jar → infuse 2–4 weeks (shake daily) → strain
through muslin → bottle

Heat-sensitive aromatics (e.g.,
calendula, lavender)

Warm infusion (bain-
marie)

Dry herb + oil in beaker → place in water bath at ~50–60
°C for 2–4 hours, stir occasionally → cool, strain

Faster preparation; good for
roots/seeds

Solar infusion Jar of herb + oil kept on sunlit sill 2–3 weeks (avoid
overheating) → strain Mild climates; gentle extraction

Always dry the botanicals fully (to prevent microbial growth), and patch-test the final oil.

1.4.3 Classical Āyurvedic oil-cooking concept (Taila Pāka)

Traditional recipes combine herb paste (kalka), decoction (drava), and base oil (taila) often in the proportion 1 : 4 :
16. The mixture is simmered gently until water evaporates and “signs of readiness” appear: clear aroma, absence of
froth, and a drop placed on water spreads without crackling. This yields stable, potent medicated oil. (For student
labs, follow institutional SOPs and safety protocols.)

1.4.4 Essential-oil blending (aroma layer)

Choose a carrier (e.g., 30 mL jojoba).1.
Select 1–3 essential oils to match the goal (e.g., 8 drops lavender + 2 drops ginger = ~2% in 30 mL).2.
Record the dilution math, date, client name, and contraindications.3.
Patch-test: apply to a 2–3 cm² area on inner forearm; check after 24 h.4.

Quick dilution chart (per 30 mL carrier)

% strength Approx. drops*
0.5% 3
1% 6
2% 12
3% 18

*Drop size varies by dropper; this is a guide, not an exact measure.

1.4.5 Example blends (for adult, intact skin)

Relax & down-regulate: 30 mL jojoba + 8 drops lavender + 2 drops sweet orange (≈2%).
Warm-up for stiff muscles (localized): 30 mL sesame + 4 drops ginger + 2 drops black pepper + 4 drops
lavender (≈3%); avoid over bony prominences; not for broken/irritated skin.
Sensitive/face: 30 mL jojoba + 3 drops roman chamomile (≈0.5–1%).
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1.5 Practice Integration: From Oil to Outcome
For deep relaxation: warm medium-viscosity  oil,  longer  effleurage, low lighting, slow rhythm →
parasympathetic shift.
For stiff tissue: warm sesame blend, graded petrissage + focused friction, then soothing strokes → mobility
↑ without soreness.
For edema-prone limbs: light pressure toward proximal nodes, elevated limb, lighter oils; avoid strong
friction; medical clearance if cardiac/renal disease.
Home care: hydration, gentle range-of-motion, heat/cold instructions as appropriate, self-massage (śarīra
abhyanga) basics for continuity.

Unit Summary
Massage therapy is  a  planned, ethical,  and evidence-informed  application  of  touch to  modulate  mechanical,
neural, circulatory, and stress-related pathways. Safe practice rests on hygiene,  consent,  draping,
contraindication  screening, and efficient body mechanics. Oils are tools,  not  decoration:  the  right  carrier  and
optional  aromatics enhance glide, protect skin, and complement the therapeutic aim. Simple, clean
methods—cold/warm infusions, and cautious essential-oil blending—equip the student clinic to prepare and label
small batches responsibly. With thoughtful selection and technique, massage becomes a reliable adjunct to yoga and
naturopathy care.

Key Terms
Effleurage, Petrissage, Friction, Tapotement, Vibration, Compression
Carrier oil vs Essential oil • Dilution percentage
Comedogenic tendency • Oxidation/rancidity
Absolute/Relative contraindication • Informed consent • Draping
Taila Pāka (herbal oil cooking) • Patch test

Self-Assessment

MCQs

The stroke best suited to begin and end a segment while supporting venous return is:1.
a) Friction b) Tapotement c) Effleurage d) Compression
A nut-allergic client needs a general relaxation massage. The safest base from the list is:2.
a) Sweet almond b) Mustard c) Jojoba d) Peanut
A typical adult routine dilution for essential oils in massage is about:3.
a) 0.1% b) 1–2% c) 10% d) Undiluted
Which is an absolute contraindication for local massage?4.
a) Osteoarthritis flare (mild)
b) Varicose veins (light strokes only)
c) Suspected deep vein thrombosis
d) Controlled hypertension
In classical herbal oil preparation, a common proportion (kalka : drava : taila) is:5.
a) 4 : 1 : 16 b) 1 : 4 : 16 c) 16 : 4 : 1 d) 1 : 1 : 1

Answer key: 1-c, 2-c, 3-b, 4-c, 5-b
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Short Answer

List four basic requirements for a safe massage environment and explain why each matters.1.
Compare sesame, coconut, and jojoba oils for viscosity, skin type match, and typical use.2.
Define effleurage and petrissage and describe one clinical effect of each.3.
Outline the steps of a warm infusion herbal oil and two quality checks before use.4.
State three relative cautions where pressure or technique should be modified—and how.5.

Reflective/Application

A client with office-related neck tension asks for help. Write a 6–8 line plan including intake focus, oil choice,1.
key strokes, session goals, and home care.
You notice photosensitive skin and a client preference for unscented sessions. How will you adapt oil selection2.
and communicate your plan?
Design a one-bottle clinic label (what must be written) for a 2% lavender-jojoba blend prepared today.3.

End of Unit 1: Fundamentals of Massage Therapy
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