
Contraindications to Massage

 Contraindications to Massage: Adjusting Based on Experience 
and Expertise  

Contraindications are essential guidelines for ensuring client safety, but it’s also important to 
recognize that the ability to navigate them can vary depending on the practitioner’s level of 
experience and training. What may be a contraindication for a therapist with limited experience may 
be manageable for a highly qualified professional who knows how to adapt their techniques safely 
and effectively.  

 Absolute vs. Relative Contraindications  

Absolute contraindications apply to all therapists regardless of expertise. These conditions pose 

significant risks to the client’s health and should always be avoided (e.g., deep vein thrombosis, open 

wounds, or active infections).  



Relative contraindications, however, depend on the therapist's skill level and training. A beginner 

may need to avoid working on a condition entirely, while an advanced therapist with specialized 

knowledge might know how to modify their approach appropriately.  

 The Role of Experience  

1. Beginners or General Practitioners:  

   - Should err on the side of caution.  

   - Avoid working on conditions that they are not trained to handle.  

   - Refer clients to more experienced therapists or healthcare professionals when unsure.  

2. Highly Qualified Therapists:  

   - May have advanced certifications, such as oncology massage, prenatal massage, or sports massage, 

enabling them to work safely with complex conditions.  

   - Understand how to modify pressure, duration, and techniques to address specific needs.  

   - Know when to collaborate with or seek approval from healthcare providers.  

 Examples of Experience-Based Decision-Making  

1. Pregnancy:  

   - A beginner may avoid high-risk pregnancies altogether, while a trained prenatal massage therapist 

can work safely by avoiding certain areas (e.g., deep abdominal pressure, contraindicated pressure 

points).  

2. Cancer:  

   - A generalist might consider cancer an absolute contraindication. However, a therapist trained in 

oncology massage understands how to adapt their approach, working gently to reduce stress without 

compromising the client’s health.  

3. Chronic Illnesses:  



   - Conditions like rheumatoid arthritis or fibromyalgia may seem overwhelming for someone new to 

massage. Advanced practitioners can recognize flare-ups, use gentle strokes, and adapt sessions to 

the client’s tolerance.  

4. Medications:  

   - Therapists with limited experience might avoid clients on medications like blood thinners entirely. 

A skilled therapist, on the other hand, knows how to use lighter pressure to prevent bruising or tissue 

damage.  

5. Skin Conditions:  

   - Beginners may avoid a client with eczema or psoriasis completely, while an experienced therapist 

understands how to work around affected areas without causing irritation.  

 The Importance of Knowing Your Limits  

Regardless of experience level, it’s crucial to prioritize client safety and recognize when a condition 
exceeds your expertise. A few key reminders:  

- Always ask questions: If you’re unsure about a client’s condition, ask for clarification or additional 

information, and never hesitate to consult their healthcare provider.  

- Refer when necessary: It’s better to refer a client to another therapist or a medical professional than 

to risk causing harm.  

- Build your skills: Seek additional training to expand your knowledge and confidence in handling 

complex cases.  

 Final Thoughts  

Contraindications are not one-size-fits-all. A therapist’s ability to manage certain conditions depends 

on their experience, training, and comfort level. Always prioritize the client’s safety and well-being 

over attempting to address a condition beyond your expertise. For those new to massage, this may 

mean avoiding certain cases altogether, while more experienced therapists can make informed 

modifications. With ongoing education and self-awareness, you’ll grow into a more versatile and 

confident practitioner.

Below is a detailed guide to contraindications for massage 
therapy.



 Absolute Contraindications  

Massage should not be performed under these circumstances:

1. Fever or Infection  

   - Elevated body temperature (fever) indicates the body is fighting an infection. Massage may worsen 

the condition or spread infection.  

   - Examples: Flu, cold, or systemic infections like sepsis.

2. Contagious Diseases  

   - Conditions that can spread through direct contact or airborne particles.  

   - Examples: Skin infections (ringworm, impetigo), COVID-19, tuberculosis.

3. Acute Inflammation  

   - Areas of redness, swelling, pain, or heat should not be massaged as it can aggravate inflammation.  

   - Examples: Appendicitis, acute injuries.

4. Blood Clots or Deep Vein Thrombosis (DVT)  

   - Massage may dislodge a clot, potentially causing a life-threatening embolism.  

5. Unstable Cardiovascular Conditions  

   - Conditions like unstable angina, heart attack, or severe hypertension require medical clearance 

before massage.  

6. Severe Bleeding Disorders  

   - Clients with hemophilia or on blood-thinning medications may bruise or bleed excessively from 

massage.  

7. Open Wounds or Burns  

   - Massage can introduce bacteria to open wounds or irritate healing tissues.  



8. Recent Surgery or Acute Injury  

   - Wait until tissues have sufficiently healed and the client’s healthcare provider approves massage.  

9. Cancer (Without Medical Clearance)  

   - Some cancers or treatments (like chemotherapy) require specific modifications and approval from 

an oncologist.  

10. Intoxication  

    - Alcohol or drug intoxication impairs the client’s ability to provide feedback, increasing the risk of 

injury.  

 Relative Contraindications  

Massage may be performed with adjustments or clearance from a healthcare provider:

1. Pregnancy  

   - Certain conditions, like preeclampsia or high-risk pregnancies, may limit massage. Avoid deep 

pressure on the abdomen and specific pressure points associated with inducing labor.  

2. Chronic Illnesses  

   - Conditions like diabetes, rheumatoid arthritis, or fibromyalgia may require lighter pressure or 

shorter sessions to avoid exacerbating symptoms.  

3. High or Low Blood Pressure  

   - Clients with controlled hypertension or hypotension may benefit from massage, but adjustments 

may be necessary to avoid dizziness.  

4. Varicose Veins  

   - Avoid direct pressure over veins to prevent discomfort or damage.  

5. Medications  

   - Clients on medications like blood thinners, painkillers, or steroids may need modified pressure to 

avoid bruising or tissue damage.  



6. Skin Conditions  

   - Avoid affected areas with conditions like eczema, psoriasis, or dermatitis to prevent irritation.  

7. Chronic Pain Syndromes  

   - Clients with conditions like chronic fatigue syndrome or fibromyalgia may be sensitive to pressure 

and require a gentle approach.  

8. Recent Vaccination or Injection  

   - Avoid massaging the area of recent injections (e.g., vaccines or insulin) to prevent irritation.  

9. Mental Health Disorders  

   - Clients with PTSD or anxiety may require a trauma-informed approach to ensure emotional safety.  

10. Localized Pain or Injury  

    - Avoid or modify massage over areas of recent sprains, fractures, or strains.  

11. Osteoporosis  

    - Use gentle techniques to avoid stressing fragile bones.  

12. Epilepsy  

    - While massage can generally be beneficial, work cautiously and avoid techniques that may trigger 

seizures (e.g., deep neck work).  

 Red Flags for Immediate Referral  

Clients presenting with any of these symptoms should be referred to a healthcare provider:  

- Severe, unexplained pain.  

- Persistent swelling or redness.  

- Sudden weakness or numbness.  

- Shortness of breath or chest pain.  

- Dizziness, fainting, or severe headaches.



By understanding these contraindications and adjusting your approach when necessary, you ensure 
that massage therapy is safe, effective, and tailored to each client’s needs. Always prioritize client 
health and safety, and when in doubt, consult with or refer the client to a healthcare professional.


