
LEARN HOW 
SELF!MASSAGE 
TECHNIQUES CAN 
HELP YOU BETTER 
TAKE CARE OF 
YOURSELF.
BY ANGELA KNEALE

Playful Self-Care for

Hands and W
rists
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Massage therapy is one 
of the most e!ective, 
widely used integrative 
therapies for reducing 
pain and relieving stress. 
As caring, compassionate 
health care professionals, 
massage therapists are 
committed to making 
positive di!erences in 
people’s lives. 

Unfortunately, while providing relief to clients, mas-
sage therapists are often vulnerable to musculoskeletal 
injuries themselves—especially in their hands and 
wrists, and even though they’ve received education 
about proper body mechanics, positioning and the 
importance of self-care. For example, a 2008 survey of 
musculoskeletal injuries among massage therapists in 
Canada found a high prevalence 
of upper extremity pain, with 
the greatest pain and discomfort 
reported in the wrist and thumb, 
followed by the low back, neck 
and shoulders (Albert, Currie-
Jackson, & Duncan, 2008).

This information helps illus-
trate why self-care regimens that 
can help massage therapists pre-
vent injury are crucial to career 
longevity. Following are some 
great tips for helping you take 
better care of yourself while still 
taking great care of your clients. 

Make Mindfulness  
Your Practice
Awareness of potential risks provides the vital !rst step 
to maximizing your health and safety because being 
able to reduce risk factors with effective ergonom-
ics and good body mechanics, for example, is a great 
place to start. Make sure your work space is set up to 
ensure the best ergonomics possible. Here, think about 
the space you’ll need to move around the table while 

performing massage, as well as how easily you can 
adjust the table. Lightweight equipment you can easily 
maneuver around and lift and adjust is key to prevent-
ing injuries and also helps you avoid awkward body 
positions during massage. 

You might also want to think about using handheld 
tools that give you the option of applying sustained 
pressure while maintaining optimal wrist position-
ing. Consider alternating between standing and sitting 
during a massage therapy session, and book your 
appointments so you give yourself enough time between 
sessions to stretch or do a short self-care exercise. You 
can also think about varying the massage therapy tech-
niques you use during a session when possible to build 
recovery time into the session.

Mindfulness of breathing, posture and positioning, and 
body movements are critical to a massage therapist’s body 
mechanics. Deep, regular diaphragmatic breathing is an 
essential component of proper body mechanics and aligned 
posture, with the additional bene!ts of enhanced focus, 
presence, relaxation, and release of stress and tension. 
Working from a centered balance point, too, emphasizes 
neutral posture and promotes ease of body movements.

Developing good body mechanics also means you’re 
using larger muscles of the core, hips and legs to gener-
ate force rather than upper extremity muscles. From a 
biomechanical engineering perspective, key concepts for 
injury prevention include: 
• Leveraging your body weight instead of using muscle 

force
• Stacking joints to avoid rotational forces

•  Bracing the back knee and gen-
erating more force by pushing 
from the heel

•  Applying forces at 90-degree 
angles, using the forearm as 
much as possible while keeping 
the hand and !ngers relaxed

•  Positioning the wrist in mid-
range when necessary to apply 
force with the hand (Mohr, 2010).
To avoid hand and wrist injuries 

speci!cally, keeping wrists neutral 
is an absolute must—while per-
forming massage therapy and all 
throughout other daily activities, 
such as computer and phone use, 
for example. To help keep wrists 
straight when applying pressure 

with your hands during a massage therapy session, try 
using the forearm or elbow, the back of a loose !st (proxi-
mal phalanges), ulnar stylus, ulnar edge of palm or hand 
tools. Additionally, to reinforce hands and !ngers by using 
your free hand to enhance wrist stability, place one palm 
on top of the other when using a #at palm and use at least 
two !ngers whenever you need to apply pressure.

Incorporating 
self-care activities 
you enjoy into 
your regimen 
makes staying 
committed to 
taking care of 
yourself easier.
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Self-Massage Can Be Good Self-Care
Even when you know making massage therapy a regular 
part of your self-care regimen is important, making the 
time for yourself isn’t always easy—and that’s where know-
ing some good self-massage techniques can be bene!cial. 

Self-massage—including pressing and rolling with small 
balls—encourages body-mind connection and playfulness 
while exploring varieties of hand, wrist, forearm, elbow, 
shoulder, neck and middle back movements. While every 
massage therapist has unique needs and interests, incor-
porating self-care activities you enjoy into your regimen 
makes staying committed to taking care of yourself easier.

Small-ball self-massage techniques can easily be 
included throughout your workday to playfully counter-
act some of the repetitive movements associated with 
performing massage therapy. Starting out with a few 
ball-rolling movements gives you an effective way to take 
care of your hands and wrists.

While doing these self-care exercises, remember to 
breathe deeply and fully, releasing tightness and tension 
with every exhalation. Choose the amount of pressure 
that feels best for you, while also staying mindful of your 
body posture and positioning. Small-ball rolling can be 
performed while standing or seated at a table or counter. 
For your comfort, remove any jewelry or watches. If you 
experience any numbness or tingling in any part of your 
hand or wrist associated with pressure applied with the 
balls, stop immediately, as you may be pressing on a nerve.

Following are a few examples you can try:

C. HAND ROLLING
With moderate pressure, playfully roll your hand over the 
mini ball using pressing, stroking and circular movements. 
Then with a continuous motion starting at each !ngertip, 
press into the ball and roll up your forearm to the elbow. 
Repeat with your other hand.

B. JOINT DECOMPRESSION
Place the mini ball between two !ngers and curl your !n-
gers to make a loose !st. Slowly and gently squeeze 2–3 
times. Repeat the squeezing between each !nger of both 
hands, including between your index !ngers and thumbs. 

A. FINGER PRESSING
Place one hand #at on a table or counter. With the other 
hand, slowly press and/or roll the mini ball over the top 
and between each !nger with pressing, stroking and 
circular movements. Repeat on the other hand.
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Massage therapy is physically and emotionally 
demanding work that requires multifaceted self-care 
strategies to ensure !exibility, body awareness, endur-
ance, balance, strength, circulation and alignment. So 
next time you’re too busy to book a massage therapy 
appointment for yourself, consider how you might use 
some of these self-massage techniques to help you take 
better care of yourself. Taking better care of yourself 
is the "rst step to taking better care of your clients. Q

D. THUMB RELEASE
Press the pad of muscles at the base of your thumb into 
the mini ball, pinning the ball to the table, and place 
your other hand on top. Slowly press and release. Then 
with a squishing motion, try rotating your bottom hand 
as if making orange juice. Repeat this motion through-
out the rest of your palm, and on the other hand.

E. FOREARM RELEASE
Place one forearm !at on a table or counter. With the 
other hand, slowly press and/or roll the mini ball over the 
wrist and forearm with pressing, stroking and circular 
movements. Explore between the radius and ulna; apply 
moderate pressure to the wrist extensor mass. Repeat on 
the other forearm.
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Self-care regimens that support whole-body well-
ness are key when considering how you can take 
care of yourself so you can stay in the massage 
therapy profession for as long as you choose. Fol-
lowing are some additional ideas for you to add to 
your self-care regimen:
• Eat nutrition-dense foods
• Hydrate throughout the day, every day
• Get plenty of sleep
• Move in a variety of ways (include moderate to 

vigorous exercise to total 30–60 minutes on most 
days). Also, don’t forget to move and stretch in 
opposite directions of your routine.

• Relax (meditation, yoga, listening to music, cre-
ative activities, spending time with loved ones).

• During work with clients, check in with your-
self often to notice how your body is feeling, 
your energy level and your mood. Make time 
to consciously breathe, relax, stretch and rest 
throughout the day. Breathing deeply, slowly 
and regularly helps release tension and stress—
calming the body and clearing the mind. Focus 
on exhaling fully, and allow the next breath to 
arrive deeply and naturally. 

A HOLISTIC  
SELF!CARE 

REGIMEN IS KEY
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