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PREFACE

When entering the field of massage therapy, students
rarely think about ethics and the profound effect ethics can
have on their career. Students are always taught the tech-
nical skills needed to become good bodyworkers, but
often too little time is spent teaching and discussing ethics,
students’ own personal beliefs, and the beliefs clients bring
to their massage therapy sessions. Often a new therapist is
surprised by clients’ questions or concerns and are at a loss
for how to address situations that commonly  arise.

In massage therapy classes, students seem continually
to raise questions about how to handle many situations
they will encounter in practice. Often these have little to
do with the technical skills of massage therapy but rather
involve values, morals, and ethical questions. Unsure
what to do, some students may try to take a hard line
with clients or not address an issue at all. Neither
approach is a good solution for the client or therapist,
however, and neither contributes to a healthy therapeutic
relationship. The alternative is to study ethical principles
and think about issues one will face in practice, and
thereby become prepared to prevent most problems and
comfortably manage situations when they do  arise.

This book originated in a commitment to help mas-
sage students begin their new career with a firm founda-
tion: knowing who they are and what they believe and
why. Building on this foundation, students will be able to
learn to accept the wide variety and diversity of clients,
many with very different backgrounds, whom they will
encounter in practice. Balancing the art and science of
massage therapy with ethical behavior and good interper-
sonal skills takes practice, but all students can be success-
ful when they are prepared to do  so.

This text begins with an exploration of self and gradu-
ally builds to a larger understanding of clients’ needs and
expectations. Many resources within the profession of
massage therapy can help students begin their career, and
this text frequently encourages the use of such resources.
Building from the material presented here, students and
new practitioners of massage therapy can then develop their

own code of ethics to ensure a safe and effective environ-
ment for both them and their  clients.

PEDAGOGICAL  FEATURES

To aid in learning, the following pedagogical features have
been included in this  text:

• Chapter preview: a  chapter- opening bulleted list briefly
introducing key chapter  topics.

• Key terms: special terms that students should learn
will be boldfaced at their first use in the chapter, listed
and defined at the beginning of the chapter, and
included in the glossary at the back of the  book.

• Key point boxes: boxes appearing occasionally through -
out each chapter that summarize key points in bulleted
 lists.

• Exercises: various review and  thought- provoking exer-
cises sprinkled throughout each chapter that students
can complete on their own to help learn and review the
chapter  content.

• Scenarios: realistic massage therapy scenarios with criti-
cal thinking questions that prompt the student to
apply the knowledge they have learned in the  chapter.

• Case studies: extended case examples of massage thera-
pists and their clients that illustrate ethical concepts
discussed in the  chapter.

• Code of ethics: sample codes of  ethics.

• Personal journal:  write- in exercises in which students
explore their own thoughts and feelings, such as inven-
torying their attitudes, exploring past events that relate
to how they feel now about touch,  etc.

• Chapter summary: brief paragraph at chapter’s end to
pull it all back  together.

• Additional activities:  end- of- chapter review and learning
activities that are in addition to the exercises appearing
sporadically throughout each  chapter.



User’s Guide

Ethics for Massage Therapists provides you with a structured format for learning ethics in the field of
massage therapy. In the book, you will find a discussion of core industry standards of practice, laws,
morals, rules, and regulations for building an ethical practice. 

Look for these learning features inside:

CHAPTER PREVIEW & KEY TERMS
Orient you to the information presented in the chapter. �

BOXES
Break down important information into an easy 
to understand format.

�

YOUR PERSONAL JOURNALS
Require you to reflect on important ethical issues and
ask important questions regarding those issues. �

Your Personal Journal

This chapter has frequently asked you to think about

your life and how you have come to believe and feel as

you now do. Take a few minutes now to reflect on your

thoughts and feelings about bodywork and why you

have chosen this profession (Fig. 1-2).

Be as honest with yourself as you can—these are not

thoughts you need to share with anyone else.

1. What is your general view of bodywork?

2. Why do you feel it is a valuable career?

3. What is your biggest fear?

Beliefs: what you personally feel is true
Culture: the customary beliefs, habits, and traits of a racial, religious,
or social group, often depending on one’s country and language

Ethics: an individual’s or group’s standards of behavior
Morals: beliefs about what is right and wrong or good and bad
Values: something of worth or held in esteem

 Disclosure as sharing information with other health care providers or
your clients

 Client disclosure of information about their health history for the safe
practice of massage

 Nondisclosure of information placing the client at risk during massage

 Third-party disclosure as a health care provider sharing information
with another party

 HIPAA regulations guaranteeing the information rights and
responsibilities of patients and health care providers

 Therapist disclosure of information regarding treatment, outcomes,
credentials, and personal health issues to clients

C H A P T E R  P R E V I E W

K E Y  T E R M S

 Ethical behavior involving knowing the boundaries related to disclosure

Helpful Hints to Ensure Client Disclosure

1. Include a brief paragraph on your health history form
explaining the reasons for asking about clients’ health.

2. Look for clues in the client’s answers on the health his-
tory form, such as fever, fatigue, soreness, etc.

3. When in doubt, ask the client questions during the oral
interview.

4. Watch for signs and symptoms that could mean the
client has a condition that could contraindicate massage.

5. Keep good notes and records of your session with
clients. You may see patterns develop that need further
investigation.

6. Ask clients at the beginning of each session for any new
information about their health.

7. Include on your form a statement that the client has dis-
closed all known health information. The client should
sign and date this statement. This helps prevent clients
from knowingly not disclosing health information, and
helps protect you legally if the client has not disclosed a
condition that could become worse with massage.

8. Always be honest in recording information that you
have learned. Clients have no argument with a profes-
sional who is honest.

BOX 8-1
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EXERCISES
Questions throughout the chapter require you to
reflect on the information learned and form opinions
about ethical & unethical behavior. �

SCENARIOS & SCENARIO QUESTIONS
Present you with practice-based scenarios so that you
are able to apply information learned in the text to a
working environment. Questions at the end of each
scenario require you to think critically about the
situation at hand.

�

CASE STUDIES 
Practice-based situations where the massage practitioner
faces an ethical issue. �

SCENARIO
Samuel had been practicing massage for 5 years at a

very busy resort spa. In this time he built up a regular
clientele who often requested him for their vacation mas-
sages. Two week ago, Samuel learned from his doctor
that he was HIV-positive. Although personally devastated
by the news, he was not worried about his massage prac-
tice. The doctor reassured him that he would likely not
develop AIDS for many years to come and could possibly
lead a very normal life for a decade or more. The doctor
also gave him information about how HIV is spread and
precautions to take. Samuel read all of the information.
He knew that HIV is not spread through skin-to-skin con-
tact but understood that he must watch carefully for any
breaks in his skin or other ways his body fluids might
infect others. Samuel now must decide if he will tell his
employers and his clients.

Discuss the following questions, considering each
possible action:

1. Should Samuel tell his employers and clients? What
are the advantages and disadvantages of telling and
not telling?

2. Is there one ethically and professionally correct thing
to do?

3. List possible ways Samuel could handle this situation
while being ethical and professional.

C A S E  S T U D Y

A female bodyworker has had regular sessions with a
male client for about 6 months when he begins to ask
her personal questions. He asks if she has a boyfriend
and says he’d like to take her out sometime. She tries to
avoid his questions as best she can and tries to change
the subject and continue with the session. Over the next
few sessions, however, he continues to ask more about
her personal life. It is getting hard for her to avoid this
conversation. He finally asks if she would like to have
dinner with him soon. She tells the client that it is
against her profession’s code of ethics to become per-
sonally involved with a client and that she will not go
out with him as long as he is a client. This answer lets
the client know that the professional code encompasses
what she as a therapist can and cannot do.

E X E R C I S E  5 - 3

Practicing how to talk to a client who makes an inap-
propriate request should be an important part of your
training.

Pair up with another student. One is the therapist
and the other the client. Use props as needed (desk
and chair, massage table, massage chair). Different
pairs of students use the following scenarios. Take the
time to compose your scenario and present it to the
class. Afterwards, the rest of the class should offer
suggestions for how to handle the incident.

1. A new client calls to make an appointment for a
massage. He asks a lot of questions including what
the therapist will be wearing.

2. A female client tells her male therapist that she
would like to have lunch with him sometime soon.

3. A male client asks his female therapist for advice
about a problem in his marriage. He keeps bringing
it up during the session.

4. A male client does not like to be draped and keeps
taking the draping off during the session.
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KEY POINTS
Summarize essential information in bulleted lists
throughout each chapter. �

ADDITIONAL ACTIVITIES
At the end of each chapter, these activities require
you to seek out more information on the topics
covered in the chapter and apply the ethical issues
covered in a practical way.

�

Key Points
 It is important to know both parties’

expectations.
 Expectations can frequently change.
 Group dynamics play an important role in

conflicts and resolution.
 Policies and procedures can help prevent

conflicts.
 Conflicts between a therapist and client can be

prevented with good communication.

A D D I T I O N A L  A C T I V I T I E S

After you and your classmates have a sense of what
laws and rules apply to a massage therapy practice
in your area, have a class discussion to answer
these questions:

1. What areas of the law or rules protect clients?
2. What areas of the law protect therapists?
3. Do any areas of law restrict the practice of mas-

sage or cause hardship for therapists?
4. Do any areas of law need more definition?
5. How many of the therapists you and your class-

mates interviewed were well educated about
laws and regulations?

6. How would you go about changing a law or rule
that needs revision?
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 Our society is composed of people with many
different belief systems and cultural backgrounds.
Different individuals and groups have distinctly dif-
ferent beliefs about what they consider wrong or
right. For example, capital punishment is viewed as
acceptable by some people and some cultures and
not by others. Different personal histories also influ-
ence what different people believe and follow in
their everyday lives. Within the same culture, for
example, individuals often view issues very differ-
ently. Are such issues as the appropriate age for dat-
ing or premarital sex personal choices or are they
moral issues? Different people see these issues in dif-
ferent ways. Personal beliefs also involve simple,
 day- to- day issues such as following rules at work,
etiquette, and even things that some people believe
are common sense. Many, many factors play a part
in how these different beliefs came  about.

As an individual, you have your own belief sys-
tem that influences you every day, often moment by
moment, without you even realizing it is affecting
how you think, talk, and act. When driving, for

example, you know that it is against the law to
make a U turn in the middle of an intersection, so
most of the time you naturally make your turn
somewhere else without giving it a second thought.
You believe that following the law is the right thing
to do. When you see someone else making an illegal
turn, you may believe that person is breaking the
law. This is just one simple example of how our
beliefs affect our daily  actions.

In this chapter you will explore your personal
belief system and consider how it formed. Under-
standing your own personal beliefs and values is
important in the profession of massage and body-
work, because these beliefs and values contribute
to your personal ethical principles. Examining the
varied aspects of your personal beliefs, values,
morals, and ethics will help you develop guidelines
for your successful practice in bodywork. Success in
the practice in bodywork means not only financial
success but also, first and foremost, development
of valuable and healthy therapeutic relationships
with your clients and peers. A solid foundation for

1

1
YOUR BELIEF  SYSTEM

� Development of your own  beliefs
� How your values and morals were  formulated
� Understanding your present beliefs and  values
� Your beliefs about the bodywork  profession

KEY  T ERMS

Beliefs: what you personally feel is  true
Culture: the customary beliefs, habits, and traits of a racial, religious, or social group,
often depending on one’s country and  language
Ethics: an individual’s or group’s standards of  behavior
Morals: beliefs about what is right and wrong or good and  bad
Values: something of worth or held in esteem

CHAPTER  PREV I EW



your practice helps reassure both clients and other
 therapists.

In this chapter and the ones that follow, we discuss
how to increase your understanding of your own val-
ues and ethics, examining where you are now and
looking ahead to what is needed in your  practice.

PERSONAL DEVELOPMENT OF  VALUES

FAMILY  INFLUENCES
Often when individuals are asked who had the
greatest influence on their lives, they naturally
answer their parents or other close family mem-
bers, relatives, or friends. This is understandable
because it is these individuals with whom you
spend most of your time during your first 15 to 18
years. Your family members likely were your care-
takers and provided the essentials you needed.
Their influence on your belief system starts as soon
as you are born and often continues even after you
leave home. After adolescence, other valued people
will have influence, such as teachers, a spouse,
close friends, and even your own  children.

As a toddler, you begin learning right and wrong
by being told so by other people. Your mother or
caretaker tells you not to hit your sister or pull the
dog’s tail. You are told to look both ways before cross-
ing the street and that it’s not nice to make fun of
people. Children generally trust what others tell them
and often develop conditioned responses to many sit-
uations. After you begin school, other people begin to
influence what you consider right and wrong. Teach-
ers and other influences may reinforce what you have
learned or may present a different point of view.
When receiving conflicting points of view, individu-
als may eventually reformulate what they believe is
right or wrong, or may hold to their original  beliefs.

As you enter the adolescent years, still more influ-
ences are introduced. Information and influences
extend beyond the smaller world of family and
school and begin to involve the larger world. Peers
have a great influence on what you value and how
you think and act. Television, radio, and the Internet
provide a large amount of information and have been
shown to influence people’s belief systems. Because
individuals today have much information readily

available and are exposed to a huge amount of
diverse and different information, it is easy to under-
stand that many people question their learned values,
even at an early age. Available information includes
diverse information about other societies, beliefs, reli-
gions, and cultures. With so many influences, which
can often be conflicting, it is not unusual that many
teens rebel against what they have learned within
their family. Adolescents are exposed to many differ-
ent viewpoints in school and various social settings
and may begin to look elsewhere for a broader under-
standing of what is right and  wrong.

Up until adolescence, most individuals have lis-
tened to what their caretakers say about things
that happen in the world. You may have adopted
your family’s values and beliefs about many things,
including ideas as simple as thinking a mother
should stay at home to raise children to more com-
plex beliefs such as religious beliefs. You may have
heard your caretakers or other adults, for example,
make positive or negative comments about other
cultures and their beliefs. This could have a pro-
found effect on how you respond when you meet a
person from another  country.

When family members feel that something is
wrong, they typically express their unhappiness or
anger about it. Because you are raised this way and
frequently hear such comments, you too may
believe the same thing or have the same feelings.
This is only natural because what family members
say is very important to you. It may not be until
you are older and have been exposed to other
points of view and information that you begin to
see things in a different  light.

When you leave your family and are living on
your own, you likely have a new sense of freedom.
Without even realizing it you may continue to rely
on your previous beliefs, or you may develop new
beliefs and values. Living on your own can test
what you think to be wrong or right. It is natural
for a person to try new ways of doing things. It is a
way to test the old ideas and look for something
new. Many lessons are learned and sometimes, as
the old saying goes, “You have to learn the hard
way.” Making a mistake often causes a shift in your
thinking and leads to evaluating what you may do
differently in the  future.

In adulthood, however, most people’s values and
beliefs are fairly well formulated. Often individuals
end up still believing in some of the values that
were instilled in them in their youth, although
some differences may have developed as a result of
their own life experiences. At the same time, as an
adult, you are interacting with a wider range of
people in the world and may experience conflicts
between your values and beliefs and those of other
individuals (Fig. 1-1).

Key Points
� Understanding your personal beliefs is

 important.
� Beliefs and morals are  learned.
� Your beliefs contribute to a successful mas-

sage therapy  practice.

2 ETHICS FOR MASSAGE THERAPISTS



CHAPTER 1 � Your Belief System 3

As you form a serious relationship with another
person, for example, a common source of conflict
is differences in what you feel is right and wrong.
Conflicts can occur over things as simple as a dif-
ference in opinion about doing housework or
preparing meals. Larger conflicts in belief systems
may involve religion, cultural customs, or family
customs. Mature adults, however, can learn to
compromise and be flexible while respecting the
different beliefs of  others— although if two par-
ties have strong opposing beliefs, a conflict could
occur. As you will see later in this chapter and in
Chapter 2, some values may involve serious ethi-
cal or moral beliefs, and then you will need to
decide whether or not you should  compromise.

Thinking about your past will help you see how
you have come to believe what you do today. The
influences of three people in your life involve just
a tiny fraction of all the influences on your beliefs
to this point in your life. In the following sections,
you will see how other factors also have influenced
your present  values.

INFLUENCES OF  CULTURE

The culture in which you were raised has a lot to
do with how you think and believe. Culture can
be defined as the customary beliefs, habits, and
traits of a racial, religious, or social group, often
depending on one’s country and language. There-
fore you can think of culture as the larger environ-
ment surrounding a group of people. America is
one culture, but within most cultures there are
many subcultures involving different ethnic ori-
gins, religions, geographical features, and belief
systems. Steeped within cultures and subcultures
are many traditions, such as holidays, clothing,
and food preferences. Staying close to the environ-
ment in which they were raised often gives indi-
viduals a safe  feeling.

The term “culture shock” refers to the experi-
ence of suddenly encountering a very different
environment outside one’s familiar culture. For
some, this causes stress. For others, exposure to
other cultures leads to reconsideration of their own
values and more respect for the diversity of
thoughts and traditions of other cultures. Think
about the environment that you were raised in and
what you have learned from it. Think about the
times you may have gone to stay with a friend and
how different that friend’s family traditions and
environment may have been. Which of your val-
ues or beliefs might have been very different if you
had grown up in a different  culture?

INFLUENCES OF  ENVIRONMENT
Physical environmental factors also influence how
you think and what you believe. If you were raised
on a farm and moved into the city when you went
to college, you might initially have a hard time

Key Points
� We learn through developmental  stages.
� Family influences are  important.
� Beliefs vary from person to  person.

EXERC I S E  1 - 1

Think about three people you believe have influenced
you. Try to name at least one value or belief that each
person helped instill in you. Remember that beliefs and
values can be either a positive value or a negative value
(for or against something). Finally, reflect on whether
you think this belief or value helps you or hinders you
in today’s  society.

Person belief or value Affects you how  today?

FIGURE 1-1 � Because of differences in background and many other
factors, people have a wide variety of values and  beliefs.



adjusting to crowds and the hustle and bustle and
noises of the city. Likewise, if you grew up in a large
city and then moved to a small town, you may have
trouble adjusting to the quiet and relaxed environ-
ment of many small towns. Yet, in either situation,
adapting to a new environment can help you both
better understand ways of living and help broaden
your values and  beliefs.

The environment includes not only the physical
surroundings but also the people who inhabit an
area. Particular groups or populations often possess
particular beliefs and habits. A community’s shared
beliefs are generally influenced by traditions and
the community’s success in coping with its tradi-
tions, habits, and beliefs. Beliefs and values can be
very different in different places. A massage thera-
pist opening a practice in one town may be looked
upon as a welcome addition to the community,
while in a different community another therapist
may encounter opposition due to ordinances or
rules enacted in the past to drive out  prostitution.

Why are these two environments so different?
One community may have had problems with pros-
titution at some point in the past and now associ-
ates massage with prostitution. Many illegal busi-
nesses have in the past advertised using the term
“massage.” In addition, change can be threatening
to a community’s sense of comfort if people like the
way things have always been. Furthermore, a profes-
sion like massage therapy that involves touching a
person’s body often threatens some individuals’
comfort zone. In large part this attitude results from
misinformation and misunderstandings about what
massage and bodywork professionals truly do. Later
chapters discuss working with the public and edu-
cating others about your new  profession.

EXPOSURE TO THE  WORLD
The exposure you have had to world events, news,
education, and other cultures and belief systems
also greatly influences how you think. The thought
processes of people who have lived most of their
lives sheltered from other ways of thinking and
doing things generally reflect only what they know
and have seen themselves. Their beliefs and values

may be more directly attributed to their upbring-
ing in the family and immediate environment.
This is not to say that their beliefs are in any way
wrong or not as important as those of someone
else who has been more broadly exposed to the
world. It is true, however, that there are many ways
of seeing and interpreting information, and the
more exposure a person has to outside ideas and
information, the more information that person has
on which to base beliefs and  values.

Modes of communication, especially, have
changed dramatically in the last decade, as have
people’s exposure to information communicated
through the media. A few decades ago, newspapers
were the main source of information, often provid-
ing a great deal of information about events. As tele-
vision became the main source of news for a large
segment of the population, the amount of coverage
about individual events on the evening news
decreased to a small fraction of the information pre-
sented in newspapers. People watching television
often received a thumbnail sketch of the news,
while those reading newspapers often got more
detail. Now many people receive their information
primarily from the Internet, which allows them to
pick out only what they want to learn on any given
topic. At the same time, however, many people are
concerned that some of this information may be
inaccurate or biased, and that many individuals may
not be receiving the larger picture. Nonetheless, all
of these sources of information continue to influ-
ence our beliefs and  values.

On the positive side, many people today have
more information available on which to formu-
late their opinions and beliefs. The media has
played an important role in helping people see
the benefits of massage. Only a few years ago, the
only mentions of massage in the news generally
involved stories about a massage parlor or some
illicit activity. Today, hundreds of news stories,
articles, and Internet sites explain the different
massage modalities and their positive effects. For
example, news readers or viewers may see a story
about the positive effects of massage for prema-
ture babies in a hospital. Exposure to the outside
world can influence us in many different ways.
These factors are another dimension to consider
as you analyze your present beliefs and values and
try to sort out what things in your past have led
you to become the person you are  today.

VALUES TO  BELIEFS

When does a belief become a valued part of your
life? This is an important question when evaluating

4 ETHICS FOR MASSAGE THERAPISTS

Key Points
� Beliefs gradually become  values.
� Values are part of who you  are.
� Understanding our past help us understand

our  present.
� We are influenced by culture, environment,

and the world at  large.



what is important in our belief and value systems.
If you were to count how many times a day you
say or think, “I believe that ...,” you may be sur-
prised. We say things like this frequently when we
believe that something is true or right. If you say,
“I believe the store is two blocks down the street
on the right,” you are saying you think this is true
but you are open to the possibility that it is not
precisely true. But if you say, “The store is two
block down the street on the right,” you are saying
you know this is true. See the difference? The sec-
ond statement is, for you, an absolute statement of
fact, that it is where you say it  is.

The same holds true for many beliefs and values.
When you believe in something, when you really
feel its importance, you know it is the right thing
to believe or do. When that belief becomes part of
your value system, you take ownership and it
becomes part of who and what you are. When you
know something is right or wrong, and you see no
room for exceptions, this belief has become a val-
ued part of who you are. Think about this when
you are speaking to others, and notice when you
say “I know” versus “I believe.”

Something that you value is a strong part of your
foundation. For example, saying “I believe I will not
take financial advantage of a client” does not mean
quite the same thing as “I will never take financial
advantage of a client.” The process by which beliefs

and values become your foundation is important for
becoming an ethical  person.

VALUES AND  MORALS

When does a value become a moral belief? Remem-
ber, a value is anything you hold to be important,
while a moral is a strong belief that something is
always right or wrong. You may value personal
hygiene, for example, but it is unlikely you would
consider it immoral not to brush your teeth first
thing in the morning. Other values do become
morals, however. You may believe it is immoral to
steal or to harm another person. These are personal
values about serious matters of right and wrong.
Often people think of morals as absolutes, such as
saying it is never moral for anyone in any place at
any time to steal from another. For many people,
morality is based on religious beliefs. As well, a
country’s laws are usually based on a shared moral
system about what is right and wrong. For example,
the law against murder reflects the shared moral
belief that murder is  wrong.

Ethical beliefs are similar to moral beliefs but
are not exactly the same. For many people,
ethics depends somewhat on the situation; it is
not an absolute principle. For example, you may
believe that it is wrong to lie to people. Does that
mean you would never, ever lie to anyone in any
situation? Most of us can easily think of situa-
tions where being completely honest could hurt
another person or when we might instead “tell a
little white lie.” Does that mean we have com-
mitted an immoral act? Most of us would likely
say no, that we did the right thing because it was
more important not to hurt the other person than
it was to be brutally honest. We value telling the
truth, and it is an ethical principle for how we
live, but it is not a moral absolute. In everyday
conversation people often use the words “moral”
and “ethical” as if they mean the same thing, but
it is sometimes important to distinguish between
the  two.

In the same way, we should distinguish
between law and ethics. Certain business prac-
tices, for example, are illegal, and a business can
be punished for breaking these laws. Other situa-
tions, however, involve ethical principles. It may
be legal for a business to increase its prices when
demand for an item is high, but some may ques-
tion whether this is ethical. Remember: ethics
involves standards of behavior, not simply moral
issues of right and wrong or legal questions of
what the law  requires.

In a  day- to- day massage therapy practice, we are
seldom confronted with larger issues of morality or
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E XERC I S E  1 - 2

Think about how your beliefs and values have come
about. Answering the questions below will help you
realize the sources of your present  beliefs.

1. Name two people who were strong influences for
you as a  child.

2. Can you remember a phrase or saying from each of
these people that sticks in your  mind? 

3. During your adolescence, do you remember any val-
ues or beliefs of your caretakers that you  questioned?

4. What led to you questioning these values or  beliefs?

5. What resulted from your questioning? Did your
belief change?     



legality. But ethical issues may often arise. How
much training should I have in a certain technique
before I perform it on a client? How honest should
I be when a client asks me what I think about
another health care professional? Is it appropriate
to become close friends with one of my clients?
These involve potential ethical issues. Such ques-
tions are not always easily  answered— that’s the
reason for a book like this. You can begin to under-
stand such issues, however, by first understanding
what you value right now in your life, and then
building on that foundation as you develop profes-
sional ethics for your  practice.

DEFINING YOUR BELIEFS
IN THE BODYWORK  PROFESSION

As a student studying for a career in massage or
bodywork, you may have heard comments about
your new career from family members, friends, or
 co- workers. You may well have the support of your
family and friends. Yet, students sometimes have
concerns about comments that are not flattering or
may even be intimidating. It is perfectly natural to
feel angry or hurt by such comments. In the past,
massage was linked in many people’s minds with
undesirable behaviors such as prostitution, and the
mere mention of the word massage may make some
people think you are entering an unsavory career. It
is perfectly natural that some people who do not
understand the profession of massage therapy may
have different values or beliefs about it. Later, we
discuss how to deal with such  situations.

It is just as important, however, to understand
your own beliefs about a career in bodywork and

massage. Developing your own code of ethics,
what you value or believe is right or wrong in your
profession, will help you feel at ease and be com-
fortable with and proud of the work you do. Dur-
ing your training you will learn a great deal about
the effects and benefits of massage, all of which
you can use when talking with someone who has a
different view of the profession. Clients, other
health professionals, and the general public will
gain a strong respect for who you are when they
understand the benefits of massage and see how
your values and beliefs are part of who you are as a
practitioner. Your foundation needs to encompass
not only massage skills and techniques but also
your beliefs and values. It is important to present
to others a strong foundation so that they feel they
will be treated in an effective and safe  way.

Always remember that people have different values
and beliefs that have been shaped by their own past
life experiences, just as your values and beliefs were
shaped by yours. Your own strong sense of identity
will help you through situations when your own
values may be in conflict with  others.

COPING WITH DIFFERENT BELIEFS
ABOUT  MASSAGE

The general public has many different thoughts,
attitudes, and beliefs about massage and body-
work. The media have helped spread the word
about the positive effects of many different
modalities. The growing number of massage ther-
apists and different facilities that offer massage
has increased the public’s exposure to bodywork.
Massage therapists often offer the public information
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EXERC I S E  1 - 3

Find an article in a newspaper that identifies an ethical
problem. (Ethical issues are often discussed in relation
to business, politics, or even sports.) Read the article
and report to the class what the situation was and
how it involved an issue of ethical  behavior. 

EXERC I S E  1 - 4

Beside each word below, write the first word that
comes to your  mind.

massage 

touch 

masseuse 

spa 

boundaries 

bodywork 

ethics 

Do you see a pattern in your responses? Try to describe  it.



about massage. Chair massage in public venues
has helped increase the public’s awareness of mas-
sage and is the first massage experience for  many.

Even with all this positive information available,
at times, unfortunately, some people still make
negative comments about massage that are hurtful
or may make you angry. Some students of massage
therapy feel they sometimes have to defend their
new career to family or friends. As you continue
your training, you will gain more information that
can help you cope with situations like this. Over
time, you will feel more comfortable talking about
your career and the healthful effects of massage.

You will learn how to turn a negative situation into
a positive, educational experience. Following are
some guidelines that may help you when someone
makes a negative  comment.

1. Don’t get angry or defensive. You have
nothing to defend. You are training in a won-
derful career that has a very valuable place in
society today. Instead of getting angry, take a
moment to share your enthusiasm. You
might begin by saying, “You may not know
how many doctors these days are sending
their patients to massage therapists. Lots of
research has shown how massage helps peo-
ple become much healthier.”

2. The person who made the comment
may just be kidding. Friends and family
do like to have fun with each other. You
might say, “I know a lot of people think
being a massage therapist is not a real career,
but I can’t wait to work in the health care
community and help people feel better.”

3. If a comment is truly out of line, take
the opportunity to educate. An impor-
tant responsibility of all massage therapists is
to educate the public about what they do.
Most negative comments are made because
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Your Personal Journal

This chapter has frequently asked you to think

about your life and how you have come to believe

and feel as you now do. Take a few minutes now to

reflect on your thoughts and feelings about

bodywork and why you have chosen this profession

(Fig. 1-2).

Be as honest with yourself as you  canÑ these are

not thoughts you need to share with anyone  else.

1.What is your general view of bodywork?

2.Why do you feel it is a valuable career?

3.What is your biggest fear?

4.What comments from others have made you

angry or hurt your feelings?

5.What do you do when these comments are made?

FIGURE 1-2 � Both ideas and emotional responses are shaped by many
factors in our  background.



people truly do not understand this type of
work. You might say, “There are so many
misconceptions about what massage therapy
really is. To practice in most locations, we are
required to have extensive training, such as a
minimum of 500 hours of school. In most
states we are a licensed profession, much like
doctors, nurses, and physical therapists.”

4. People are often fearful of what they
do not understand. Educating the public
about the positive values of massage will help
them learn what bodywork is all about. You
can help calm their fears with information
about the profession. You might say, “Mas-
sage therapists are educating the public about
the positive benefits of massage and working
with clients to provide the safe and nurturing
aspects of massage and bodywork.”

5. Learn to walk away. There are a few people
you will not be able to educate or convince.
Because of something in their background or
belief system, they believe that bodywork is
not a good thing, and no amount of talking
will change their minds. These people will not
become your clients. Sometimes it is better
just to say nothing at  all.

As you understand better how people’s values
and beliefs develop, you will understand more
fully why others think the way they do. You will
see some diversity in beliefs even within your
own classroom. It is good to discuss differences
and to accept this diversity. Remember: there sel-
dom is one right way to think or one best belief.
Keep an open mind about what others think and
say. This can be a valuable learning tool. You will
encounter a wide diversity of clients in your new
profession, and it is important to be able to
understand how others  think.

Your values and beliefs contribute to your own
personal code of ethics, which along with the
professional ethics you will learn will determine

how you act and treat other professionals and
clients. Your values and beliefs will help you set
boundaries and parameters that ensure safety for
both you and your  clients.

S U M M A R Y

Values and beliefs are a personal reflection of who
you are and what you believe. As we begin to form
values and beliefs in childhood, we also learn how
we should behave in different situations. Eventually
our values and beliefs become our personal code of
action, which may be similar to or different from
other people’s.

Values, beliefs, ethics, and morals are all impor-
tant aspects of successful businesses and profes-
sionals today. The general public and other health
care professionals pay considerable attention to
our professional values, beliefs, and behavior.
Understanding who you are and where your values
and beliefs came from is a starting point for devel-
oping professional  ethics.

SCENARIO
Susan has just begun her practice as a massage thera-

pist. Her mother is a nurse, and Susan grew up with a
great respect for all the health professions and how they
can make a difference in people’s lives by helping them
regain or maintain their health. She chose massage therapy
as her profession in part because she enjoys  hands- on
work and in part because of her own experience with
massage, which played a major role in her recovery from a
serious sports injury in high school. In her massage therapy
program everyone acted very professionally and accepted
the value of professional  massage.

Now, just a month into her practice, she has experi-
enced some negative comments from others. At a party
recently she was introduced as a masseuse, leading a cou-
ple of people to make tasteless jokes about her profession
and how easy it would be to “pick up guys.” Susan found
it very difficult to respond to those  comments.

In small groups, discuss various ways to answer these
 questions.

1. What are some potential ways that Susan could have
responded to the  comments?

2. Explain how this situation could be turned into an
educational  opportunity.

3. Do you feel that this type of obstacle would be chal-
lenging if you experienced it? What can you do to
cope if this occurs to  you?
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Key Points
� Massage has historical associations we need

to  understand.
� Understanding your own beliefs about body-

work is  important.
� Professional values lead to pride in your  work.
� Learning how to cope with comments from

others is  important.
� Accept  diversity.



 All individuals have their own beliefs, values,
and morals. We may have similar beliefs about
many things, but there are also significant differ-
ences among people. In the previous chapter, you
saw why people’s beliefs and values vary and
gained a better understanding of how your own
beliefs, values, and ethics developed. Because you
personally own and take pride in your beliefs, you
naturally are often emotional about them. In this
chapter, you will learn how your values and emo-
tions and your client’s values and emotions may be
the same or may conflict, how problems may
develop and can be resolved, and how emotions
are involved in  ethics.

BELIEFS AND  FEELINGS

When you strongly believe in something, it is only
natural for you to believe it is true. But as we saw in
Chapter 1, beliefs are not the same as facts, and two
people can have two different beliefs about the same
realities. In an ideal world we could all talk openly
and calmly about our beliefs and understand the

difference between facts and  beliefs— and then we
might more easily respect the different beliefs of oth-
ers. In reality, however, we are often very emotional
about what we believe. This emotion makes it more
difficult to recognize that other people are not neces-
sarily wrong when they believe something else. A
classic health care example is abortion: people on
both sides of this issue often have very emotional
beliefs about whether abortion is right or wrong. As
in most issues involving beliefs, there is no simple
 answer— no “facts” that definitively prove either
side’s position. People on both sides of the issue may
have the same information but perceive it differ-
ently. Many such issues are prevalent in our society
today, and in most instances you can observe how
strongly people feel about what they  believe.
When our emotions are involved, we tend to take

a stronger stand on what we believe. The issues
become more personal, and we can be reluctant to
listen to others who believe differently. This occurs
frequently, for example, in political campaigns.
Politicians take positions on issues they feel strongly
about. Examples are human rights, universal health
care, and taxes. They have strong feelings about
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2
VALUES AND  EMOTIONS

� Gaining awareness that beliefs often involve strong  feelings
� Understanding your feelings about giving and receiving  massages
� Understanding the client’s  feelings
� Achieving a successful therapist–client  relationship

KEY  T ERMS

Intake form: a form used in most practices in which clients provide information about
their health, contact information, and other information that a therapist or other health
care provider deems  pertinent
Safety zone: the client’s physical areas that a therapist may touch without provoking
anxiety; also referred to as the client’s “comfort zone”

CHAPTER  PREV I EW
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what they believe is the right thing for our govern-
ment to do. Campaigns often become very heated
because of the emotions attached to these beliefs.
Voters often agree or disagree with these beliefs and
vote accordingly, often with just as much emotion.
But again, there is usually no simple “truth” that
makes positions right or  wrong— these are different
beliefs that result in part from different personal
backgrounds and in part from different interpreta-
tions of information. A variety of interpretations
can and should be  expected— this is part of what
makes our world so interesting and diverse. But
what about the emotions associated with these dif-
ferent beliefs? Strong emotions can have positive
effects when they motivate individuals to act as they
believe but can have negative effects when they get
in the way of understanding another person’s beliefs
and  feelings.
Emotions are similarly very important in a mas-

sage therapy practice. In fact, the situation is very
similar to voting for a candidate: clients who dis-
agree with your values, beliefs, or ethics most likely
would have reservations about becoming a client.
A client who is not comfortable with how you act,
talk, or behave may not feel comfortable working
with you in a massage  setting.
Clients with a wide variety of beliefs and values

will enter your practice. A therapist who turned
away all clients with different beliefs would have a
very small practice. Learning to accept diversity
and working with clients in a professional manner
are part of being a successful therapist. Remember
that clients take ownership of their beliefs just as
you do with yours, and it is important to respect
the  differences.
Communication between the client and therapist

during a session is important. Checking in with
clients on pressure and pain levels and addressing
issues pertinent to the session are important aspects
of a therapeutic relationship. But some clients will
start to talk about other issues or personal matters.
Talkative clients may just be nervous or friendly, or
they may be trying to avoid issues that come up
through bodywork. Listening to a client talking
about personal beliefs or other matters may start the
therapist thinking about his or her own beliefs,
resulting in a loss of focus on the work being done.
It then is important to be aware of what is happen-
ing and redirect your focus back to the session.
Often it can be difficult not to engage in conversa-
tion with the client, especially when the client is
asking you questions. Bring the client back to a
focus on the session through an emphasis on
breathing and talking about the goal for the session.
It is important not to start talking about your own
feelings and beliefs during the session, especially on

topics that have nothing to do with the session
 itself.

YOUR OWN  FEELINGS

When you first began to think about doing body-
work for a living, do you remember any reservations
you may have had? Consider these in Exercise 2- 1.
Most massage therapy students enter school with

some concerns or mixed feelings about doing body-
work for a living. For example, some students can-
not imagine having to massage someone’s feet. Most
schools teach massage techniques for the feet, some
even incorporating reflexology and the zones of the
feet. Some students may hope they can get by in

Key Points
� Strong emotions are often attached to  beliefs.
� Emotional reactions can harm the therapist–

client  relationship.
� Professionalism helps avoid  conflicts.

EXERC I S E  2 - 1

Answer the following questions regarding your feelings
about the bodywork  profession.

1. What initial reservations did you have about
touching  clients?

2. Who did you express these concerns to? (Or have
you expressed these concerns to anybody?)

3. Could these reservations lead to any problems?
How might these reservations affect your  clients?

4. What can you do to help resolve these  concerns?

Share your answers with other students or discuss
these in class. You may find that other classmates
share the same concerns. Finding possible solutions
can help alleviate some of your  fears.
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their practice without working on a client’s feet, but
for many clients, having their feet worked on is one
of the best parts of a massage. Think about your feel-
ings for a moment: do you personally not like to
have your feet worked on, or is it that you do not
like touching another person’s feet? Do you there-
fore assume everyone else feels the same? Maybe
you have ticklish feet and it is difficult for you when
someone touches them, or maybe you fear encoun-
tering a fungus on a client’s feet. You can see how
the emotions associated with such beliefs can be
problematic when giving a  massage.
Issues like these can be overcome as therapists

become more educated about problematic areas. For
example, a therapist who is afraid of catching a fun-
gus from a client can learn the signs and symptoms
of potential problems and the universal precautions
to take to prevent disease transmission. Learning to
work on ticklish feet may be as simple as learning
different approaches and pressures to  apply.
It is not unusual for students to enter massage

school without ever having received a professional
massage. Most people have received some type of
massage from a family member such as a mother
or grandmother rubbing their shoulders or back
when they were sore. We most likely have very
good feelings and thoughts about this type of
touch. It is generally agreed by most people that
massage has many positive benefits for both the
person receiving and the person giving a  massage.
Most people believe that receiving massage feels

very good and can alleviate painful areas. But
“most” is not all, and many people have never had
a professional massage and therefore may have
mixed emotions or concerns. Those concerns may
involve, for example, having a stranger rather than
a friend or significant other give the massage. After
answering the questions in Exercise 2-2, you may
need to look within yourself to understand any
issues you may have regarding bodywork. It is
worthwhile to confront these issues now while still

a student. Working through your own concerns
will help you better understand and work with
your clients. Some of your clients may have the
very same concerns that you have  had.
Knowing what each type of massage and the tech-

niques involved feels like will also help the person
performing a massage relate to what a client is feel-
ing. Can you imagine performing techniques with-
out ever knowing what they feel like? Therapists
could watch and think they know what it would feel
like, but most professional therapists generally agree
that what you see and feel can be different. Many
details of massage are very subtle, and receiving a
massage will help you “feel” what those little details
are and why they may be important to a client.
Clients will also report what they did or did not like
about the draping or the environment of an office.
Therapists may not realize how noisy an office is or
that the draping was not tight enough until some-
one brings it to their attention. Many clients may
not feel comfortable criticizing a therapist but
instead will just find someone else to work on  them.
Another benefit of receiving a professional mas-

sage is that it will help you understand what a
client may feel like before the client’s first massage.
Clients often receive a gift certificate for a massage
and may be concerned or have questions about the
massage. Maybe the client is concerned about get-
ting undressed or may have an issue with a certain
part of his or her body. These are natural concerns
for many people. As a professional, you want to
make the session a very positive experience for all
clients and have them return regularly. Working
with your clients to address their concerns and
meeting their needs is a very important part of
being a massage  professional.
Massages received from a professional as often as

possible are a valuable learning tool. You can learn
a great deal from other professionals while receiv-
ing a massage, and these massages will also help
you take care of yourself. You will be recommend-
ing regular massages to your  clients— doesn’t it
make sense to “practice what you preach”? It
would be difficult to understand how particular
techniques feel if you have not received the work
yourself. Receiving massage from someone who
has been practicing for many years can not only
help you better realize the personal benefits of
massage but can also give you valuable informa-
tion about new skills, marketing ideas, and tech-
niques that your clients might  enjoy.
Most massage schools require that you both give

and receive massages as part of the learning process.
This is a wonderful part of your training in that you
can experience the different types of techniques and
skills with other students, and the feedback you

EXERC I S E  2 - 2

If you have personal issues or fears that you do not
want to discuss openly in class, write them down and
talk to your instructor in private to work through  them.

1. What are your concerns or reservations about
receiving  massage? 

2. Do you have concerns about having someone else
work on  you? 

3. How do you think you can address their  concerns? 



receive from others is valuable information for
improving your work. Students need to experience
all the touch therapies in order to process the
information  kinesthetically— for your body to
understand it as well as your mind. Talk with your
instructors if you are having difficulty with this
aspect of training; they will understand and help
you work through it. Most therapists at one time
or another have been frustrated or did not like a
particular type of massage. For example, you may
at first not like giving a sports massage, but when
you received the work yourself, you found that you
benefited from the  techniques.

THE CLIENT’S  FEELINGS

Generally two types of individuals receive massage.
The first have few if any reservations about receiving
bodywork. Some may have received a great deal of
work in the past and have no hesitation calling to
make an appointment. Even with experienced
clients, however, do not assume that their feelings
will always be positive. For example, you have a new
client who does not seem shy about receiving mas-
sage. You begin to work on her and everything goes
well until you do some work on the upper leg and
gluteal area. You suddenly notice that she is tensing
up. You talk with the client, and she tells you she
does not like to be touched in this area. Possibly you
are the first massage therapist to work in this area.
Communicating with clients about what you are
doing is necessary, telling them what muscles are
involved and why the work you are doing will help
alleviate a symptom or problem. It is important to
leave room for the client to communicate to you,
and if the client continues to feel uncomfortable,
leaving the area alone would show respect for the
client’s concerns. A client may also have some very
strong emotional issues associated with a part of the
body you are working on. Issues involving past
abuse or neglect can suddenly arise while doing
bodywork, often leaving the client feeling uncom-
fortable or vulnerable. A therapist should always be

conscious of a client’s reaction to the work and work
only within the client’s comfort  zone.
Other clients, typically with little or no massage

experience, may be apprehensive about someone
touching and working on them. Clients experience
a wide array of feelings about what is appropriate in
touch therapies. Some may feel uncomfortable dis-
robing for a massage, while others easily accept this.
Some  may— and  should— feel that certain areas are
out of bounds and should not be touched or worked
on by a massage therapist. Some states have laws
and regulations stipulating what areas are not to be
touched, but clients’ own feelings about areas of
their bodies are equally if not more important than
any state regulations. If you cross over the line of
what the clients feels comfortable with, the client
most likely will become emotional or tense. For
example, you may feel that it is important to work
the abdominal area, but some clients feel very vul-
nerable in this area and do not want to be touched
there (Fig. 2-1). Their feelings may be related to an
emotional protection or privacy issue. It is crucial to
respect the client’s needs for privacy. Even when you
feel an area of the body needs work, it is the client
who decides if and when the area will be worked. It
is important to always address the client’s needs and
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Key Points
� It is common for students to have concerns

about giving and receiving  massage.
� Receiving massage from other professionals is

a valuable learning  tool.
� Receiving massage helps therapists relate to

clients’ concerns and  questions.
� Address any concerns or questions with a

mentor or your  instructor.

FIGURE 2-1 � Your feelings about the massage may not be the same
as the client’s. For example, not everyone feels comfortable with abdominal
 massage.
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goals for a session. Pushing a technique or working
on an area that a client does not like is not address-
ing the client’s  needs.
Signs that clients feel uncomfortable with a par-

ticular technique, pressure, or area being worked
on  include:

� Muscles tensing in other parts of the  body
� Pulling the drape more tightly around  them
� Fidgeting on the  table
� Making a  fist
� Holding their  breath
� Talking  nervously
� Bouncing their  foot

All of these are signs that your client is in distress.
Many clients do not feel comfortable telling you
to stop but may simply lie there and endure the
negative emotions they are feeling. As a profes-
sional bodyworker, you need to watch for these
signs and communicate with the client to correct
the situation. Even when asked, however, some
clients may not feel comfortable telling you what
is wrong. In this case, you can simply suggest stop-
ping the work in that area or moving on to another
area. If you do not pay attention to the signs of dis-
comfort or you fail to check in with a client, the
client may not return for another session. Such
clients may not even be able to identify what they
did not like about the  session— but they will recall
that they had some type of unpleasant  feeling.
Clients’ feelings about what they believe is right or

wrong can be very strong. If a client believes that no
work should be done on the abdomen, then that is
the client’s belief. If so, be very cautious about trying
to convince the client to let you work on this area. If
you think that working on the abdomen will help
with a client’s back pain, it is your responsibility to
explain why you would do the work and how it has
worked for other clients. Describing the technique
and the benefits it offers gives clients the information
necessary to make an educated choice about what
they want or do not want in bodywork. Some clients
may even take several sessions to decide they want to
have a technique done. As clients gradually feel more
comfortable with your work, they may trust you
more to work in a vulnerable  area.
The feelings of clients about being touched by

another are one focus of the field of study now
often called the psychology of touch. Many articles
and books have addressed this issue. Elliott Greene
and Barbara  Greenwich- Dunn, in The Psychology of
the Body, Elliott Greene, Barbara  Greenwich- Dunn,
Lippincott William and Wilkins; Baltimore, MD;
2004. explain that many psychological factors are
involved in massage therapy. On the positive side,
touch has several psychological  roles:

� Touch is necessary for survival of infants and
becomes associated with feelings of love, safety,
and  happiness.

� Touch is important for growth and develop-
ment. But touch can also affect development
negatively, such as when a child is punished
by being slapped, spanked, or pinched; abu-
sive touch can result in emotional  scarring.

� Touch can promote emotional as well as physi-
cal  healing.

Yet, as we have seen, touch can be perceived as
threatening or intimidating by some clients,
depending on their past experiences and feelings.
It is crucial for massage therapists to understand
the many possible dynamics involved in a client’s
feelings. For example, a client who has strong
feelings about having the upper leg worked on
may feel threatened; the client may become very
emotional and may react by crying or becoming
more tense, or may even ask you to stop the mas-
sage. Although you may think that area should be
worked, the client may feel differently. The client
may not feel like saying the area is sensitive to
touch and could try instead to divert your atten-
tion to another part of the body. As a professional
therapist, you must respect your clients’ feelings
about areas they do not want to be touched and
their reasons  why.

C A S E   S T U D Y

In her first appointment, Sara told the massage ther-
apist that her back hurt but she had a hard time letting
anyone work on it. She agreed to let the therapist try
some light work on her upper back. As the therapist
began to work, he noticed that her entire body tensed
up whenever he touched her. The therapist asked if he
was applying too much pressure, and at first Sara said it
was okay. He told her he noticed that she was tensing
up all over and asked if he should work on another area
for a while. Sara said that it was really bothering her to
have work done in this area right now and maybe he
could just work on her legs for  now.

After several sessions, Sara began to relax with the
therapist and allowed him to work a little more each
session on her back. Even though she was not com-
pletely relaxed, she was beginning to see the benefits of
having her back worked on because it did decrease her
physical pain. During her tenth session, she explained
to the therapist that she had been mugged several
years before and that her attacker had grabbed her
from behind, hit her in the back, and held a knife to
her throat. Sara said that she was seeing a psychologist
and had discussed these issues with her. The psychol-
ogist explained to her how bodywork can cause the 
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emotions associated with past physical events to resur-
face. Sara now felt comfortable enough to tell her
massage therapist why she tensed up while he was
working in certain  areas.

Many clients may not feel comfortable telling their
massage therapist information like this in their first
sessions. But as they develop trust, they often begin to
reveal information that helps the massage therapist
make sense of their reactions. If a therapist feels a
client is having difficulty coping with a response to
bodywork, it is often good to refer the client to a psy-
chologist, psychiatrist, or  counselor.

Greene and  Greenwich- Dunn also write about
the many psychological elements affecting how
clients respond to massage. Massage therapists,
they write, should attempt to understand these
aspects in their  clients:

� A client’s beliefs and values involve their roles
and motivations, including if the client should
take an active or passive role in the therapeutic
relationship; should the therapist only help to
facilitate the client’s progress or take on a more
authoritative role in the  relationship?

� A client’s expectations for the massage session
may be consistent with or vary widely from
the therapist’s  expectations.

� The client’s personal history, of both massage
therapy and touch in general, strongly affects
his or her present attitudes and  expectations.

All these factors are important as you work with the
client, build trust, and establish a climate of emo-
tional safety. These factors also help to build your
professional reputation among clients, peers, and
the community. Being proficient in massage tech-
niques is a required part of the professional relation-
ship, but equally important is how a therapist
relates to a client in an emotional, nonphysical  way.

WORKING WITH  CLIENTS

ETHICS AND  TRUST
Whenever you provide a service or product to the
public, they expect it to be presented in an ethical

Key Points
� Clients have different feelings about certain

body  areas.
� It is important to understand the apprehen-

sion clients may  have.
� Respect the client’s feelings and  privacy.

FIGURE 2-2 � A massage therapist must monitor the client’s reaction
to the  massage.

way. When clients book an appointment for a mas-
sage, they naturally assume that your behavior will
be ethical and they will feel safe while receiving a
massage. Clients want to believe that you have high
moral and ethical standards. Although they may not
know much about you, they trust that they will be
well taken care of as a client. Word of mouth is one
of the most common ways that an individual
becomes a client. People ask their friends, family,
and  co- workers about massage therapists they have
seen, and they trust that these people will let them
know who they can begin to trust as a  therapist.
Trust is a very important issue in the massage

community. You are asking clients to take off some
or all of their clothing and have you touch parts of
their body not usually touched by strangers (Fig. 2-2).
If at any time the client begins to feel “unsafe,” the
client usually becomes very emotional or feels
threatened. Clients who feel unsafe are not having
their needs met and likely will not return for another
session. You cannot assume that clients automati-
cally know that you have only good intentions in
mind for their massage—you have to earn their  trust.
Clients expect you to act ethically according to

their way of thinking, not yours. For example, how
do you know precisely what a client’s “safety
zone” is? As discussed in Chapter 1, there are
many differences in people’s belief systems. Assum-
ing that you always know what is good for a client
can lead to problems in your  practice.



Therapists should never assume they know what
a client thinks or believes. The following sections
will help you understand what a client has the right
to believe and the importance of working with those
beliefs. This is one way to earn a client’s  trust.

EMOTIONAL  SAFETY
Remember that because of their past, your clients
may have issues with certain aspects of being
touched, and it is important to respect what feels
right to them. For example, clients may have had sib-
lings that frequently pestered them by tickling their
feet. Clients may be sensitive to someone working on
their feet because this made them  uncomfortable.
Clients may choose not to tell you they have

issues with parts of their bodies, or they may not
even realize it until you touch the area. Either way,
it is not ethical to pry into clients’ feelings about
their body. Because you are likely to encounter this
type of situation, you should be prepared to handle
it. First, it helps to be as informed as possible about
the client’s likes and dislikes through your intake
form and the client interview. The more you
know, the less likely it will be for a problem to arise
unexpectedly in the middle of a session. Second,
once a client has expressed a concern, either by
saying something to you or by reacting in a way
that you notice, it is your responsibility to be
proactive in respecting the client’s feelings and

wishes. If you ignore the situation and proceed
with the massage, the client could feel that you
have crossed over his or her personal boundaries.
The client’s needs should always be the focus of
any session, even though a client may not always
be aware of what those needs are at the beginning
of a session. For example, if a client asks you to
address a low back pain during a session, but while
you are working on the area, the client begins to
seem uneasy, it is best to check in with the client
and assess whether work should continue in that
area or you should move to another  area.
It is not always easy to define what exactly

makes a massage practice safe and ethical, and per-
ceptions can vary between therapists and clients.
Therapists who have been in practice for a number
of years often are fairly comfortable with their val-
ues and beliefs and do not consciously have to
think about what they do with every client. They
instinctively know that they have to continually
address the needs of the client and keep their focus
on the session. A new therapist has to work at
focusing on the client’s needs along with the tech-
niques during a session. Time and experience help
a new therapist begin to feel more comfortable
with not having to think about every variable of
the session. The variables will begin to become part
of who you are and what you do with each client.
A therapist should be aware that a client is both
receiving and giving information on a physical and
mental level during a massage  session.
It is also important to maintain a balance in the

information you need. For example, in the earlier
case study of Sara, it was good that the massage
therapist learned that the client had an issue with
her upper back, and knowing that she had been
attacked helped the therapist make sense of her
reaction. The therapist did not, however, need to
know the details of the attack. He was not a psy-
chotherapist treating the emotional aftermath of
the attack but a bodyworker treating the physical
effects of the attack in a positive and reinforcing
way. It can be nurturing for clients to work with
someone who is willing to help the healing process
without being  invasive.

COMMUNICATION
Before the first session begins with a new client, a
professional massage therapist should know what the
client’s expectations are and any issues the client may
have. You can learn this information in several  ways.

Initial  Contact
When a new client calls, that person begins check-
ing you out almost immediately. The prospective
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E XERC I S E  2 - 3

1. List six potential areas in which a person’s beliefs
and values could differ from yours.

2. Could any of these areas cause a potential problem
in your practice?  How?  

3. What do you consider your own safety  zone?

4. How would you feel if someone else crossed what
you consider your safety  zone?  

5. How do you think you would  react?



client may ask for information about the services
you offer, such as price, the different types of mas-
sage you perform, and other general questions. The
person will listen to your tone of voice and want to
be reassured that you are a good and safe therapist
to make an appointment with. If you seem unsure
of yourself or give vague answers, the caller may
not feel comfortable making an appointment. If
you have a receptionist or others in your workplace
who answer the phones and make appointments,
make sure they are fully trained to answer questions
as well as know how to build trust with clients.
Some businesses fail to train receptionists or tele-
phone staff adequately, and their information can
easily be wrong or give clients the wrong impres-
sion. You can imagine how misinformation could
be problematic in a massage  practice.
For example, in a massage therapy school stu-

dents were asked to research the services being
provided in the area where they would be open-
ing their practices. Students reported back to the
class what they were told, and talked about how
some receptionists and therapists did not do a
good job answering their questions. One student
had asked what type of Oriental sessions were
offered. The receptionist told her they had
“Shitzu therapy.” (Obviously she should have said
 Shiatsu— not Shitzu like the breed of dog!) These
students quickly learned the value of therapists
educating the person who talks to the public on
their  behalf.

Client Intake  Form
On your intake form, it is good to ask clients
what their goals are for their massage session(s)
(Fig 2-3). You may have assumed a client wants a
relaxation massage, for example, when actually
he or she wants pain relief from a recent back
injury. Just as important are questions about areas
where clients do not want work. You can include
on your intake form a list of areas for clients to
check off those they do or do not want worked
on. This allows your clients to easily indicate
what they feel comfortable with and helps pre-
vent situations in which you might make incor-
rect assumptions or have to ask about things the
client may be uncomfortable talking about. Alter-
natively, a diagram of the body can be used to
allow clients to mark areas they do or do not want
included in the  massage.
It is also very important to note, that some

states require that certain information be obtained
from each client. Be sure to check on your state’s
laws and regulations regarding information that
may be required, and include this as part of your
health history or client intake  form.

Client  Interview
The client interview is an important step in build-
ing trust with a client. Many clients are surprised
about the amount of information that massage
therapists request on a health intake form. Begin
by explaining the form to the client, including
reading any disclosures the client should sign.
There are two schools of thought about how to
conduct an interview. The first is to leave the client
alone while filling out the form. This gives the
client some time to think about the information
requested. Other therapists feel more comfortable
being with the client when the form is filled out
and asking questions about the client’s health.
There is no one right way to do the client inter-
view, as long as therapists choose what they feel is
the best way to gather the needed  information.
If your client is filling out the form, it is impor-

tant to sit down and discuss and clarify any con-
cerns related to the health history. For example,
the client may have put down a medication that is
not familiar to you. Asking the client what the
medication is for can give you additional informa-
tion about the client’s health. An important ques-
tion to ask either on the health history form or
verbally is the client’s goal for the session. Most
clients have at least a general idea of what they
want to achieve during a massage. Knowing the
client’s stated intention helps a therapist know
what direction the massage should take. If several
different types of treatment could meet that goal,
it is good to discuss these options at this time with
the client. At the end of interview, before the ses-
sion begins, restate the goals for the  session.
The time it takes to interview a client may

depend on the client’s current health. If a client
has recently had a health concern or has a number
of health conditions that should be discussed, the
interview could take up to 15 to 20 minutes. Some
clients are anxious to tell you everything about
their health, while others are somewhat wary of
giving you personal information. Explaining why
you need to know certain information for their
own safety helps reassure clients that you are not
just being nosy. Taking the time to evaluate what
type of work should be done due to a client’s
health is an important responsibility for all thera-
pists. If a client is fairly healthy and lists only a few
things on the health history, the interview process
can take only a few  minutes.

Careful Observation and Focus
on the  Client
Therapists should pay close attention to clients from
the time they walk in the door until they leave.
When you greet them on their arrival, you’ll already
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FIGURE 2-3 � Example of a client intake  form.

CHAPTER 2 � Values and Emotions 17

Name _________________________________________ Date ____________________
Address  _______________________________________________________________
City, State, Zip  _________________________________________________________
Phone (Day) _______________________ (Evening) ____________________________

Where did you hear about us?  ______________________________________________

Reason for your visit ______________________________________________________

Health History
Medications you are currently taking: (Please include over-the-counter medications)
_______________________________________________________________________

Reason for taking above medication(s): _______________________________________

Please list any surgeries and the approximate date:
_______________________________________________________________________

Please indicate if you have had any of the following conditions:
___Headaches  ___Seizures  ___Sinus infection  ___Concussions
___Fractures  ___Back pain  ___Neck pain   ___Arthritis
___Asthma  ___Swelling  ___Fainting  ___Heart disease
___Skin rash  ___Numbness ___Joint disease   ___Digestive disease
___Blood clots  ___Allergies  ___Cancer ___High or low blood pressure 
 
Please list any medical conditions you may have that are not listed above. It is important that 
your therapist be informed about all medical conditions, because massage can make some 
conditions worse. All information is confidential.
_______________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________

During your massage session, the therapist may be working on the following parts of your 
body, always using appropriate draping for your safety and comfort. Please check any areas 
you do not feel comfortable having the therapist work on.

__Neck ___Shoulder __Back __Arms __Legs __ Chest __ Abdomen __Feet __ Gluteals

I have informed the therapist of all conditions I am currently aware of and attest that this 
information is accurate and true. Therapists will not prescribe any medications, will not 
perform any spinal manipulations, and will work within their scope of practice, abiding by all 
laws, rules, and regulations that apply. Please sign and date below.

___________________________________                    ___________________
Client Signature                                                              Date 

Client Intake Form



be getting a general sense of what state the client is
in. If they have having a rough day or they are
apprehensive about receiving a massage, you will be
able to see those emotions if you pay close attention.
Educating a new client about the massage session
and the room will also help an apprehensive client
relax and feel more comfortable. Educate the client
about how they will be draped for the session.
Explain that you will ask them occasionally about
how comfortable they are, but they should feel free
to speak up at any time if the pressure is too heavy or
too light, if they feel chilled, or if they have any
other concerns. Explain the general pattern of the
massage routine you will be using. This will keep
clients from wondering what the therapist will be
doing next. Let clients know how to position them-
selves on the table and what coverings you will be
using. Also reassure clients that they will have plenty
of time to get ready for the massage and you will
knock before entering the room. During the mas-
sage, keep observing the client for any sign of dis-
tress, such as tensing up, bouncing a foot, or fidget-
ing on the  table.

After the  Session
After completing the session, tell the client you are
leaving the room. Instruct clients to get up slowly, in
case they feel a little dizzy or  light- headed. Explain to
the client how to get off the table. Explain to clients
where to go after they have dressed. Leave the room,
but stay close enough to hear in case a client calls for
assistance. Check in with clients to see how they feel
and if they have any questions. This is also a good
time to explain to a client the after effects of the
massage. For example, if work was done on a prob-
lem area, the client could have some soreness the
next day. This is also the time to give any additional
information or homework to a client. During the
session, if you have suggested that the client stretch
a particular area, this is the time to either show the
client how to do that or to provide information on
the  stretches.
Some facilities have a client fill out an evaluation

form. It is best to keep this short and to the point.
Asking simple  yes- or- no questions is best to allow
the client to give feedback. A place for comments at
the bottom of the form lets clients who want to say
more express their thoughts. If appropriate, book
another appointment with the client and be sure to
write down in your notes any client concerns or
questions for their next  session.
All of these suggestions and ideas should help

you assure your clients that their safety and  well-
 being are important in your practice. Any therapist
who does not use a health history form or ask
clients about their needs and preferences is not

doing a professional job. It is critical to know what
a client’s health is, because many health condi-
tions contraindicate a massage. Clients will return
to a therapist with whom they feel safe but will
rarely book another session with a therapist who
performs massage simply to earn a  paycheck.

CHARACTERISTICS OF  SUCCESS
Successful bodyworkers will tell you that treating
clients ethically is one of the most important fea-
tures of their practice. Following are some additional
important components for having a successful rela-
tionship with your  clients.

1. Professionally communicate with your clients.
You should know enough about their health
to safely treat them. But if too much discus-
sion is taking place about a condition, the
relationship may become more personal than
professional. Some clients may want to give
you the entire story, for example, about the
car accident that affected their  back.

2. It is your responsibility to ask for information
that will help you treat clients effectively. You
should know what would make the client
feel uncomfortable. For example, the client
may have ticklish  feet.

3. If a conflict does arise, address it immediately.
If a client is visibly upset, ask about it right
away and try to resolve the problem. Respect
the clients’ rights and feelings and do not pry
into their personal  issues.

4. Be proactive. Gather the information you
need to treat your client safely and effectively.
Inform the client about the treatments and
modalities you will be  using.

5. When in doubt about a client’s needs, ask a
mentor in your field for help. Respect your
client’s privacy by not disclosing identifiable
personal information. Discuss the situation
with your mentor to find the appropriate
action to  take.
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EXERC I S E  2 - 4

1. Write a script explaining your massage routine to a
 client. 

2. Practice your script so that you can follow it with-
out using your  notes. 

3. Present your script to the class. (Use props as
needed, such as a massage table.)  



6. Always keep the client’s safety and trust in
the forefront of your  thoughts.

S U M M A R Y

It is perfectly normal for people to be emotional
about their personal beliefs, values, and ethics. As a
massage therapist, you should have strong feelings
about being ethical in your practice. As you
become still more aware and knowledgeable
about professional ethics and behavior, you will see
even more value and importance in understanding
what your clients believe and feel. Take ownership
of your ethics, and these principles will become a
strong foundation for your practice. Clients will feel

your strong foundation and good ethical makeup.
They will feel safe and trust your professionalism.
You will enjoy the benefits of emotional safety in
your work while you build a great  practice.
Never forget that clients will come to you with

a wide variety of beliefs and values that may be
quite different from your own. Be nonjudgmental
and flexible as you work with these beliefs. If a
client expresses or acts on a belief or value not in
keeping with your professional ethics, as we will
see in later chapters, you have the right not to
accept or keep this person as a client. The safety
of both your clients and you as the practitioner
should always be foremost and is the basis for the
professional ethical codes you will learn about in
the next  chapter.

A D D I T I O N A L   A C T I V I T I E S

With the class divided into two groups, one group
should write questions or requests that clients
potentially have before or during a massage ses-
sion. Present these to the other group, who should
then answer or demonstrate what the group mem-
bers should do in each situation. Then the class
should discuss other ways these questions could be
answered or  addressed.
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Key Points
� A client’s trust in a massage therapist is

 crucial.
� Your massage practice should feel emotionally

safe for your  clients.
� Effective communication clarifies the client’s

 expectations.
� Clients will trust a therapist who works toward

their goals in massage  sessions.



but having these basic guidelines to follow can be
very  helpful.
Your professional ethics, as discussed in the pre-

ceding chapters, may be very similar to your profes-
sional ethics, but there may also be some marked
differences, as you will discover in this  chapter.

FROM PERSONAL
TO PROFESSIONAL  ETHICS

As you examined your own personal beliefs, values,
and morals in the previous chapters, you realized
the importance of being aware of your own ethics
for your practice of massage and bodywork. You take
ownership of your personal code of right and
wrong. Your personal knowledge and awareness will
assist you when a situation arises in which you need
to make an ethical decision. Taking steps to bring
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3
CODE OF  ETHICS

� Importance of professional ethics for therapists and  clients
� Codes of ethics for the massage therapy  profession
� Applying codes of ethics in a massage therapy practice
� Regulating ethical  behavior

KEY  T ERMS

Code of ethics: a document stating an individual’s or group’s beliefs, standards, and
ethical  expectations
Professional ethics: a consensus of a group or association about its expectations
concerning ethical principles and  behavior
Scope of practice: a definition or set of parameters for activities a professional is or is not
allowed to perform as defined by one’s competency, training, and laws and regulations
Self- regulation: process by which a group, association, or profession sets guidelines,
expectations, and repercussions for inappropriate  behavior
Standards of practice: accepted way in which ethical behavior is  performed

CHAPTER  PREV I EW

 Most businesses, groups, and organizations
understand the importance of having a document
that states their values and beliefs about ethical
behavior and expectations. This document is called
a code of ethics. An association’s code of ethics
puts its beliefs and values into public view for
members of the association and anyone who may
be considering using a professional from that
group. The code of ethics helps individuals and
group members conduct their business in a way
that the profession considers ethical. The code may
also help form the guidelines for how a professional
may act when faced with a situation in which an
ethical decision is needed. A code of ethics has
guidelines for many situations and is often particu-
larly useful for an individual who is new in the
profession and who has not faced situations that
may require an ethical decision. No one can know
in advance what to do in every possible situation,
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this awareness to the forefront is an important part
of becoming a successful practitioner in the body-
work profession. Some members of the general pub-
lic may still have some reservations about bodywork
because of the past associations with illegal practices
and the fact that massage is a very personal under-
taking for those that receive it. How the public per-
ceives your ethics or lack of ethics can be important
for your success in the massage  profession.
If all practitioners wrote their own personal

codes of ethics, there would be some similarities,
but there might also be some differences or gray
areas. The very nature of personal ethics means
some areas are subjective. Draping practices are an
example of such differences. The general principle
of providing draping that ensures the client’s safety
and privacy may be interpreted differently by two
different therapists. How you choose to drape may
be influenced by your own feelings of what feels
safe and provides privacy, and that could be differ-
ent from what someone else feels is safe and pri-
vate. A professional code, however, helps resolve
such  differences.
Another example involves the right to refuse a

client for just and reasonable cause. If a client
makes a slightly  off- color remark, is that enough of
a reason to refuse to treat him or her? Some thera-
pists may feel threatened by such remarks, while
other may feel they can handle the situation. If a
client were to react negatively to being refused
treatment, the massage therapist can refer to a
code of ethics and explain that inappropriate
remarks are a just cause for refusing  treatment.
After professional associations and groups initially

formed in the bodywork community, it was not
long before these associations realized that they
needed to present the public and potential members
with a statement of their belief and value system.
Documents expressing a code of ethics were written
to show potential members the expectations of the
group for ethical conduct. These codes also demon-
strated to the public what ethical standards group
members are expected to maintain for behavior.
Groups and associations in the massage community
have long felt the need for safe and effective train-
ing for their members and for telling the public
what they should expect from a professional body-
worker. Therefore, they formulated guidelines for
their members to follow. These guidelines also
define inappropriate behavior. If a client makes a
complaint against one of the group’s members,
these guidelines help the association determine if
the massage therapist in fact did something wrong.
Although all individuals have their own beliefs
about what is right or wrong, the professional asso-
ciation’s code of ethics reflects a consensus of what
the group feels is right and wrong. Two such codes

of ethics are shown here, from the American Mas-
sage Therapy Association (AMTA) and the National
Certification Board for Therapeutic Massage and
Bodywork (NCBTMB). Codes from other groups and
associations are presented later in the  chapter.

American Massage Therapy Association
Code of  Ethics

This Code of Ethics is a summary statement of the
standards by which massage therapists agree to
conduct their practices and is a declaration of the
general principles of acceptable, ethical and profes-
sional  behavior.
Massage therapists  shall:

1. Demonstrate a commitment to provide the
highest quality massage therapy/bodywork to
those who seek their professional  service.

2. Acknowledge the inherent worth and individ-
uality of each person by not discriminating or
behaving in any prejudicial manner with
clients and/or  colleagues.

3. Demonstrate professional excellence through
regular  self- assessment of strengths, limita-
tions and effectiveness by continued educa-
tion and  training.

4. Acknowledge the confidential nature of the
professional relationship with clients and
respect each client’s right to  privacy.

5. Conduct all business and professional activi-
ties within their scope of practice, the law of
the land, and project a professional  image.

6. Refrain from engaging in any sexual conduct
or sexual activities involving their  clients.

7. Accept responsibility to do no harm to the
physical, mental and emotional  well- being of
self, clients and  associates.

The National Certification Board
for Therapeutic Massage and Bodywork

Code of  Ethics

The Code of Ethics of the National Certification
Board for Therapeutic Massage and Bodywork
(NCBTMB) requires certificants to uphold profes-
sional standards that allow for the proper dis-
charge of their responsibilities to those served,
that protect the integrity of the profession, and
that safeguard the interest of individual clients.
Those practitioners who have been awarded
national certification by the NCBTMB  will:
� Have the sincere commitment to provide the
highest quality of care to those that seek their
professional  services.

� Represent their qualifications honestly, includ-
ing their educational achievements and profes-
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sional affiliations, and will provide only those
services which they are qualified to  perform.

� Accurately inform clients, other health care
practitioners, and the public of the scope and
limitations of their discipline. Acknowledge
the limitations of and contraindications for
massage and bodywork and refer clients to
appropriate health  professionals.

� Provide treatment only where there is reason-
able expectation that it will be advantageous
to the  client.

� Consistently maintain professional knowledge
and competence, striving for professional excel-
lence through regular assessment of personal
and professional strengths and weaknesses and
through continued education  training.

� Conduct their business and professional activi-
ties with honesty and integrity, and respect the
inherent worth of all  persons.

� Refuse to unjustly discriminate against clients
and other health  professionals.

� Safeguard the confidentiality of all client infor -
mation, unless disclosure is required by law,
court order, or is absolutely necessary for the
protection of the  public.

� Respect the client’s right to treatment and
informed and voluntary consent. The NCBMTB
practitioner will obtain and record the informed
consent of the client, or client’s advocate,
before providing treatment. This consent may
be written or  verbal.

� Respect the client’s right to refuse, modify or
terminate treatment regardless of prior con-
sent  given.

� Provide draping and treatment in a way that
ensures the safety, comfort and privacy of
the  client.

� Exercise the right to refuse to treat any person or
part of the body for just and reasonable  cause.

� Refrain, under all circumstances, from initiat-
ing or engaging in any sexual conduct, sexual
activities, or sexualizing behavior involving a
client, even if the client attempts to sexualize
the  relationship.

� Avoid any interest, activity or influence which
might be in conflict with the practitioner’s
obligation to act in the best interest of the
client or the  profession.

� Respect the client’s boundaries with regard to
privacy, disclosure, exposure, emotional expres-
sion, beliefs, and the client’s reasonable expec-
tations of professional behavior. Practitioners
will respect the client’s  autonomy.

� Refuse any gifts or benefits which are intended
to influence a referral, decision or treatment

that are purely for personal gain and not for
the good of the  client.

� Follow all policies, procedures, guidelines,
regulations, codes, and requirements pro -
mulgated by the National Certification Board
of Therapeutic Massage and  Bodywork.

WHY PROFESSIONAL ETHICS
ARE  IMPORTANT

Professional ethics are the standards that members
of that professional agree to adhere to. Most pro-
fessions have general rules that most members of
the profession agree are important and should be
followed. The application of general guidelines in
every situation, however, often involves some
interpretation of these guidelines. That is why
most associations in the bodywork profession have
developed a code of ethics to which members of
these associations are expected to  adhere.
A code of ethics is a living document in the

sense that it is always being scrutinized for any
changes that may be needed. As the guidelines are
tested in the practice of bodywork, an association
may see the need to change its code to help mem-
bers better understand the expectations. An exam-
ple of this is the wording in codes involving thera-
pists disclosing information regarding their training
and the effects of the different types of modalities
that they offer. More than 100 massage modalities
are now available to the public, and the associa-
tions ask that their members truthfully explain
what type of training they have had and the
expected effects of the client’s session(s). You may
have heard that, in general, rules are written because
someone has done something wrong. This is also
true of associations and the codes they write and
adopt. Some of those guidelines have been written
because some people have crossed a line into what
most in the profession consider to be unacceptable
 behavior.
On the positive side, guidelines can offer assis-

tance or structure that may be needed if an ethi-
cal decision is required. For example, if your
client asks you to perform a chiropractic adjust-
ment on his neck while doing a massage, a simple
answer is that it is ethically, or in some cases legally,
beyond your scope of practice to perform that
type of technique. Clients can readily understand
such an answer. Such questions arise because the
general public often does not understand where
the scope of practice for a bodyworker begins and
ends, especially with all the different types of alter-
native therapies available  today.
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THE IMPORTANCE OF PROFESSIONAL
CODES FOR  BODYWORKERS
The guidelines and structure of a professional
code of ethics helps bodyworkers know what
behaviors are expected and are useful when you
must make decisions in your practice. You can
refer to the code of ethics if a client questions
why you have made a certain decision or behave
in a particular way. For example, if your client
says she does not care if you stay in the room
while she disrobes, you might first say that you
feel better leaving the room to give her privacy. If
the client still does not understand this concept,
you can point out that it is against your profes-
sional code of  ethics— which makes a very clear
statement to the  client.
The code of ethics is therefore a safety net for

bodyworkers when situations arise in which you
cannot quickly or easily think of how to explain
your behavior or decision to a client. In the exam-
ple above, changing the uncomfortable situation
into a simple ethical issue states the case in a way
that a client would have a hard time arguing
against. As a new practitioner, you may find it diffi-
cult sometimes to give a quick, confident answer to
a client’s question or request. With a professional
code of ethics, however, you can confidently give
the client a valid, specific answer as to why you
may or may not do something. Most, if not all,
bodyworkers have faced ethical questions in their
practice, and with time you too will feel confident
with your answers to a client’s requests. Your own
comfort level will increase with time and experi-
ence, but in the beginning of your practice, you
can rely on your association’s code of ethics to give
you the initial structure that you  need.

C A S E   S T U D Y

A female bodyworker has had regular sessions with a
male client for about 6 months when he begins to ask
her personal questions. He asks if she has a boyfriend
and says he’d like to take her out sometime. She tries to
avoid his questions as best she can and tries to change
the subject and continue with the session. Over the next
few sessions, however, he continues to ask more about
her personal life. It is getting hard for her to avoid this
conversation. He finally asks if she would like to have
dinner with him soon. She tells the client that it is
against her profession’s code of ethics to become per-
sonally involved with a client and that she will not go
out with him as long as he is a client. This answer lets
the client know that the professional code encompasses
what she as a therapist can and cannot  do.

The general public has high expectations about
receiving services from professionals, but often the
public does not consider that professionals also
have expectations for how they are treated by the
public. Often clients do not stop to think that they
may have requested something that is inappropri-
ate. The earlier example of a client asking for a chi-
ropractic adjustment can be an innocent request
from a client who does not know that bodyworkers
are not trained to do this type of  procedure.

THE IMPORTANCE OF PROFESSIONAL
CODES FOR  CLIENTS
A segment of the U.S. population continues to
scrutinize the practice of bodywork and massage.
People in many other countries generally do not
have a problem with accepting massage as a

EXERC I S E  3 - 1

Look over the four codes presented in this  chapter.

1. Pick out three individual codes that you feel would be
easy for you to follow and adhere to. List your  reasons.

2. Are there any items in any of the codes that you feel
uneasy with or do not understand how you will
comply? List your  reasons.   

3. Have a class discussion regarding the codes that
seem clearly defined and would be easy to follow.
Discuss with the class which code statements may
present some challenges. As a group, come up with
alternative wording or solutions of how to follow
the  codes.

Key Points
� Professional ethics provide structure and

 guidelines.
� Professional ethics provide safety for

 practitioners.
� Professional ethics are written into codes that

can be shown to clients when  needed.



legitimate profession. In the United States, however,
the sex trade for a long time used the word “mas-
sage” to refer to illegal practices such as prostitu-
tion and other sexual services, and some in the gen-
eral public still raise an eyebrow when people say
they perform massage therapy for a living. The
media have done a very good job of showing the
positive sides and the true meaning of the massage
profession over the last 10 years, but it is still
important that we continue to demonstrate to the
public that bodywork professionals follow profes-
sional  ethics.
The public, who are your clients, need to trust

that they will be treated in a professional manner.
This means that they need to trust that we will per-
form only the bodywork techniques we are trained
to do. How would you feel if a doctor performed a
type of surgery on you in which he or she had lit-
tle or no training? The same holds true for all the
different types of bodywork. The public wants to
know that you are a skilled practitioner in the
types of therapies that you  offer.
The public also needs to know that they will be

treated with respect. This means that you will lis-
ten to the client’s needs or goals for the session
and not simply do what you want or feel like
doing. For example, if your client tells you that he
has pain in his upper back and neck and would
just like to have a relaxing massage, it would be
inappropriate to perform deep tissue or trigger
point therapy during the session without his per-
mission. It is not appropriate to perform a modality
on your client without discussing it with him first.
There have been many cases in which clients have
requested a certain type of work or goal for the
massage and the therapist ignored the request or
did not do as requested and clients left the session
feeling like their issues or needs were not
addressed. Clients request a service or goal and will
trust a therapist who meets their  needs.
Clients usually do not ask for your code of ethics

when making an appointment. They may see it in
your brochure or posted in your office. Often clients
are referred to you by a person or client who feels
you are a good therapist. Part of being a good thera-
pist is having a strong ethical  makeup.

PROFESSIONALISM AND  ETHICS

Professionalism and ethics seem to go hand in hand
in the business world today. You cannot turn on the
television or read a newspaper without hearing about
something that a business or person has done that is
illegal or unethical. Criminal charges and lawsuits
are being filed in record numbers these days because
of such behaviors. Criminal charges are usually filed
when an individual or business has done something
that is against the law. Lawsuits can be filed in cases
when laws have been broken and someone is looking
for compensation or the law does not cover an issue
and a possible ethical issue has arisen. Unfortunately,
there have been cases where criminal charges have
been filed against someone doing massage, mainly
when sexual activities were involved. Lawsuits have
been filed for damages when a client felt that he or
she had been injured or damaged in some way during
a massage session. It is important for bodyworkers to
know what laws, rules, and regulations pertain to
their  profession.
Ethics are the highest standards that a person or

a profession can follow. Laws state what is wrong
or right to do, but an unethical person may “bend”
or work around the law or use loopholes or techni-
calities to work things to their advantage. A profes-
sional who is serious about having a good reputa-
tion, however, will not look for loopholes to get
around the law but will work within professional
guidelines to provide ethical  services.

DEVELOPING A CODE OF  ETHICS
Most professions have developed a code of ethics
that can be referred to by all parties as the guidelines
and expectations for its members or professionals
(Fig. 3-1). For example, when an association has a
code of ethics and someone questions the behavior
of a member of that association, the code of ethics
is used to determine if that member did or did not
do something unethical. Without a code of ethics,
it would be a more difficult and subjective task for
the group to decide right and wrong behavior.
Most groups or associations used a process of  self-
 regulation to evaluate, on the basis of their code
of ethics, any complaints that are received. Associ-
ations and professions use their codes of ethics
continuously in this important  way.
In addition to a code of ethics, some groups and

associations develop other documents such as stan-
dards of practice. These standards are an expanded,
more specific version of the code of ethics that can
help identify and define all elements in the code and
fill in areas that might otherwise be open to subjective
interpretation. Standards offer more specific definition
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Key Points
� Clients want to trust their therapist.
� Ethical structure and guidelines help clients

know expectations for both the client and the
 therapist.

� Ethics become part of who you are as a
 professional.
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and explanation of the expectations contained in a
code. For example, a code may state that clients are to
be treated in a sanitary facility, and the standards will
describe specifically how a facility is to be maintained
in this way. Use of a 10% bleach solution for cleaning
and sanitizing, storage specifications for materials,
and following universal precautions (precautions rec-
ommended for all health care providers) are all exam-
ples of specific guidelines in standards of practice. If
any aspect of the code of ethics can be interpreted in
several different ways, the standards of practice will
generally provide a more concrete structure to  follow.
Standards of practice may or may not be part of

an association’s documentation. If you are a mem-
ber of an association and need further explanation
about anything in the code of ethics or standards,
you can contact the group for  clarification.
A profession’s scope of practice, however, is differ-

ent from the standards of practice. Scope of practice
is a legal definition or set of parameters for activities
a professional is or is not allowed to perform. State
laws, rules, or regulations may define the scope of
practice for massage therapists. A professional organi-
zation can also define what it deems is appropriate
for a member to practice. The legal definitions usually
very specifically describe the techniques and skills a
therapist can perform. If a therapist were to practice
outside that scope, the legal repercussions set down
by the state could result. For example, if the scope of
practice states that no spinal manipulations will be
performed and a therapist deliberately adjusted
someone’s back, the client would have the legal right

to file a complaint with the state agency or board. All
therapists should know their scope of practice and
know the implications for practicing outside that
scope of  practice.

HOW ASSOCIATIONS WRITE
A CODE OF  ETHICS
As associations or groups form, the individuals who
help organize them soon realize the need for ground
rules or guidelines to help the group and its mem-
bers practice efficiently. Some groups begin with
very simple documents, while others may start out
with a lengthy code. Often a small core group of
people works on a document to present to a board
of directors or to the members for approval. A code
of ethics is usually considered a living document,
which means that changes are made when a group
deems there is a  need.
The American Massage Therapy Association

(AMTA) is a  member- driven organization of massage
therapists. The National Board of Directors oversees
a number of committees that work on documents
such as the code of ethics or standards of practice
when the board determines that work is needed on
these documents. Many groups review their docu-
ments every few years or on an  as- need basis. If
something within the code seems not to be working
or is being interpreted in different ways, the group
may go back to work to define the expectations
more  clearly.
A code of ethics is a very public document for

many groups. It is a statement of what they believe
and their expectations for their members. Every
member is given a copy of the code of ethics, and
after joining the group each member is expected to
follow the code’s guidelines. The code of ethics is
available to the general public through advertising
and marketing materials, requests for information,
and Internet sites. It is easy to understand why so
many groups spend a great deal of time on this
document to ensure the public has the correct per-
ception of their  profession.

Key Points
� Most professions develop a code of ethics to

define expectations for the public and its
 members.

� A code of ethics changes as the profession or
members of a group deem  necessary.

� Standards of practice help to define the specific
guidelines of a code of  ethics.

� A scope of practice defines what a therapist
can and cannot  do.

FIGURE 3-1 � Consult your professional association’s code of ethics
whenever you are in doubt about  something.
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Associated Bodywork and Massage
Professionals (ABMP) Professional 

Code of  Ethics

As a member of Associated Bodywork and Massage
Professionals, I hereby pledge to abide by the ABMP
Code of Ethics as outlined  below.

Client  Relationships

� I shall endeavor to serve the best interest of my
clients at all times and to provide the highest
quality service  possible.

� I shall maintain clear and honest communica-
tions with my clients and shall keep client
communications  confidential.

� I shall acknowledge the limitations of my skills
and, when necessary, refer clients to the appro-
priate qualified health care  professional.

� I shall in no way instigate or tolerate any kind
of sexual advance while acting in the capacity
of a massage, bodywork, somatic therapy or
esthetic  practitioner.

Professionalism

� I shall maintain the highest standards of pro-
fessional conduct, providing services in an eth-
ical and professional manner in relation to my
clientele, business associates, health care pro-
fessionals, and the general  public.

� I shall respect the rights of all ethical practition-
ers and will cooperate with all health care pro-
fessionals in a friendly and professional  manner.

� I shall refrain from the use of any  mind-
 altering drugs, alcohol, or intoxicants prior to
or during professional  sessions.

� I shall always dress in a professional manner,
proper dress being defined as attire suitable
and consistent with accepted business and pro-
fessional  practice.

� I shall not be affiliated with or employed by
any business that utilizes any form of sexual
suggestiveness or explicit sexuality in its adver-
tising or promotion of services, or in the actual
practice of its  services.

Scope of Practice/Appropriate  Techniques

� I shall provide services within the scope of the
ABMP definition of massage, bodywork, somatic
therapies and skin care, and the limits of my
training. I will not employ those massage,
bodywork, or skin care techniques for which I
have not had adequate training and shall rep-
resent my education, training, qualifications
and abilities  honestly.

� I shall be conscious of the intent of the services
that I am providing and shall be aware of and

practice good judgment regarding the applica-
tion of massage, bodywork or somatic tech-
niques  utilized.

� I shall not perform manipulations or adjust-
ments of the human skeletal structure, diag-
nose, prescribe or provide any other service,
procedure or therapy which requires a license
to practice chiropractic, osteopathy, physical
therapy, podiatry, orthopedics, psychotherapy,
acupuncture, dermatology, cosmetology, or
any other profession or branch of medicine
unless specifically licensed to do  so.

� I shall be thoroughly educated and understand
the physiological effects of specific massage,
bodywork, somatic or skin care techniques uti-
lized in order to determine whether such appli-
cation is contraindicated and/or to determine
the most beneficial techniques to apply to a
given individual. I shall not apply massage,
bodywork, somatic or skin care techniques in
those cases where they may be contraindicated
without a written referral from the client’s pri-
mary care  provider.

Image/Advertising  Claims

� I shall strive to project a professional image for
myself, my business or place of employment,
and the profession in  general.

� I shall actively participate in educating the
public regarding the actual benefits of massage,
bodywork, somatic therapies and skin  care.

� I shall practice honestly in advertising, pro-
mote my services ethically and in good taste,
and practice and/or advertise only those tech-
niques for which I have received training
and/or certification. I shall not make false
claims regarding the potential benefits of the
techniques  rendered.

Ontario Massage Therapy Association
Code of  Ethics

Preamble

The ethical foundation of the practice of Massage
Therapy consists of moral obligations which
ensure the dignity and integrity of the  profession.
The aim of the Code is to define clearly those

obligations and those professional duties which
must be observed by every practitioner and also
to define some of the major and minor abuses
which must be  avoided.
Study of the Code should develop in every stu-

dent and every practitioner a highly sensitive pro-
fessional conscience. It is the imperative duty of
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every Massage Therapist to adhere strictly not
only to the regulations prescribed by the Code of
Ethics, but equally to its moral  precepts.
In addition to the items covered in the Code of

Ethics, every Massage Therapist should be cog-
nizant of and must abide by the regulations of the
Regulated Health Professions Act and the Massage
Therapy Act as they pertain to Massage  Therapy.

Section 1 Service to the  Public

1. The Massage Therapist’s first duty is to the  public.
2. The Therapist should inform the patient of
fees, and the type of treatment recommended
prior to such  treatment.

3. When it is necessary in the interest of the
patient, the Therapist should recommend that
the patient seek expert medical  advice.

4. A Therapist must respect the confidence of the
patient, not discussing the patient by name
without his or her  consent.

5. A Therapist’s establishment must be clean and
 neat.

6. Linens and towels must be laundered before
each use with another  patient.

7. On the patient’s request, the Therapist must
render a receipt for all monies  paid.

8. A Therapist must not make unreasonable or
unsubstantiated claims regarding massage gen-
erally or his or her techniques  specifically.

Section 2 Service to the  Public

A Therapist must not make disparaging remarks
concerning the practices, abilities or competence
of other Massage Therapists or about practitioners
in other health  disciplines.
Notwithstanding the above, where a member of

this Association is aware and has proof of the mis-
conduct of, breach of trust or other violation or
transgression of this Code of Ethics by any mem-
ber of this Association, it is his or her duty to bring
such knowledge and proof to the attention of the
Board of Directors of this  Association.

Section 3  Records

The Therapist must maintain accurate and  up- to-
 date records of the dates and types of treatment
given to each patient, and fees  charged.

SIMILARITIES AND DIFFERENCES IN  CODES
The codes of ethics included in this chapter are from
several different associations and groups in the mas-
sage and bodywork field. As you read through the dif-
ferent codes, you will notice that most codes address

certain key areas such as the scope of practice, refer-
rals, appearance, confidentiality, respect, and knowl-
edge. Some code statements are very specific, while
others may leave room for some interpretation. Some
similarities include requirements that  therapists:

� Maintain confidentiality of  clients
� Be committed to high quality care and the
best interest of  clients

� Continue  education
� Respect  clients
� Refer clients when  needed
� Make accurate claims about types of  modalities
� Not sexualize massage and  bodywork

As you read through the codes, you will notice the
focus of each one. In some, respect for the client’s
needs, confidentiality, and integrity are foremost. In
others, specific expectations for therapist are more
obvious. Each group or association that formulated
these codes had its own reasons to put its codes in
writing. The authors of these codes also had strong
feelings about what is needed in the bodywork pro-
fession. Some may have felt that clients had been
taken advantage of and that strong guidelines were
needed to protect clients. Others may have felt that
bodyworkers needed more stringent guidelines in
order to be successful. All of the codes contain impor-
tant and pertinent information for use by therapists
and clients, and almost all of the codes cover certain
key issues. Several of the codes draw  clear- cut lines
regarding sexual contact and involvement between
clients and the therapist. These statements help pre-
vent any subjective interpretation of such  conduct.

EXERC I S E  3 - 2

1. Read through the four codes of ethics again. Make
a check mark beside every statement that is clearly
defined and leaves little or no room for
 interpretation.

2. Place an X by any statement that is not clearly defined
and leaves room for interpretation or  questions.

3. How could you restate any code statements you
marked with an X to make them more clearly
 understood?

4. Do you feel all code statements should be included
in your own personal code? If not, which would you
not include?  Why?



REGULATION OF ETHICAL  PRACTICES

THERAPIST  MISBEHAVIOR
A code of ethics can be a working document for a
group or association to assist members and the gen-
eral public to know the guidelines and expectations
for bodyworkers. When a member of a group does
something that a client feels is inappropriate, the
client has the right to file a complaint against the
therapist. Clients may or may not already have a
copy of the code that the therapist should follow,
but they may then seek out the code and may find
that there has been a violation. The client can con-
tact the therapist’s association and learn the process
by which a complaint is made. Sometimes a client
may instead contact the local police, city hall, state
board or agency, or even a business association if he
does not know what else to do. Clients may also tell
other therapists what happened and ask them for
assistance or guidance. In other cases, they may sim-
ply drop the issue and be left with a bad opinion
about the profession of massage and  bodywork.
Most groups, associations, and state agencies have

policies and procedures for filing a complaint. Most
have a grievance committee for complaints that will
follow a set procedure to handle a complaint. Rarely
is a complaint handled by only one person within a
group. Confidentiality is an important component of
this process, along with obtaining legal advice about
how to handle the complaint. A client may even feel
the need to file a lawsuit against a  therapist.
A group or agency may take a variety of actions

on a complaint. These actions are generally clearly
stated in the group’s policies, procedures, or  by-
 laws. Actions may include a warning letter, suspen-
sion, revocation of a membership or license, or
dropping the complaint. Both parties will be
informed of any action that is  taken.
The American Massage Therapy Association has

the Commission on Grievances that handles com-
plaints made against its members. The commission
has a set procedure for submitting and reviewing
complaints. Appropriate legal issues and the code
of ethics are considered when reviewing the com-
plaint. It is important for all bodyworkers to know
about the processes for such actions when joining
a group or association and when working under
state laws and  regulations.

CLIENT  MISBEHAVIOR
Clients are not regulated by the groups or associa-
tions of bodyworkers. When a client misbehaves, the
therapist has cause to be concerned and can turn to
his or her professional or personal code of ethics for

guidance in handling the situation. Any client who
tries to make a therapist act unethically should not be
kept as a client. If a client innocently asks you to do
something that is against your code of ethics, simply
state what your policy or code is, and most clients
will realize that they have crossed a boundary. If the
client continues to request something that is unethi-
cal, you may need to let the client go. Depending on
the situation, a therapist may need to end a session
and not schedule any further appointments. Many
codes and regulations state that a therapist may
choose not to treat a client for any reasonable cause.
Reasonable cause includes a client asking you to do
something that goes against what you believe is right
or that your professional code of ethics states is inap-
propriate. If your professional code does not clearly
state a boundary issue, you should confidently stay
committed to your own beliefs and values about
what is right and  wrong.

SCENARIO
Your client has referred her sister to you because of the

sister’s  high- stress job. Both sisters continue to see you
weekly on different days. While receiving a massage one
day, your original client asks how her sister is doing. You
tell her she is doing well. She begins to pry for more infor-
mation, asking if you know why her sister is so stressed.
She also asks how long her sister’s sessions are and how
often she comes to see you. She seems truly concerned
about her  sister.

1. Can you give your client the information she is asking
 for? ________________________________________

____________________________________________

2. What should you say to your client regarding treat-
ment of her  sister?  ____________________________
____________________________________________

3. Is there any part of a professional code of ethics that
can help you decide what to say to this  client? ______
______________________________________________

In the scenario presented, the client’s questions
lead the therapist to review her policies and codes.
The original client was most likely genuinely con-
cerned about her sister. Explaining the guidelines for
confidentiality in your code of ethics would assure
the sister that you must keep all information about
all clients confidential, even among family members.
If a situation arises when you feel a session is not in
compliance with your ethical standards or profes-
sional code of ethics or if a client is placing you in an
unsafe situation, you have the right to stop the ses-
sion and ask the client to leave. You also have the
right not to schedule any further appointments with
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the client. The safety of both the therapist and client
is an important ethical issue. If a client does some-
thing that may be against a law or regulation, it is
important to end the session. This issue is discussed
more fully in Chapter 4 on laws and  regulations.

APPLYING CODES OF ETHICS
IN YOUR  PRACTICE

Even before you graduate and begin your practice in
bodywork, you should embrace a code of ethics for
your profession. While still in school, begin practic-
ing the ethical standards and following the guide-
lines that you will use throughout your career. Give
every massage to fellow students the same as if the
student were a client. This will help you practice
and begin to feel more comfortable when working
on actual clients. If you practice in a student clinic,
you will likely experience clients asking questions
that may put you on the spot, and you may be
unsure how to answer. Look to your instructors,
supervisors, or mentors to help you know how to
answer such questions or requests. Practice talking
to clients and answering questions with your fellow
students. Addressing requests and answering ques-
tions confidently help assure clients that you have
strong convictions in your  ethics.
Once you begin to practice, like many practi-

tioners you may choose to be affiliated with a
group or association that has a code of ethics.
Many massage therapists display a copy of this
code of ethics in their office for their clientele to
see, and some may include the code in a brochure

or flyer given to clients. Not all clients take the
time to read the entire document, but they may
still notice that you follow a code of ethics. A
client who still has some reservations about mas-
sage or bodywork may be reassured by reading that
you follow a specific code of  ethics.
Therapist can also write their own expanded ver-

sion of a code of ethics. Based on your personal val-
ues and beliefs, you may feel the need to clarify cer-
tain issues or even add areas that are not covered in
other codes. Many individuals work in facilities
where more than one therapist practices, sometimes
with a staff having a number of different backgrounds,
such as in physical or occupational therapy. In such
cases a client could easily be confused and ask you to
perform services you are not trained to do. Educating
the public and other facility personnel helps them
understand that it is your ethical responsibility to
work within your scope of  practice.

S U M M A R Y

Even the best codes of ethics and standards cannot
address all the possible issues that a practitioner
may encounter while doing bodywork. Clients
have various physical and emotional issues you
should be prepared to handle. Issues involving
trauma, abuse, physical handicaps, and body func-
tions can all present dilemmas for bodyworkers.
Many of these issues are addressed in later chapters
of this book, and you can discuss them with other
students and instructors. Such discussions can
introduce you to situations that you may not have
thought about when you chose this profession. As
you encounter such issues, you will see the impor-
tance of understanding and having tools such as a
code of ethics to help handle difficult situations.
As you read the following chapters, keep your
beliefs and values in mind. You now have the
foundation for your own personal code of ethics,
and by the end of this book you will be ready to
write your own ethical code.
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Key Points
� Know your ethical  boundaries.
� Practice how to tell a client about your ethical

 code.
� Clients can make innocent requests, not know-

ing they are asking you to break your  code.
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