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Massage therapy can be a very 
rewarding profession; however, 
like any career that involves 
repetitive motion, massage 

carries physical risks. According to industry 
reports, many massage therapists drop out 
of the profession after just a few years due 
to hand injuries or lack of physical stamina. 
Additionally, a 2006 article in the Journal of 
Occupational Rehabilitation reports massage 
therapists have a high risk of musculoskeletal 
injuries to the finger, thumb, shoulder, wrist, 
neck, arm, elbow or back. 

Save Your Body and Your Career

Hands-Free 
Massage

by Phyllis Hanlon
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Auth Method of Forearm Massage

NO HANDS Massage
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A number of techniques—some new, some estab-
lished—that forego the use of hands are growing in 
popularity, in large part due to their ability to protect 
massage therapists from repetitive motion disorders, pain 
and burnout. Here, we explore the Auth Method of Fore-
arm Massage, Ashiatsu Oriental Bar Therapy, NO HANDS 
Massage and the Forearm Dance Massage Technique. 

Auth Method of Forearm 
Massage

When Shari Auth graduated from massage school in 
1995, she began working in a spa. Week after week, she 
performed six one-hour, full-body massages each day, and 
soon realized if she wanted to continue to be a massage 
therapist, she would have to find an alternative to using 
her hands so much. “I was studying yoga, 
acupuncture, qigong, breath and movement 
at the time,” she says. “I decided to start 
experimenting with my forearms.” 

Using broad, smooth strokes, Auth discov-
ered massaging with her forearms was just 
as effective as using her hands—and much 
less taxing on her body. “I found I developed 
sensitivity in my forearms and didn’t need 
to palpate ahead of time with my hands,” she says. “I was 
able to get into nooks and crannies, the hip and chest, and 
find the origin of my client’s pain.”

The Auth Method™ (www.authmethod.com) is a 
way of performing primarily hands-free massage that 
students learn readily, according to Auth. “I encourage 
students to work patiently, waiting for tissue to release 
layer by layer, in order to create a deep-tissue experience 
without pain for the client.”

Body mechanics play an important role when 
performing the Auth Method of Forearm Massage. Auth 
emphasizes proper body mechanics in order to achieve 
optimal results and avoid injury. “You should lower the 
table a notch, so you can use your body weight without 
rounding your back,” she notes. “Maintain a wide stance 
and remain active in your legs. You should also relax your 
shoulders and arms.” 

She cautions against pushing, as this can be 
exhaustive and the therapist runs the risk of working too 
deep. Rather, the therapist should sink her body weight 
into the client. “Layer by layer, you’ll be able to open the 
tissue and get it to relax,” she says.

Auth reports favorable feedback from her students. 
“They say they have increased productivity and can do 

more massages per week and per day,” she notes. “I get 
letters of appreciation from students who thought they 
might have to quit the business.”

In fact, students suffering from carpal tunnel 
syndrome or hand injury report the Auth Method has 
extended their careers.

Moreover, therapists who use forearm massage 
suffer less burnout, according to Auth. “They are not 
as physically exhausted at the end of the day,” she says. 

Even massage therapists who have 
experienced injury can extend their 
careers with hands-free massage.

Ashiatsu Oriental Bar Therapy Forearm Dance Technique
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“Clients find the treatment more relaxing; they get more 
energized, since the therapist can get the depth they need. 
It’s comfortable and therapeutic without being painful 
and poky.”

While Auth uses her hands to apply oil and what she 
calls fine-tuning, she prefers the forearm method since 
it gives her more leverage, increased durability and a 
broader contact surface with clients.

Ashiatsu Oriental Bar Therapy
Ruthie Piper Hardee was a teenager when she visited 

India and witnessed a man dip his toes into a bowl of oil 
and massage a person with his foot. That image stayed 
with her after she became a massage therapist and settled 
in Tampa, Florida, where she often worked on Tampa Bay 
Buccaneers football players. Diagnosed with severe lower 
lordosis, she worried the added exertion of treating large, 
professional athletes would put an end to her career, so 
she sought a better way to do massage. The memory of 
the man massaging without using his hands offered a 
solution.

In 1992, Hardee developed Ashiatsu Oriental Bar 
Therapy® (www.deepfeet.com), a technique that requires 
two bars, two feet and the therapist’s body weight. She 
explains the therapist holds onto a bar mounted overhead 
for balance.

“The bar is crucial to the client receiving a perfect 
treatment,” she says.

“There are numerous bar designs for residential and 
commercial locations,” Hardee adds. “Correct installation 
of the bars is paramount for proper body mechanics and 
to deliver the application smoothly.”

Before the massage session, the therapist applies 
lubricant to the client, which is essential for push-
pull-pump effleurage movements. After doing a seated 
shoulder routine, she grabs the bars, finds her center of 
gravity and works the client’s fascia on a diagonal plane. 
“It’s Swedish effleurage with compression done in a 
controlled manner,” Hardee explains. “You are [engaging 
in] isometric movements, like a dance.”

A well-trained foot can perform effleurage, petrissage, 
tapotement and cross-fiber friction, according to Hardee. 
“The broad surface strokes tend to grasp four or five 
muscles at a time, allowing therapists to go deeper with 
no poking or prodding involved, like that of elbows 
and thumbs,” she says. “The client gets more work in 30 
minutes than if the therapist hand-milked the muscle for 
60 [minutes].” In her practice, Hardee also applies medical- 
and sports-massage techniques with the soles of her feet.

In addition to saving their hands, Ashiatsu Oriental 
Bar Therapy practitioners derive a number of other 
benefits. “You tone your upper arms and develop core 
strength,” Hardee says. “You’re not doing repetitive hand 
movements, so you don’t ruin your thumbs.

“I feel elongation of my spine,” she adds, which 
helps with her lordosis. Clients experience relaxation, 
find relief from chronic soft-tissue damage and may 
experience structural changes, Hardee says. 

Hardee emphasizes therapists must respect the 
modality and provide a balanced session. She notes using 
the foot to massage is not recommended over such areas 
as the kidneys, ovaries, gallbladder, spleen or abdomen. 
“You should not push on the cervical spine, and there 
should be no double foot strokes on women,” she adds, 
due to differences between men’s and women’s bone 
structures.

NO HANDS Massage
Four years into his massage career, Gerry Pyves of Lan-

cashire, England, suffered an injury that made him pain-
fully aware of his physical vulnerability and set him on a 
path that would ensure longevity in his chosen career.

“Because I injured both my wrists on the same day, I 
found myself using different parts of my body to massage 
clients,” says Pyves. “What was remarkable is that the 
clients preferred it to anything else they had received.” 

Pyves notes that in 1988 the profession did not teach 
massage using forearms or without the use of hands, 
so he had to get creative. “I just listened to my body and 
listened to my clients and watched their bodies melt and 
unwind with this work,” he says. “I decided that every 
movement of mine had to not only not damage me, but 
must positively enhance and improve my own health. I 
knew that if I was going to give the world powerful touch, 
then I needed to be healthy. That starts in the treatment 
room.”

NO HANDS®  (www.nohandsmassage.com) focuses on 
the feminine principle of listening and inviting the body 
to release, rather than forcing it, according to Pyves. “In 
my own clinical practice, I have never met a body that is 
wrong or needs fixing,” he adds. “All I have met are bodies 
that need touch, reassuring touch; touch that soothes and 
heals.

“In the presence of such touch, the body remembers 
exactly how it compressed itself and simply decompresses 
itself, without fuss,” Pyves says.

Pyves explains NO HANDS Massage represents an 
inter  pretation of Swedish massage, combining petris-

A well-trained foot can perform effleurage, petrissage, 
tapotement and cross-fiber friction.
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sage, effleurage, friction, vibration and tapotement. “NO 
HANDS [Massage] therapists don’t need to learn anything 
else—we just keep learning how to apply these moves of Per 
Henrik Ling’s deeper and better every time we give treat-
ments,” he says.

The technique involves therapeutic intention. A 
therapist might hook the client’s shoulder in a creative and 
unconventional manner with the upper and lower arm, 
for example. “This mobilizes, stretches and massages the 
tissues of the trapezius, rhomboid, scalene muscles, erector 
spinae and all the muscles of the shoulder girdle,” says Pyves. 
“Simultaneously, therapists might … provide compression 
to the muscles, tendons and ligaments of the quadratus 
lumborum, erector spinae and gluteal muscles.”

Each movement is designed to benefit the therapist as 
well as the client, in what Pyves calls a healing synergy. 
“Our motto is simple,” he says, “‘Let every massage be like a 
tai chi meditation, a yoga class and a workout in the gym—
for the therapist.’

 “In NO HANDS [Massage], we reserve the hands for move-
ments that are light and gentle and involve no damaging 
forces,” Pyves says. “If we need greater force, we use other, 
stronger parts of the body that are less susceptible to injury.”

Forearm Dance Technique
Val Guin’s active lifestyle and the injuries she incurred 

after being hit by a drunk driver led to the development of 
Forearm Dance™ Technique (www.valguin.com). Also an 
acupuncturist, doula, fascial fitness trainer and massage 
instructor, she drew on all her areas of expertise to create this 
technique. 

When Guin developed chest pains and lost occasional 
use of her left arm due to her injuries, she found she was 
able to effectively move and release clients’ tissues by using 
her forearm. 

Adopting a modified tai chi stance, the Forearm Dance 
Technique therapist is able to come down into the tissue and 
lift it up, releasing fascia and muscle, Guin explains. “You have 
to activate your adductors, open your shoulders and keep your 

lower body active. This creates so much qi as you move. I am 
able to massage eight to 12 people a day with this technique.” 

Guin suggests therapists first practice the technique 
on their own arm or leg. “You have to bring the thumb up 
and engage the olecranon,” she says. “You can notice where 
the structure is not releasing, then go back and enable the 
structures to lengthen and release.” 

The technique allows the therapist to use her forearms to 
wring and squeeze the client’s legs to undo tightness, Guin 
explains. “You can use both forearms in two different direc-
tions, waving them through the tissue in a fishtail motion.”

In addition to providing fascial release, Forearm Dance 
Technique increases sensation so the therapist can detect 
emotions, according to Guin. “Working with Forearm Dance 
is intimate. It’s like an interactive communication system.”

Extend your career
Massage therapists who have tried some form of no-hands 

massage find the technique surprisingly effective and career-
extending. Noriko Smith is one such believer. This 5-foot-
1-inch tall, 110-pound therapist never missed a day of work 
when she sliced her finger. Using her forearms, she continued 
giving massage to all her clients, even large males. “You 
don’t wear yourself out like you would with typical massage 
work,” she says. “This technique totally saved me.”

Smith is just one of thousands of massage therapists 
throughout the U.S. and elsewhere who are learning such 
techniques as described in this article, in order to save their 
bodies and extend their careers.

Phyllis Hanlon is a freelance writer. Her specialty areas 

include health and medicine, religion, education and 

business. She regularly delights in the joys of massage, and 

has written many articles for MASSAGE Magazine, including 

“The Physiology Behind Body Wraps” (October 2013) and 

“Beyond Basic Basalt: New Tools Build on Stones’ Success” 

(November 2013).   M
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