
‘Hands-Free’ Massage 
Using your Forearm and Elbow to save your Hands

Massage practitioners can find themselves 
stiffening up and straining their own bodies as they 
work. Practitioners can strain their wrists, thumbs 
and fingers. Discomfort in the shoulders and lower 
back is also common. ‘Hands-Free’ massage (using 
the forearm and elbows) significantly reduces the 
amount of physical stress placed on the hands, but 
without compromising the massage treatment. 

When doing massages, it is important  to conserve 
your thumbs and fingers whenever possible, and to 
take strain off your wrists, particularly when you 
are applying pressure. This article introduces some 
ideas on using the the forearm and elbow. The aim 
is to give you a taste of this way of working.

Although the idea of using other body parts than 
the hands is relatively new in Western massage, 
using other parts of the body is common practice in 
most other massage traditions. 

The forearms are frequently employed in Hawaiian 
massage, the feet  in Japanese shiatsu and in the 
Chavutti massage of Southern India, and many 
parts of the body are using to deliver stretches to 
the client  in Thai massage. Techniques from these 
traditions have filtered into Western massage styles 
in recent years, particularly the use of the forearm. 

Note: Please bear in mind that the printed word can 
only provide an overview of the techniques used, 
a n d d o e s N O T p r o v i d e a n y k i n d o f 
INSTRUCTION. This aspect of massage requires 
individual training to carry out. This is especially 
important  for inexperienced practitioners, who can 
easily strain themselves and/or bruise the client 
when trying this without skilled guidance.

Using the Forearm and the Elbow 
These massage ‘tools’ are good substitutes for the 
fingers and thumbs, the most  vulnerable areas for 
massage practitioners. By using your forearms, you 
are also saving your wrist, which is also an area 
that massage practitioners can commonly strain. 
The forearms can often be used for applying light 
pressure in order to rest  your hands, and are 
irreplaceable when you are using firm pressure This 
is especially important for practitioners with long, 
slender fingers, and/or those with a clientele who 
require a firm massage.

The ‘soft’ forearm (the bellies of the flexor 
muscles) can be used for pressures ranging from 
relatively light to quite firm. It is especially useful 
as a larger, stronger substitute for the heel of the 
hand when you are applying firm, general pressure 
over a wide area.

The ‘hard’ forearm (the edge of the proximal ulna) 
can replace the fingers and thumbs for applying 
firmer, more concentrated pressure. It  provides a 
harder, more specific pressure surface than the 
fleshy forearm.

The elbow (the olecranon of 
the ulna) can be used firmly 
on specific points. This can 
be done with great finesse 
and sensitivity. 

Unfortunately the elbow has 
gained a bad reputation 
because of its overzealous 
use, which can cause pain 
and bruise the client. The 
unwitting novice can easily 
be applying more pressure 
than they realise. And some practitioners use the 
elbow too readily and in a very ‘gung ho’ way - too 
suddenly, too forcefully, and too early in a massage. 
Elbow work needs preparation, so that the tissues 
are acclimatised to a gradual increase in the 
pressure and depth of working. It should only be 
used AFTER PREPARING THE CLIENT’S 
TISSUES, and NOT as the first ‘tool’ of choice. 

General principles
Even for experienced practitioners, it takes time 
and practice to master and co-ordinate the elements 
that make forearm and elbow work easy and 
effective. However, when this way of working is 
integrated into massage work, practitioners find 
themselves becoming more effective with 
considerably less effort. 

Consequently it’s easy to apply more pressure than 
one realises, so it’s important to monitor one’s own 
body and remain sensitive to the client’s responses.

We are so accustomed to using our hands for 
massage that it  takes time and quite some attention 
to monitor the instinctive tensing of your hand, and 
to cultivate the habit of relaxing it when using the 
forearm. However, it’s crucial to keep the hand of 
your working arm as relaxed as possible.

People often mistakenly assume that they will be 
unable to sense through their forearm. Of course 
this area will never be as sensitive as your 
fingertips, but  you can learn to palpate the client’s 
tissues and responses with it.

When you are learning to work with your forearm, 
you can rely on your other hand to feel your way. 
At the same time as palpating with your non-
working hand, you need to learn to use it as a 



support  and guide for your working forearm. 
Whenever you are not using this hand for some 
other essential action, such as supporting a limb, 
it’s good –practice to use it in this way.

If you are attempting to apply consistent, firm 
pressure without  this support, you’ll be working 
much harder than necessary and probably tensing 
your arms and shoulders to control the movement. 
However, when you control the stability of a 
massage technique with your supporting hand, it 
significantly reduces the workload on your working 
hand/ arm (because you are now only using it  to 
apply the pressure). The supporting hand can 
actually give you considerable precision and 
finesse in applying pressure. 

Maintaining consistent pressure
When the use of the forearm has been mastered, the 
massage practitioner can work quite firmly and 
deeply. The deeper that you work, the more slowly 
you’ll need to slide through the tissues. 

You also need to keep the pressure consistent. This 
is to give the tissues time to ‘trust’ your pressure 
and accommodate to it. 

Don’t try to force the tissues into submission, 
which is likely to cause the client to tense against 
you. And, for the same reason, don’t make the 
application of pressure at the beginning of each 
sweep or the release at the end too abrupt.

Instead, try pushing into the tissues a little and then 
wait  for them to ‘melt’ and allow you to move 
through - in the way that a hot  knife gradually cuts 
through frozen butter. Trying to force too much 
with each slide is also likely to cause the client to 
tense against you. Instead, make a series of sweeps 
in order to ‘skim’ off successive thin ‘layers’ of 
tension with each sweep.

Incorporating the rest of your body
When you are applying 
continuous pressure with 
your forearm, there are two 
components to balance - the 
pressure and the movement 
of the stroke. Leaning your 
bodyweight  provides the 
pressure and therefore the 
depth of the stroke. Aligning 
your body behind your 
forearm allows you to sway 
forward from your lower 
body in order to push your 
f o r e a r m f o r w a r d w i t h 

sustained, consistent  pressure - rather than tensing 
your shoulders or hunching your body over.

If your weight  is directly above your forearm, you 
can press down very firmly but you’ll find it hard 
to push forward. If your weight  is too low, you may 
be able to push your forearm very easily but 
without applying satisfactory pressure.

When you use your hands in massage, the power is 
somewhat  dissipated by having to pass through so 
many more joints. By comparison, the transmission 
of force from your trunk to the client  is much more 
direct when you work with your forearm or elbow 
so great  care is needed. Remember to be sensitive 
to your client’s responses.

And, whenever you are beginning to apply 
sustained pressure, take note of your breathing 
pattern/s. You may be unconsciously holding your 
breath or inhaling forcefully, either of which are 
likely to cause you to tense up at this point. Instead 
try exhaling gently and evenly as you apply the 
pressure. 

Working ‘like a chimp’
In contrast  to massaging with your hands, you need 
to bring your upper body considerably closer to the 
table. Be careful how you do this, as it’s very easy 
to strain your back by hunching it  or by  standing 
up and leaning over the table. You need to take a 
very wide stance and bend your knees in order to 
lower your trunk. You then sway from your lower 
body to create the impulse for your arm 
movements. Some people liken it  to the way that 
chimpanzees move.

Initially, this working position may feel awkward. 
Don’t become discouraged if your legs become a 
little sore in the course ÿof taking care of your back 
in this way; it  makes demands on leg muscles that 
may be unaccustomed to this sort of  activity. 
Persevere with it  and you’ll find that  your leg 
muscles will adapt in order to save your back. 

Summary
The forearm and elbows are 
strong tools to use in massage, 
which allow the application of 
firm pressure over a wide area, 
with ease. These tools, when 
u s e d i n t e l l i g e n t l y a n d 
s ens i t i ve ly, c an s ave a 
practitioner ’s hands, and 
expand the range of pressure 
that can be comfortably 
applied.

This in turn can extend the practitioner’s working 
life. Do bear in mind however that, even with such 
tools, there are limits to anyone’s ability to apply 
pressure, which depend on your build and fitness.


