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Significant Points

Employment is expected to grow faster than average 
over the 2006-16 period as more people learn about 
the benefits of massage therapy.

Many States require formal training and national cer-
tification in order to practice massage therapy.

This occupation includes a large percentage of part-
time and self-employed workers.

•

•

•

Nature of the Work
The medical benefits of “friction” were first documented in 
Western culture by the Greek physician Hippocrates around 
400 BC.  Today, massage therapy is being used as a means of 
treating painful ailments, decompressing tired and overworked 
muscles, reducing stress, rehabilitating sports injuries, and pro-
moting general health.  This is done by manipulating the soft 
tissue muscles of the body in order to improve circulation and 
remove waste products from the muscles.

Clients may seek massage for medical benefit or for relax-
ation purposes, and there is a wide range of massage treatment 
available to meet these distinct needs.  Massage therapy that 
aims to improve physical health typically differs in duration and 
technique from massage that is intended to simply relax or reju-
venate clients.  The training background of those who perform 
the two types of massage therapy differs as well.

Massage therapists can specialize in over 80 different types 
of massage, called modalities.  Swedish massage, deep tissue 
massage, reflexology, acupressure, sports massage, and neu-
romuscular massage are just a few of the many approaches to 
massage therapy.  Most massage therapists specialize in several 
modalities, which require different techniques.  Some use exag-
gerated strokes ranging the length of a body part, while oth-
ers use quick, percussion-like strokes with a cupped or closed 
hand.  A massage can be as long as 2 hours or as short as 5 or 
10 minutes.  Usually, the type of massage given depends on the 
client’s needs and the client’s physical condition.  For example, 
therapists may use special techniques for elderly clients that 
they would not use for athletes, and they would use approaches 
for clients with injuries that would not be appropriate for clients 
seeking relaxation.  There are also some forms of massage that 
are given solely to one type of client, for example prenatal mas-
sage and infant massage.

Massage therapists work by appointment.  Before beginning 
a massage therapy session, therapists conduct an informal inter-
view with the client to find out about the person’s medical his-
tory and desired results from the massage.  This gives therapists 
a chance to discuss which techniques could be beneficial to the 
client and which could be harmful.  Because massage therapists 
tend to specialize in only a few areas of massage, customers 
will often be referred to or seek a therapist with a certain type of 
massage in mind.  Based on the person’s goals, ailments, medi-
cal history, and stress- or pain-related problem areas, a massage 
therapist will conclude whether a massage would be harmful, 
and if not, move forward with the session.  While giving the 

massage, therapists alter their approach or concentrate on any 
areas of particular discomfort as necessary.

Many modalities of massage therapy use massage oils, lo-
tions, or creams to massage and rub the client’s muscles.  Most 
massage therapists, particularly those who are self-employed, 
supply their own table or chair, sheets, pillows, and body lo-
tions or oils.  Most modalities of massage require clients to be 
covered in a sheet or blanket, and require clients to be undressed 
or to wear loose-fitting clothing.  The therapist only exposes the 
body part being massaged.  Some types of massage are done 
without oils or lotions and are performed with the client fully-
clothed.

Massage therapists must develop a rapport with their clients 
if repeat customers are to be secured.  Because those who seek 
a therapist tend to make regular visits, developing a loyal clien-
tele is an important part of becoming successful.

Work environment.  Massage therapists work in an array of 
settings both private and public: private offices, studios, hos-
pitals, nursing homes, fitness centers, sports medicine facili-
ties, airports, and shopping malls, for example.  Some massage 
therapists also travel to clients’ homes or offices to provide a 
massage.  It is not uncommon for full-time massage therapists 
to divide their time among several different settings, depending 
on the clients and locations scheduled.

Most massage therapists give massages in dimly lit settings.  
Using candles and/or incense is not uncommon.  Ambient or 
other calm, soothing music is often played.  The dim lighting, 
smells, and background noise are meant to put clients at ease.  
On the other hand, when visiting a client’s office, a massage 
therapist may not have those amenities.  The working condi-
tions depend heavily on a therapist’s location and what the cli-
ent wants.

Because massage is physically demanding, massage thera-
pists can succumb to injury if the proper technique is not used.  
Repetitive motion problems and fatigue from standing for ex-
tended periods of time are most common.  This risk can be lim-
ited by use of good technique, proper spacing between sessions, 
exercise, and in many cases by the therapists themselves receiv-
ing a massage on a regular basis.

Because of the physical nature of the work and time needed 
in between sessions, massage therapists typically give massag-
es less than 40 hours per week.  Most therapists who work 15 
to 30 hours per week consider themselves to be full-time work-
ers, because when time for travel, equipment set-up, and busi-

Medical assistants who perform clinical tasks often record vital 
signs of patients.
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ness functions, such as billing, are added, a massage therapist’s 
hours per week may very well be more than 40 hours.  About 
42 percent of all massage therapists worked part time and 20 
percent had variable schedules in 2006.

Training, Other Qualifications, and Advancement
In 2007, 38 States and the District of Columbia had laws regulat-
ing massage therapy in some way.  Most of the boards govern-
ing massage therapy in these States require practicing massage 
therapists to complete a formal education program and pass a 
national certification examination or a State exam.  It is best to 
check information on licensing, certification, and accreditation 
on a State-by-State basis.

Education and training.  Training standards and requirements 
for massage therapists vary greatly by State and locality.  There 
are roughly 1,500 massage therapy postsecondary schools, col-
lege programs, and training programs throughout the country.  
Massage therapy programs generally cover subjects such as 
anatomy; physiology, the study of organs and tissues; kinesiol-
ogy, the study of motion and body mechanics; business; ethics; 
as well as hands-on practice of massage techniques.  Training 
programs may concentrate on certain modalities of massage.  
Several programs also provide alumni services such as post-
graduate job placement and continuing educational services.  
Both full- and part-time programs are available.

These programs vary in accreditation.  Massage therapy 
training programs are generally approved by a State board, and 
may also be accredited by an independent accrediting agency.  
In States that regulate massage therapy, graduation from an ap-
proved school or training program is usually required in order 
to practice.  Some State regulations require that therapists keep 
up on their knowledge and technique through continuing educa-
tion.

Licensure.  After completion of a training program, many 
massage therapists opt to take the National Certification Exam-
ination for Therapeutic Massage and Bodywork (NCETMB.) 
Many States require that therapists pass this test in order to 
practice massage therapy.  The exam is administered by the Na-
tional Certification Board for Therapeutic Massage and Body-
work (NCBTMB), which has several eligibility requirements.  
In States that require massage therapy program approval, a can-
didate must graduate from a State-approved training institute or 
submit a portfolio of training experience for NCBTMB review 
to qualify for the test.  In locations that do not require accred-
ited training programs, this is unnecessary.

When a therapist passes the NCETMB, he or she can use the 
recognized national credential: Nationally Certified in Thera-
peutic Massage and Bodywork (NCTMB).  The credential must 
be renewed every 4 years.  In order to remain certified, a thera-
pist must perform at least 200 hours of therapeutic massage and 
complete continuing education requirements during this time.  

In 2005, the NCBTMB introduced a new national certification 
test and corresponding professional credential.  The new test 
covers the same topics as the traditional national certification 
exam, but covers fewer modalities of massage therapy.  Recog-
nition of this new national certification varies by State.

Recently, a second multi-State examination program has be-
gun to take shape.  The Federation of State Massage Therapy 
Boards offers a licensure program that is also accepted by many 
States.  

Massage therapy licensure boards decide which certifications 
and tests to accept on a State-by-State basis.  Therefore, those 
wishing to practice massage therapy should look into legal re-
quirements for the State and locality in which they intend to 
practice.

Other qualifications.  Both strong communication skills and 
a friendly, empathetic personality are extremely helpful quali-
ties for fostering a trusting relationship with clients and in turn, 
expanding one’s client base.  Massage can be a delicate issue for 
some clients and because of this, making clients feel comfortable 
is one of the most important abilities for massage therapists.  

Advancement.  Membership in a professional massage thera-
py association may help therapists network and in turn, find new 
clients.  Some of these associations require that members gradu-
ate from a nationally credentialed training program, have a State 
license, or be nationally certified by the NCBTMB.  

Because of the nature of massage therapy, opportunities for 
advancement are limited.  However, with increased experience 
and an expanding client base, there are opportunities for thera-
pists to increase client fees and, therefore, income.  In addition, 
those who are well organized and have an entrepreneurial spirit 
may go into business for themselves.  Self-employed massage 
therapists with a large client base have the highest earnings.

Employment
Massage therapists held about 118,000 jobs in 2006.  About 64 
percent were self-employed.  There are many more people who 
practice massage therapy as a secondary source of income.  As 
a result, some industry sources estimate that more than 200,000 
people practice massage therapy in some capacity.

Of those self-employed, most owned their own business, and 
the rest worked as independent contractors.  Others found em-
ployment in salons and spas; the offices of physicians and chi-
ropractors; fitness and recreational sports centers; and hotels.  
While massage therapists can find jobs throughout the country, 
employment is concentrated in metropolitan areas, as well as re-
sort and destination locales.

Job Outlook
Employment growth for massage therapists is expected to be 
faster than average for all occupations with very good job pros-
pects, particularly for those seeking part-time work.  

Projections data from the National Employment Matrix

Occupational Title
SOC
Code

Employment,
2006

Projected
employment,

2016

Change,
2006-16

Number Percent
Massage therapists ............................................................................ 31-9011 118,000 142,000 24,000 20

NOTE: Data in this table are rounded. See the discussion of the employment projections table in the Handbook introductory chapter on Occupational Informa-
tion Included in the Handbook.
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Employment change.  Employment for massage therapists is 
expected to increase 20 percent from 2006 to 2016, faster than 
average for all occupations.  Employment will grow as more 
people learn about the benefits of massage therapy.  

Increased interest in alternative medicine and holistic heal-
ing will translate into new openings for those skilled in massage 
therapy.  Healthcare providers and medical insurance companies 
are beginning to recognize massage therapy as a legitimate treat-
ment and preventative measure for several types of injuries and 
illnesses.  The health care industry is using massage therapy more 
often as a supplement to conventional medical techniques for ail-
ments such as muscle problems, some sicknesses and diseases, 
and stress-related health problems.  Massage therapy’s growing 
acceptance as a medical tool, particularly by the medical pro-
vider and insurance industries, will have the greatest impact on 
new job growth for massage therapists.

Massage is an increasingly popular technique for relaxation 
and reduction of stress.  As workplaces try to distinguish them-
selves as employee-friendly, providing professional in-office, 
seated massages for employees is becoming a popular on-the-job 
benefit.

Older citizens in nursing homes or assisted living facilities are 
also finding benefits from massage, such as increased energy lev-
els and reduced health problems.  Demand for massage therapy 
should grow among older age groups because they increasingly 
enjoy longer, more active lives and persons age 55 and older are 
projected to be the most rapidly growing segment of the U.S. 
population over the next decade.  However, demand for massage 
therapy is presently greatest among young adults, and they are 
likely to continue to enjoy the benefits of massage therapy as 
they age.  

Job prospects.  In States that regulate massage therapy, those 
who complete formal training programs and pass the national 
certification exam are likely to have very good opportunities.  
However, new massage therapists should expect to work only 
part-time in spas, hotels, hospitals, physical therapy centers, and 
other businesses until they can build a client base of their own.  
Because referrals are a very important source of work for mas-
sage therapists, networking will increase the number of job op-
portunities.  Joining a State or local chapter of a professional as-
sociation can also help build strong contacts and further increase 
the likelihood of steady work.

Female massage therapists will continue to enjoy slightly bet-
ter job prospects, as some clients—both male and female—are 
uncomfortable with male physical contact.  In 2006, 84 percent 
of all massage therapists were female.

Earnings
Median wage and salary hourly earnings of massage therapists, 
including gratuities, were $16.06 in May 2006.  The middle 50 
percent earned between $10.98 and $24.22.  The lowest 10 per-
cent earned less than $7.48, and the highest 10 percent earned 
more than $33.83.  Generally, massage therapists earn 15 to 20 
percent of their income as gratuities.  For those who work in a 
hospital or other clinical setting, however, tipping is not com-
mon.

As is typical for most workers who are self-employed and 
work part-time, few benefits are provided.  

Related Occupations
Other workers associated with the healthcare industry who pro-
vide therapy to clients include athletic trainers, physical thera-
pists, physical therapist assistants and aides, chiropractors, and 
workers in other occupations that use touch to aid healing or re-
lieve stress.

Sources of Additional Information
General information on becoming a massage therapist is avail-
able from State regulatory boards.

For more information on becoming a massage therapist, con-
tact:

Associated Bodywork & Massage Professionals, 1271 
Sugarbush Dr., Evergreen, CO 80439.  
Internet: http://www.massagetherapy.com/careers/index.php

American Massage Therapy Association, 500 Davis St., 
Suite 900, Evanston, IL 60201.  
Internet: http://www.amtamassage.org

For a directory of schools providing accredited massage ther-
apy training programs, contact:

Commission on Massage Therapy Accreditation, 1007 
Church St., Suite 302, Evanston, IL 60201.  
Internet: http://www.comta.org

Accrediting Commission of Career Schools and Colleges 
of Technology, 2101 Wilson Blvd., Suite 302, Arlington, VA 
22201.  Internet: http://www.accsct.org

Information on national testing and national certification is 
available from:

National Certification Board for Therapeutic Massage and 
Bodywork, 1901 S. Meyers Rd., Suite 240, Oakbrook Terrace, 
IL 60181.  Internet: http://www.ncbtmb.com

Federation of State Massage Therapy Boards, 7111 W 151st 
Street, Suite 356, Overland Park, Kansas 66223.  
Internet: http://www.fsmtb.org
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