Setting up a Biodynamic Massage Therapy practice
Part 1 — the foundations
By Gill Westland

Thisisthefirst of an occasiond series of articles about setting up in practice as abiodynamic
massage therapist and | think that most of what | write could aso apply to setting up abody
psychotherapy practice. It comes out of my own experiences of setting up a practice in the early
1980's, which developed into Cambridge Body Psychotherapy Centre; supporting superviseesto
get stated; and running workshops on how to get darted. | will start with basics, which might seem
obvious, but are often taken for granted. | am assuming that you have trained in biodynamic
massage and received a certificate, which recognises your expertise to begin practisng massage
with the generd public.

The basic work of health professionalsin general, and of psychotherapistsin particular,
Is to become full human beings and to inspire full human-beingnessin other people
who fedl starved in their lives (Trungpa (1)).

What nourishes life energy?

Biodynamic massage is aform of therapy, which is fundamentaly about inviting the life force to
come more strongly dive in aperson and for it to find its own expresson in dally life. To the extent
that you are dive and in touch with your own life force, whatever ese might be happening, you will
be ableto inviteit to flourish in others.

The first question to condder is who and what has been hedling for you? What were the
qudlities of those healing experiences? What seemed to facilitate the healing? What experiencesin
your life have seemed less heding? What wasthislike?

Research into different psychotherapies has found that psychotherapy is beneficia, but no
particular psychothergpy stands out (2). The meta- sudiesthat have been done to produce these
findings have included persont centred counsalling and gestalt psychotherapy, but not body
psychotherapy. The ingredients of effective psychotherapy show that the following seem to be
sgnlfl cant in the effectiveness of the psychotherapy:

the therapist being genuine;

and being able to provide a safe, non-threatening, secure and trusting atmosphere through

his or her acceptance and fedings of warmth for the client;

and able to understand and have moment by moment empathy with the client, but the

understanding has to be communicated to the client.

However, the persondity of the therapist is more important than his techniques and those with the
core qualities of empathy, genuineness and warmth are likely to be more effective (3).

Whilg these studies are about psychotherapy, | think they are useful for thinking about
biodynamic massage. Few studies have looked at the fact that in spite of the same training and
orientation, there are just some psychotherapists whose clients seem to flourish more than those
with another, different psychotherapist. | sugpect that Trungpa s comments * Patients should
experience a sense of wholesomeness vibrating from you. If they do, they will be attracted to you’
(4) are dso meaningful in terms of hedling.

The second question to consider is how are you cultivating the qudities that seem to aid
wel-being? What nourishes and supports you in life? How in touch are you with your essentid
hedlthiness are you? What nourishes your life energy? How often do you do these sorts of things?
How will you maintain your joy for life as you build and sustain a practice? Do you have a piritud
practice? What do you do socialy and for pleasure? Do you have a friendship network? How do
you look after your body? What do you eat? Do you exercise and relax? Do you have a hedling,



grounding and embodying practice, which you do daily and in the pauses between clinics? Do you
alow enough pausesin the day for reflection? What patterns of going againgt yoursdlf do you have?
What do you do to compensate for these?

Professiondly have you arranged a support network? This might be colleagues that you
meet with, perhaps to spend time with, but possibly to support the setting up process? Have you
joined the AHBMT, the public voice for the work and the community to be affirmed by? Have you
arranged a supervisor, who is sympathetic to your persond struggles and understands the context
thet you will be working in?

In reflecting on some of the above you may discover blocksin yourself making it unlikey
that clients will seek you out. What can you do about these?

The environment

The next congideration is where will you practise? Y ou may like to visudise yoursdf in some sort
of thergpeutic room and perhaps draw a picture of it. Doesit fed comfortable to you, and a safe
place for a client? Where might it be? Places to practise might be a GP practice, an NHS facility, a
voluntary agency, a complementary hedlth centre or home. Each location will have its pros and
cons. Each will give out different messages about you and your work, and attract different sorts of
clients. What will there bein the room? What sorts of furniture? What colours will be in the room?
Arethere any objects or paintings there?

Not much seemsto be written on the subject of quipping aroom for therapy and | had not
thought that much about it conscioudy early in my practice. However | remember being shocked
some years ago visting a prestigious psychothergpy training establishment and glimpsing their
consultation rooms. There was worn lino on the floor, and shabby chairs; it was dirty, cold and
inhospitable to my eye. More recently, | visted a holistic health centre. It was beautifully decorated,
clean, and tidy. It had dlergy sufferersin mind and there was rush matting, hard chairs, a desk, and
aminimdidtic fed to it. However, | fet it lacked the necessary softnessto invite the body to let go
into itswisdom. But, a a psychotherapy training centre that | visted in the summer, | felt restored
with each breath | took, before | had even met any of the staff. The atmosphere tingled, but was
tranquil. The plants were hedthy and vibrant; and it was clean and co-ordinated.

Trungpa sees the atmosphere around onesdf as areflection of one' sindividudity and saysit
should be kept immeaculate. The aimosphere should be ‘areflection of human dignity, and it should
be kept physicaly ordered.’” | tend to agree with him and think that the therapy room needsto have
acertain order to it, particularly for clients who don’t know where they are in space, or had chaotic
upbringings. | think it isimportant to restore the order of the room at the end of each sesson. |
congder this as containing for thergpists and clients dike. It aso completes and sedls off one
session from another. Moreover, | know from working in psychiatric hospitals that where patients
are treated respectfully that they look after themselves and the environment better.

If you plan to work from home how will that affect your home life? Are you happy to give
anyone accessto it? Will the room used for thergpy have to double up as afamily room? This will
affect the ambience of the room. Rowan (5) has commented on the thergpy room aso being a
bedroom, the message it gives to the client and the potentia for different interpretations about the
Stuation and advises counsdlors not to do it. | think that it is inadvisable for massage thergpisgsto
work from bedrooms and recal using afriend’ s bedroom early on in abuilding in apractice. The
room was nedt, tidy, had athrow and cushions over the bed and no obvious signs of it being a
bedroom, but it was clearly not a stting room and was lived in as a bedroom. All thiswasin the
atmosphere and it was during this time that one or two men arrived for a massage ‘hiding' their
disappointment that | was not a progtitute. Rowan aso asks for consderationsif you are usng your
gtting room. Thiswill affect the therapy, but islikely to be present in an undertone rather than
directly. Y our gtting room will show the dients something of your lifestyle. Do you want dlientsto
know what you reed, what music you listen to etc.? How much will this expose you or inhibit
clients?



Van Durzen Smith (6) recommends a consulting room to be pleasant, sound- proofed and
private. “But, if necessary, it is possible to make ourselves comfortable even in a strange or hogtile
environment. We can grive to provide an appropriate setting for our clients, no metter whet the
conditions, aslong as we bring a sense of harmony with us.” She gives examples of the rooms
created by different thergpistsin a psychiatric hospita and that with the addition of afew extras, the
same rooms are transformed. The additions might be a poster, plants, arug, pebbles, fruit and
biscuits. Within psychiatric settings, it is not unusud for a session to be interrupted by a phone call
or acolleague walking into the room with a message. Whilst thisisfar from ided, the way the
therapist handles this Stuation can make it worse or bearable. However, in terms of massageit is
likely to limit the depth of embodiment possible if there is a background need for the client to be
vigilant for sdf protection.

When considering more of the details within the room care needs to be given to equipment —
is your massage table stable? Does it squeak? How easy it isfor ashort person to get onto it? Will a
tall or plumpish person fit securely on to it? What sheets and blankets do you plan to use? Are these
hygienic? What chairs will you use? How comfortable are they? Rowan says that straight backed
chairs suggest rationdity, arm supports give support, softer chairsinvite relaxation. Leather seating
can be cold and uninviting, upholstered chairs with feather cushions can lead to * disgppearing’ into
the comfort. With massage dlierts, for the most part, | think Stting on cushions tends not to be
auitable asit is further from the socia norm for most dlients and too relaxed for theinitid part of
the session.

How will you position the furniture? Is there enough space, but not too much? There are
four basic zones around a person at different distances, the intimate, the persond, the socia and the
public. Where do you fed comfortable meeting clients? How flexible is your set up to alow
moving nearer or further away out of your own or your client’s need? How will you angle furniture
or perhaps arrange it head on? The head-on position is more suggestive of opposition or attack (Van
Deurzen-Smith). | prefer amore angled position to dlow the dlient to turn away dightly, if
necessary.

For massage, the room needs to be more than averagely warm, the air fresh, and preferably
light and sun catching or at least for some of the day. If these are not dl possible, how can you
compensate? Does there need to be an extra heater, and/or blanket on hand? If thereis no good light
can the room be decorated and lit to make up for it?

Findly, where isthe cloakroom? Isit near? Accessible? Clean? Thisis particularly
important for massage clients who may need to use the toilet immediately after a session and
sometimes during one.

S0, before ever aclient rings you, you can do much to send out the invitation of welcome to
aclient by preparing the room — getting it right for yoursdlf, perhaps gtting in it to get the fed of it
and to make it your own safe place.

Good luck with your preparations!
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