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Caring for an individual with Alzheimer’s 
disease or another type of dementia can be 
stressful and challenging. Individuals with 
dementia may experience behavioral changes 
and feel restless, agitated or uncooperative 
with their caregivers. Using easy-to-learn 
Therapeutic Touch on someone with dementia 
can promote relaxation and ease physical and 
emotional discomfort for them. Therapeutic 
Touch can also be beneficial for those providing 
it as it helps them relax and feel calm.

This pocket guide 
and accompanying 
video will provide 
you with instructional 
information to learn 
how to administer 

Therapeutic Touch. Anyone with an interest 
can learn Therapeutic Touch!

Reiki is a specialized type of healing touch  
that needs to be taught in person by a 
Reiki Master/Teacher. This pocket guide and 
accompanying video will provide you with a 
general introduction to Reiki. 

How to Use This Guide
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Touch is one of the most basic elements of  
human development. It is a baby’s first experience  
entering the world and the earliest sensory 
system to become functional—before sight, 
smell, taste, and hearing. Touch is an instinctual 
response from 
mothers to 
soothe and 
calm a child in  
discomfort. It  
is the first thing  
that we often  
do when we hurt ourselves as our body intuitively  
touches the injured area. The need for comforting  
touch continues throughout one’s life.

Since ancient times and throughout the world, 
human beings have used touch as a healing 
technique. Human touch carries an enormous 
power to provide comfort and support, and to  
relieve pain and stress. Touch is a physical way 
to convey compassion and care to another 
person and to create an emotional connection 
between two people. The word “touch” is  
even used in our everyday language to convey  
a feeling. We may say “that was so touching” to 
mean we are emotionally moved by something.

Introduction
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Humans are hard- 
wired to use touch. It’s 
hard to see a kitten or a 
puppy without wanting  
to touch and caress it. 
Some cultures are  
very touch-oriented while others are less so. 

On a worldwide scale, Americans rank fairly  
low in their use of touch in daily life—only 
slightly higher than their English ancestors. 
Within the American culture, however, there 
are differences among regions and ethnic 

groups. Californians, 
for instance, touch 
each other more 
casually and more 
often than New 
Englanders. People 
who live in or come 

from Latin and Mediterranean areas rank 
highest on the touch scale. Far Eastern cultures 
generally engage in less touching behavior  
than do other cultures.

My client loves  
Therapeutic Touch! Her mood  

is happier, and she glows.
— Audrey P., home health aide
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Intention to show care  
and compassion  

is a key condition for  
Therapeutic Touch.

Therapeutic Touch is the term used to describe 
intentional caring and compassionate touch. 
It can be as simple as a hug or touch on the 
shoulder. Therapeutic Touch has the power 
to ease physical and emotional discomfort and 
can make a person feel more relaxed. It can 
convey caring, affection, trust, and warmth, 
and help establish an emotional closeness and 
connection that is especially important for 
people who have become socially isolated. 

It is important to note that not all touch is 
considered therapeutic. Imagine bumping into 
someone in a crowd. You’ve “touched” them, 
but the encounter was neither intentional nor 
was it used to show care and compassion.

Therapeutic Touch
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There are many physical and emotional benefits 
of using Therapeutic Touch including:

Emotional Benefits of Therapeutic Touch

	 •	 Reduces	stress	and	anxiety

	 •	 Increases	feelings	of	calmness,	 
  relaxation, and  
  sense of well-being

	 •	 Provides	an	 
  opportunity to  
  interact and 
  connect with  
  someone

	 •	 Gives	personal	 
  satisfaction to the person providing  
  Therapeutic Touch of being able to  
  contribute to someone’s well-being and  
  quality of life

Physical Benefits of Therapeutic Touch

	 •	 Provides	temporary	relief	from	pain

	 •	 Helps	improve	circulation	

	 •	 Stimulates	lymph	flow	which	 
  in turn helps boost the body’s  
  immune system

	 •	 Reduces	muscle	cramping

	 •	 Promotes	tissue	regeneration	and		 	
  improves skin condition
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With some instruction 
and practice, anyone 
interested in learning 
Therapeutic Touch can 
become a practitioner.  
The only things you  
need are an open mind 
and a willingness to 
help another person. 
The person receiving 
Therapeutic Touch  
remains fully clothed  
and can be sitting or  
lying down. 

Therapeutic Touch uses different hand 
techniques depending on what part of the  
body is receiving it. Both hands are lightly and 
gently placed on various parts of the body for  
5 seconds or more so that he or she can feel  
the warmth from your hands. 

Therapeutic Touch makes me feel 
relaxed and lessens my pain.

— 93-year-old person receiving
Therapeutic Touch

Learning Therapeutic Touch
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Therapeutic Touch techniques are simple to 
learn and easy to use. The more practice you 
get, the better your skills become! There are  
a few things to keep in mind. 

	 •	 Think	of	your	hands	as	gentle	instruments	
that can deliver kindness and care. This 
mindset can transform your touch from a 
cursory action to an act of caring.

	 •	 Always	apply	touch	moving	from	the	lower	
extremity (arm or leg) up such as from the 
wrist to the shoulder or the ankle to the 
hip. The upward movement helps the flow 
of fluids towards the heart.

	 •	 The	amount	of	time	needed	to	apply	
Therapeutic Touch can be short or long, 
lasting a couple of minutes to 30 minutes 
or so. The length of time depends upon  
the amount of time you have available—
it’s your choice. If you don’t have any time, 
a gentle touch on a person’s shoulder, 
hand, or thigh if seated that is delivered 
with a smile shows that you care and is 
therapeutic.

Techniques
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The following are the techniques to use for 
different parts of the body. 

 
 
Using your thumb, 
apply gentle pressure  
on the inside of the 
person’s hand circling 
the palm area. People who experience chronic 
illness and disabilities often are not capable 
of doing as many activities and tasks as they 
used to. Reduced hand movement can result in 
muscles, tendons and tissues that are tight and 
contracted. The gentle pressure motion inside 
the palm can help to lightly stretch muscles, 
tendons, and tissues that don’t get stretched as 
much as needed. Next, using your whole hand 
gently wrap each finger and apply a light and 
gentle squeeze spending 5 seconds on each 
finger so the warmth of your hand can be felt. 
You don’t want to pull on their fingers because 
this may be painful for people with arthritis. 
Repeat the process for the other hand.

Hands
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Wrap both hands 
around the person’s 
wrist, and gently 
squeeze and release  
for 5 seconds. Work your way up the arm with the 
same light, gentle squeeze and release motion. 
Once you reach the top of the arm, repeat the 
same process for the other arm. 

 
 

Using your thumbs, 
apply gentle pressure  
on the inside of the  
foot circling the  
foot’s arch area. The gentle pressure motion 
helps to lightly stretch muscles and tendons 
that don’t get stretched as much as needed 
through regular walking. Next, using your 
whole hand gently wrap each toe and apply 
a light, gentle squeeze spending 5 seconds on 
each toe so the warmth of your hand can be 
felt. As with the fingers, you don’t want to  
pull on their toes. Repeat the process for the 
other foot.

Arms

Feet
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Wrap both hands 
around the person’s 
ankle and apply the 
light and gentle 
squeeze and release motion on the leg for  
5 seconds. Work your way up the leg with 
the same squeeze and release motion. Once 
you reach the top of the leg, repeat the same 
process for the other leg. 

 
 
 

Place your hands 
gently on either side  
of the outer shoulders  
and apply a light 
squeeze motion for 5 seconds so the warmth  
of your hand can be felt. Work your way across 
the shoulders on either side repeating the 
process. Using the tips of your fingers, place 
them on either side of the spine on the upper 
neck area and apply gentle pressure. Repeat  
the process slowly moving down the neck.

 

Legs

Shoulders
and neck
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The person can be 
lying down on their 
stomach or sitting  
and leaning forward. 
Place both hands side-by-side on either side 
of the spine starting on the lower back. Apply 
gentle pressure and release for 5 seconds so the 
warmth of your hands can be felt. Work your 
way up the back repeating the process. Avoid 
pressing on the spine itself because this may be 
painful for some people.

 
 

Using the tips of  
your fingers on  
both hands, gently 
massage in small 
circular motion the temples, crown of the head, 
and neck. After completing this cycle, go back 
to the temple, crown of the head, and neck 
areas using the tips of your fingers and apply 
gentle pressure long enough to let the warmth 
from your fingers be felt.

Back

Head
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Using Therapeutic Touch  
with People with Dementia

Therapeutic Touch can help reduce agitation 
and anxiety experienced by people with 
dementia. Some improvisations in how it is 
applied may be necessary. For example, if the 
person with dementia can’t sit still or quietly lie 
down, the Therapeutic Touch practitioner can 
walk alongside them and apply Therapeutic 
Touch as they are walking or by holding  
their hand. 

Considerations when  
Using Therapeutic Touch

Cue the person    

So that you don’t accidentally surprise a 
person when you touch them, you should  
get their attention first by standing in front 
of them. 

Be aware and sensitive    

Some joints and other areas of the receiver’s 
body may be painful due to arthritis and 
other	conditions.	Go	slowly	and	ask	how	the	
touch	feels.	Avoid	touch	to	an	inflamed	or	
injured area.  
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when to do therapeutiC touCh    

Pick a time of day that works best for the 
individual (morning for “morning people,” 
etc.). It is also important to select a time that 
is relaxing and works for you.

where to do therapeutiC touCh    

If possible, select a place that is quiet and 
distraction-free to support the calming and 
relaxing benefits of Therapeutic Touch.

Lotion    

Some people may like having lotion 
massaged into their hands, feet, and/or  
arms. Use a lotion that is moisturizing and 
not greasy.

use of gLoves    

Part of the benefit of Therapeutic Touch  
is the human physical connection between 
two	people.	Gloves	should	not	be	worn.	 
If	there	is	an	inflamed	area,	rash,	or	open	
sore, avoid touch to that area and work 
around it. Always wash your hands after 
applying Therapeutic Touch.
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Reactions to touch

There is no “right” way to experience 
Therapeutic Touch. It is easy to tell whether  
the person is responding positively to the  
touch. People may respond differently.  
Some examples of positive responses include:

	 •	 Body	looks	relaxed

	 •	 Smiles;	look	of	contentment

	 •	 Verbal	expressions	such	as	“feels	good”

	 •	 Breath	release

	 •	 Humming	or	purring	sound

	 •	 Falling	asleep

If the touch is not comfortable or is being 
applied to a tender area, the person receiving 
the Therapeutic Touch likely will let you know 
and you should avoid the tender area. Some 
indications that the touch is not comfortable 
are more subtle than others and include:

	 •	 Tightening	a	body	part

	 •	 Holding	their	breath

	 •	 Moving	away	from	you

	 •	 Clenching	fists

	 •	 Verbalizations	(such	as	moaning 
  expressing discomfort)

  Facial expressions (such as grimacing 
  or wincing) 
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You will continue to learn and strengthen your 
Therapeutic Touch skills the more you use it.  
It’s so easy to do and can bring such comfort 
and relief to others. Few things in life are 
“free”—learning how to be a Therapeutic 
Touch practitioner is a nice gift to another 
person and yourself.

Learning Reiki has  
changed my life.

—Mary A., home health aide
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Reiki is a natural method of hands-on healing. 
Reiki practitioners place their hands to lightly 
touch various parts of the body including the 
head, shoulders, stomach, legs and feet for the 
purpose of promoting healing and restoring 
well-being. Reiki can be very effective with 
persons with dementia, in addition to those 
experiencing pain or other types of discomfort.

History

The Reiki technique of hands-on healing was 
developed in Japan by Dr. Mikao Usui in 1920. 
It is a technique that is taught person-to-person 
by trained Masters/Teachers. According to the 
American Hospital Association, today 15% 
of American hospitals offer Reiki as part of 
their services. Hospital patients have reported 
that Reiki reduced their stress, decreased the 
amount of pain medication needed, improved 
sleep and appetite, and accelerated the healing 
process. Reiki has also been reported to reduce 
many of the unwanted side effects of radiation 
and chemotherapy.  

Introduction to Reiki
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What is Reiki?

The term Reiki consists of two Japanese words — 
“Rei” meaning Universal (or some construe the 
meaning	to	be	God	or	a	Higher	Power)	and	
“Ki” meaning “life force energy.” Reiki works 
by channeling Universal life force energy by 
the Reiki practitioner to the receiver’s body so 
the body can use the energy for healing and 
restoring well-being. Reiki promotes stress 
reduction and relaxation that stimulates health 
in parts of the body that are out of balance.  
It brings rapid stress reduction, diminishes pain, 
and relieves anxiety. Reiki is always safe.

When a 
person’s 
life force 
energy is 
low, they 
will feel 
stressed 
and are 
more likely to become sick. Conversely, when 
their life force energy is high, they will feel 
happier and healthier. All humans are born 
with this Universal life force energy around and 
within them. Life force energy or “Ki” is known 
by different terms around the world. Chinese 
use the term “chi.” Hindus call it “prana,” and 
Christians use the term “light.” 



Therapeutic Touch and Reiki: A Guide for Caregivers         19

A Reiki practitioner is taught how to become 
a	channel	for	this	Universal	life	energy	to	flow	
through them to a recipient for the purpose 
of healing and restoring well-being. Reiki is 
a technique that can be learned by people 
of all ages and education levels—including 
children, family caregivers, and direct care 
workers such as home health aides. Reiki is not 
something that is learned in the traditional way 
of studying books and taking tests. Instead, 
information about Reiki is transferred from the 
Reiki Master/Teacher to a student during a class. 

How Reiki Works

When a person is stressed and/or sick mentally, 
emotionally, or physically, the body will respond 
by showing symptoms of “dis-ease.” “Dis-ease”  
is a term used to describe when a body’s 
general health and well-being is imbalanced  
or disrupted.

For instance, people who have extended 
periods of stress or pain often experience poor 
health due to a weakened immune system 
that places them at risk for catching colds or 
developing an infection. People with dementia 
may experience behavioral signs of dis-ease 
such as agitation and anxiety. 
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Reiki practitioners do not diagnose illness or 
disease. Reiki is a complementary alternative 
technique that is used together with and in 
support of traditional health practices. Reiki 
focuses on rebalancing and restoring the body’s 
natural	energy	flow	which	helps	the	recipient’s	
body get back into healthy balance so healing  
can occur. 

Reiki practitioners place their hands in certain 
prescribed positions on the body. Reiki 
practitioners are intuitively guided in the 
placement of their hands so that the energy 
goes where it is needed most. Although Reiki  
is spiritual in nature, it is not a religion and 
there is nothing a practitioner must believe  
in spiritually to learn and use Reiki. 

Reiki 
always works 

for good.
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The Reiki Session

Reiki can be performed on a person in a sitting 
or prone position. Unlike therapeutic massage, 
the receiver is fully clothed. During a Reiki 
session a practitioner will place their hands in 
prescribed positions that correspond to the 
body’s “chakras.” 

A chakra is a Hindu word referring to an area  
of energy found within the body that controls 
the	flow	of	energy	(see	picture	above).	Each	
chakra area corresponds to the major organs in 
the body and glands of the endocrine system. 
The standard hand positions in a Reiki treat- 
ment follow these 7 chakras for rebalancing  
the	energy	flow.	
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While receiving Reiki, some people may become 
so relaxed they fall asleep. A person may 
experience a feeling of warmth or vibration  
in the area receiving Reiki. Some people  
may cry as their 
body relaxes 
and responds 
to rebalancing. 
After a session, 
the receiver may 
feel especially 
relaxed and 
peaceful.  

Benefits to the Reiki Practitioner

Not only does the practice of Reiki help those 
receiving it, but it is also beneficial for the 
practitioner. Consider an analogy of using a 
straw;	after	sipping	through	a	straw	a	little	
amount of liquid remains inside the straw.  
The	same	is	true	for	the	Reiki	practitioner;	 
some Universal energy remains inside them 
after a treatment. So instead of feeling tired  
or drained after conducting a treatment,  
the Reiki practitioner feels relaxed and  
often re-energized.
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Using Reiki for People with Dementia

Research has found positive results of using  
Reiki to reduce agitation and anxiety experienced  
by people with dementia. Caregivers of people 
with dementia who are trained in Reiki are 
taught how to improvise their techniques or 
hand positions as some people with dementia 
will not be able to sit still or lie down quietly 
when agitated or anxious. In these situations, 
the caregivers can walk alongside the person 
and apply Reiki as they walk together. If the 
person with dementia resists physical touch, 
Reiki energy can be transferred by holding  
the hand over targeted areas, and benefits 
can be experienced without touching their 
body. The person would not know they were 
receiving a Reiki treatment, but they would 
benefit from its calming and relaxing effects.





This pocket guide was produced under an 
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The points of view or opinions expressed in 
this guide are solely the responsibility of the 
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