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In memory of my father, who passed away

just as this book was getting started. He had

his own special nurturing ability that

I’m certain helped inform my own.
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Introduction


My own motherhood journey started 18 years ago, and it ignited a passion for maternal care that guided me to my present work. From the time when my first son was born, I knew I wanted to become a doula and provide the much-needed birth support that I saw so many women (including myself) lacking. Because my boys were still young, I chose to start with massage therapy. I finished massage school in 2008 and got right to work, finding that I loved connecting with people in intimate ways.

When my sons were a bit older, I got my birth and postpartum doula certifications and began to specialize in pregnancy massage. I found that focusing my professional attention on women in this vulnerable and sensitive time made my heart very full.

My enthusiasm for the wonders of the womb didn’t end with birth. I went on to train with Tami Lynn Kent in the holistic pelvic care modality, expanding my reverence for women and discovering what we are capable of healing through the portal of our wombs. Including this approach in my practice has magnified my ability to be of service to women in all stages of the motherhood journey.

I later pursued infant massage training. I’ve led many workshops to teach mothers how to massage their babies. It is incredible to witness the mother–baby bond in these classes and to hear how the massage techniques help their little ones with issues like sleep, digestion, creating a routine, and soothing fussiness.

I have also had the pleasure of teaching massage workshops for couples, instructing them in the art of touch during pregnancy and labor. These workshops have taught me so much about what a simple, natural, and yet powerful gift massage can be during pregnancy.

As I have taught mothers in infant massage classes, I want you, the reader, to understand that connection is the first and most important goal of any massage. Loving touch is beneficial; the technique doesn’t matter so long as the person giving the massage is doing it with care. That said, massage is even more beneficial when you have a little guidance on specific ways to offer it, which is precisely why this book exists!

Acquainting yourself with the foundational concepts of the childbearing year will be one of the most supportive ways you can show up meaningfully for your pregnant partner, friend, or family member.



How to Use This Book


This book follows the timeline of the childbearing year. It covers the pregnancy, labor-and-birth, and postpartum phases, outlining the most common issues that arise, addressing fears and questions regarding massage during these pivotal months, and offering simple touch sequences to get you started.

Perhaps you have been interested in giving massage before but found the process daunting. The techniques in this book can be applied by anyone. So, don’t be intimidated if you are new to massage!

You will find recommendations regarding safety precautions as well as insider tips that I share from my vast experience working with hundreds of moms, so you’ll want to be sure to read each chapter thoroughly before trying the techniques. The goal is to be of service to the new or expecting mom throughout her journey with your loving touch.



Who Should Use This Book


This book is meant to make massage easy for the novice and can be used by anyone looking to learn some fundamental massage skills to offer to a beloved mom or mom-to-be. Use this book to learn some of the basics so you can get to the business of sharing massage with your loved one and enjoying the journey of bringing a new life into the world together.

Though I recognize that some mothers may not identify as women or use the pronouns she
 and her
 , I have chosen to use those terms in this book to preserve a sense of warmth and connection with the mother-to-be. It is not my intention to exclude any person in doing so.




PART ONE





PREGNANCY






P

 regnancy is an exciting time when so many things are changing in a woman’s world. From bodily shifts to relationship and household adjustments, this nine-month period is filled with transitions. Expecting mothers need all the physical, emotional, and spiritual support they can get, and massage from a friend, partner, or other loved one can be a beautiful means to that end.



Massage is a simple way to offer a mom-to-be the care and nurture she deserves as she rides the waves of pregnancy and prepares for life with a new baby. Massage not only gives her the sense that she is not alone on this journey, but also provides enormous health benefits for both her and her unborn child.

In this first part of the book, we’ll discuss some considerations when offering a massage to a pregnant loved one. Therapeutic massage techniques are described in detail so you can ensure a pregnant mama’s body is properly supported. We’ll also cover massage oils and aromatherapy options that may speak to specific pregnancy-related concerns.

The next two chapters will help you understand your mama-to-be and all the changes she is undergoing. We will go through some simple massage sequences that are meant to address issues specific to pregnancy. The key is to connect with each other in a loving and light manner, finding joy in the process of discovery together.



CHAPTER ONE



MASSAGE FOR PREGNANCY


This chapter explains why massage is so healthy, soothing, and powerful for pregnant women. In addition, it describes the most significant aspects of all three trimesters of the pregnancy journey, detailing the changes a woman goes through as her body prepares for birth. With this knowledge, you can tailor your supportive massage for her evolving needs.

For the novice, this chapter will be invaluable because it describes the basic massage techniques referenced throughout the book. It includes ways to hone massage skills and to incorporate props, potions, and positions that will help a mother-to-be feel comfortable. Finally, this chapter presents simple precautions for keeping her safe while offering massage.


The Benefits of Massage for Pregnancy

Massage for mothers-to-be is extremely beneficial. Evidence suggests that massage increases the overall health and wellness of both mother and baby, and it provides a way for a loved one to support an expecting mother physically and emotionally. Massage can enhance a mother’s life and help her cope with the changes—and stresses—that can accompany the joys of awaiting a new baby.

Benefits for the Body

Massage throughout pregnancy can alleviate common discomforts, such as low-back, sciatic, and hip pain; neck and shoulder tension; and calf cramps. It increases mobility in joints that are carrying extra weight and prepares the mother’s body for childbirth, where she will need all the flexibility she can muster.

Prenatal massage also helps reduce swelling in the hands and feet—common ailments during pregnancy—by moving retained fluids out of the tissue and into circulation for removal from the body. Headaches and sinus congestion are also quite common throughout pregnancy, and head and neck massage can relieve the added tension. A facial massage on the nasal passageways can create more space for congestion to clear. Finally, massage is a great way to boost immunity, which is somewhat compromised during pregnancy.

Clearing the Mind

Pregnancy can be a time of great excitement and anticipation as well as much planning, deliberation, and uncertainty. From questions like, “How are we going to fit this baby into our already busy lives?” to “What kind of diapers will we use?,” the chatter of the mind can be quite invasive.

Massage invites the mom-to-be to get out of her head and into her body, where ultimately she will discover the most relief from stress. The healing hands of a loved one will immediately restore balance to her nervous system and help her forget about her to-do lists.

Emotional Well-Being

In addition to the amazing physical benefits, nurturing touch can help a 
 mama feel supported and cared for. Pregnancy is a transformational time, and the experience differs tremendously for each woman and fluctuates throughout each week of the experience. The “love hormone,” oxytocin, is released during a massage, and the stress hormones are decreased, giving the pregnant mother more emotional capacity to cope with any stresses or strains during this important time.

Spiritual Connection

The relaxation benefits of massage are well understood, but the additional benefits of improving embodiment—or a person’s connection to their body—and self-awareness are often overlooked. When a mother-to-be connects to her body in a positive way, it influences her outlook on her growing body and helps her accept the life changes and personal identity shift that is afoot.

Experiencing a caring witness present with her body, acknowledging the aches and pains that come along with carrying a child, helps a mother feel like she is not alone in the process. Having hands-on demonstration of that support goes a long way in creating the space a mom-to-be needs to enjoy her pregnancy.


Key Insights: An Overview of Trimester Changes

The nine-month journey of pregnancy is commonly broken down into three trimesters that are distinctly different from one another. Within each 12-week period, a woman and her baby go through numerous changes that are fairly consistent and predictable. Understanding this timeline can help you support the mom-to-be with awareness and sensitivity.

The First Trimester

During the first trimester, a pregnant woman is experiencing a massive increase in the hormones estrogen and progesterone. In the first 12 weeks, she is likely to be more emotionally sensitive—like PMS, but to a higher degree. Fatigue, headaches, nausea, or even vomiting at any point in the day (not just in the morning) are possible. Her breasts are probably quite tender and swollen, and she likely feels like she has to pee all the time.

Her body is working overtime to nurture new life and also create the building blocks for a brand-new organ, the placenta. No wonder she can’t perform at full capacity. Many women struggle to get through the day without a nap and would do well to make self-care a top priority.

This is where a friend, partner, or other loved one can encourage her to make herself a priority. Some days, she may feel overwhelmed by tasks as basic as preparing a healthy meal, so checking in, asking how you can help, and offering some soothing touch will go a long way.

Nausea may be a significant obstacle to relaxing enough to enjoy massage. She may find that touch around her head, neck, and torso intensifies the nausea. Her sense of smell may be elevated, so discuss with her before adding any fragrances to the environment, such as essential oils or scented massage lotions. Being propped up on pillows can relieve the discomfort of nausea for some. She might enjoy a nice foot massage to help bring the intense energy down toward her feet and away from her head and chest, where the unpleasant feelings are concentrated.

When in doubt, the best thing to do is ask
 her if and where she would like to be touched. The offer itself is a huge demonstration of care that she will appreciate immensely.

The Second Trimester

The second trimester usually offers a reprieve from the exhaustion and 
 nausea that pervade the first 12 weeks. This trimester is often referred to as the “honeymoon phase” because most women experience a noticeable shift in energy and mood and begin to feel more like themselves than they did during the earlier weeks.

During this trimester, the expectant mother’s beautiful bump begins to show, and it is also a common time to spread the good news to family and friends, after the chances of miscarriage are significantly lower. It’s an exciting time, when things begin to feel more real—it becomes undeniable that this life-changing event is actually happening!

Even though moms-to-be are generally feeling better, they still experience some common discomforts at this time. The hormone relaxin is kicking in, softening the muscles and ligaments around the pelvis in preparation for birth. Unfortunately, one side effect of this useful hormone is that it creates looseness in the entire region, sometimes causing aches and pains in the hips, pubic bone, glutes, and low back.

Regular massage in these areas will help keep the blood flowing and prevent a woman’s body from building up too much unnecessary tension.

The Third Trimester

As she enters the third and final trimester, the mom-to-be is definitely noticing her growing body. She becomes more tired, as her body is working in overdrive to provide for her growing baby. Simple activities, like walking, can lead her to feel out of breath. Sleep may be impaired (not
 fair!). Frequent heartburn becomes more common, as well.

Her weight increases rapidly, affecting the way her body moves and holds itself. As her belly expands, it puts extra strain on her low back, sometimes causing quite a lot of discomfort. The round ligaments of her pelvis can also become strained and cause sharp, shooting pains around the groin. Her feet are carrying the entire load of her ever-expanding body, so they can get quite sore.

As she approaches the later weeks of pregnancy, her emotions may become very heightened. Not only are the hormones gearing up and shifting to prepare her body for birth, but it is also a time for a woman to prepare for the immense transition of becoming a mother for the first time or introducing a new baby to her family. Her mind may be swirling with thoughts and to-do lists, creating anxiety and fear. Now is the perfect time to treat her with a calming massage to ease her worries.




Anatomy of a Pregnant Woman

[image: The anatomy of a pregnant woman.]


From the outside, we can see a woman’s body changing dramatically over the course of her pregnancy, but there are many changes occurring beneath the surface, as well. The growing baby’s weight compresses nerves and causes postural shifts that create imbalance. Increasing hormone levels add to the instability by making her ligaments and joints hyperflexible. Many women experience some of the changes described here
 :

[image: A side-view of a pregnant woman with the uterus, ligaments, and pubic bone labeled.]







	
•


	As the womb expands upward, the organs get pushed behind and above the uterus, crowding the rib cage and diaphragm and causing shortness of breath, heartburn, and stretching pains in the skin just under the rib cage.










	
•


	Nerves get compressed, causing shooting sciatic pains in the buttocks or down the backs of the legs.










	
•


	The abdominal muscles remain in front of the uterus, but they are stretched to capacity and sometimes beyond. Abs are destabilized and the low-back muscles often compensate, leading to tension and pain in the low back.





[image: Left, a pregnant woman with incorrect posture. Right, a pregnant woman with correct posture.]







	
•


	Ligaments and joints in the pelvic area become looser because of the hormone relaxin, causing pelvic pain and discomfort in the sacrum.










	
•


	The shoulders and chest compress forward as the weight of heavy breasts and the growing fetus pulls everything forward, resulting in shoulder tension. The head and chin also pull forward and cause neck pain.










	
•


	Symphysis pubis dysfunction, or SPD, is an uncomfortable and fairly common condition in which the center of the pubic bone begins to separate because of the strain of stretching ligaments and the baby’s increasing weight.










Massage Techniques

Before you get started on any of the massage sequences detailed in this book, you’ll need to know some basic techniques. Refer back to this section when learning the sequences described later. Each stroke has a specific purpose. Some are meant for relaxing and soothing the nervous system, and others are more focused on pain relief.

Feel free to mix and match and get creative with your own sequences. Just remember to check in with the mom-to-be about pressure and let her know that you want her to feel good.


Effleurage

[image: Effleurage.]


BENEFITS

Effleurage increases lymphatic flow, inviting waste products to leave the body, which is known to improve overall health. This technique also raises the temperature of muscles, warming them up for deeper massage and enhancing blood circulation. The nervous system is calmed, regulating stress hormones, which helps reduce the mama’s anxiety.

CHARACTERISTICS

Gliding, sliding, relaxing, soothing, gentle, and integrating.

INSTRUCTIONS

With your palms, fingers, or thumbs, make long, slow, gliding strokes in a gentle way to warm up the tissue, preparing it for deeper work. Effleurage is best used in the beginning and at the end of a sequence because it is so soothing to the nervous system. The technique is done in either a circular or a linear motion, smoothing out the skin with oil to decrease friction.


Petrissage

[image: Petrissage.]


BENEFITS

Petrissage is a moderately deep technique meant to relieve pain by releasing toxins and blocked-up lactic acid from the muscle tissue. It aids in blood circulation and improves muscle tone. Immunity is boosted by the increased lymphatic flow. The skin is also refreshed, adding to a soon-to-be-mother’s radiant pregnant glow.

CHARACTERISTICS

Therapeutic, pain relieving, detoxifying, toning, and rejuvenating.

INSTRUCTIONS


Petrissage
 is a fancy word for “kneading” and refers to any time a muscle is squeezed, pinched, rolled, or pressed with the purpose of compressing underlying muscles. It is normally done with the pad of the thumb, palm of the hand, and pads of the fingers and can be done with or without oil.


Friction

[image: Friction.]


BENEFITS

Friction activates blood movement to a tight area to improve circulation and help remove built-up toxins that cause pain. It also provides a temporary “numbing” effect that disrupts pain signals, bringing relief. This technique is often used to aid in the healing of scar tissue because it helps with collagen repair and re-formation.

CHARACTERISTICS

Vigorous, penetrating, activating, alleviating, and repairing.

INSTRUCTIONS

With your fingertips or thumbs, press down into the muscle. Maintaining pressure, rub down the length of the muscle or across the fibers of the muscle with a quick back-and-forth or side-to-side motion. This technique is best on the smaller muscles of the upper back, which get quite tight and sore 
 and can generally take a good amount of pressure. When massaging scar tissue, perform this technique in the same way and move across the scar with your fingers—this variant is called “cross-fiber friction.” Refrain from using oil with this technique.


Compression

[image: Compression.]


BENEFITS

Compression relieves pain and improves range of motion in the muscular system. This technique also helps with blood circulation as well as reducing water retention.

CHARACTERISTICS

Harmonizing, nourishing, unwinding, relieving, and calming.

INSTRUCTIONS

Place the palm of your hand or your fist over a particular part of the body and slowly increase the pressure. Be sure to communicate with the mom-to-be about the amount of pressure that feels right. The direction of pressure is important, and each specific sequence will include instructions for where to focus your energy. This technique can be used on bare skin or over clothing, and oil is not necessary.


Tapotement

[image: Tapotement.]


BENEFITS


Tapotement
 is the French word for “tap” or “drum.” This technique is meant to wake up the nervous system and help flush out toxins. It stimulates nerve endings, resulting in improved muscle tone and reflexes, and also boosts overall muscle firmness.

CHARACTERISTICS

Energizing, stimulating, awakening, and invigorating.

INSTRUCTIONS

Using the blade of your hand (the pinkie-side edge), make karate chop–like motions over the tissue, being careful not to make contact with any bony surfaces. Pulse your hands alternately in a rhythmic pattern, or drum them both at the same time, using your wrists to initiate the movement. This technique should be performed in relatively short bursts, as it can overstimulate the recipient. It can easily be done over clothing, and oil is not necessary.


Feathering

[image: Feathering.]


BENEFITS

Also known as “nerve strokes,” this technique can be either soothing or stimulating to the nervous system, depending on a woman’s sensitivity to tickly sensations. Tickles are generally not very relaxing and so should be avoided during a soothing massage, even if it makes her giggle! This technique should usually be placed at the end of a sequence to transition out of touching a particular part of the body.

CHARACTERISTICS

Sleep inducing, tranquilizing, nerve stimulating, and softening.

INSTRUCTIONS

Gently brush the tips or pads of your fingers across the surface of the skin, being careful not to wiggle them as you slide. With this technique, there is a fine line between soothing and tickling! Do not use oil with this technique.


Tips for Giving the Best Massage Ever!

You don’t have to be trained professionally to incorporate skills that will dramatically improve your massages. Here are some easy tips to transform your massage into a work of art.

Ask Specific Questions

Massage is not a place for your ego to exist. It’s so important to recognize that this experience is about caring for and supporting the mama—and not about knowing it all. She may have important feedback for you that will go a long way if you listen and make the necessary adjustments she requests.

Here are a few question prompts that will help you get the feedback you need to be her massage rock star:

Is this pressure deep enough?

Is my pressure too deep?

Would you like me to slow down or go faster here?

Is this the right spot, or should I adjust up or down (or left or right)?

How does this feel?

Where would you like me to massage you?

Is there a place that you are feeling pain or tension?

Don’t take it personally if she says she wants something to be different. This interaction can provide an awesome opportunity for connection and communication that will come in handy during labor and when the baby arrives. Clear dialogue will help both of you feel safe and more understanding of each other.

Read Her Body Language

Understanding how the body communicates during a massage is also important. Many people have trouble talking while they are receiving bodywork because they are either too zoned out to form words or uncomfortable asking for something to be different.

If the mama is experiencing discomfort, you will often see the part of her 
 body that is being worked on pull away or tense up. Sometimes you may see a different part of her body fidget in an attempt to distract her from the uncomfortable part. If you notice either of these things, it’s a good indication that you may want to lighten up and ask for her feedback.

I consistently hear from the women I work with that their massage partner either gives way too much pressure or not enough. Do your best to understand what her preferences are so she can really enjoy your touch.

If Pressure Is Too Strong

One of the best ways to adjust the pressure of your massage is to use a different part of your hand or body. Many people start by using their thumbs and fingers, which can feel quite poky for certain sensitive parts of the body. Instead, try using the palm of your hand or a closed fist, which gives broader pressure.

Try lessening pressure just a little bit at a time until the desired pressure is achieved. Sometimes we back off too much, causing the pressure to become too light. The recipient can get frustrated when there isn’t any in-between.

You can also add a little more oil. When there is too little oil in any gliding motion, it may be irritating to her skin.

If Pressure Is Too Light

If the mom-to-be is asking for more pressure, try grounding yourself more into the earth, feeling that your feet are supported and balanced. Notice the direction that gravity is pulling the massaging hand and try to set your body up in a way that lets gravity help rather than hinder.

You can also try moving to a different body area and using less oil. Too much oil can make the skin too slippery to offer firm pressure.

A Few Extra Touches

When you are using only one hand in a particular massage sequence, what to do with the other one? In massage therapy there is something called a “mother hand,” which is the still hand that rests somewhere on the body while the other hand is working. Instead of wasting the precious soothing energy of the nonworking hand, try resting it somewhere gently on her body while the other is giving the massage. This position allows for an 
 energy circuit to be created and helps her feel safe and comforted.


Props, Potions, and Positions

Let’s talk about some useful tools to support you in giving a great prenatal massage. Don’t worry, you don’t need too much. In the grand scheme, pregnancy is fleeting, so it’s important to find a balance between meeting mama’s needs and not overwhelming your household with extra gear and products you won’t use later. In the following section, I will share simple and affordable ways to help mom feel comfortable and relaxed so she can enjoy some healing touch.

During the early weeks of her first trimester, she may still feel comfortable lying on her belly, assuming her breasts aren’t too tender. In terms of safety, any position is fine during this time.

Just remember that fragrances can amplify nausea, so be aware of this possibility when choosing a massage oil or lotion, and opt for something scent-free to begin with.

During her second and third trimesters, lying on her belly will become impossible. The mother-to-be will also begin to notice the discomfort of lying flat on her back, because the growing fetus puts pressure on the vena cava, the largest vein in the human body. When it gets compressed, blood flow to the lower body and to the placenta is restricted, causing potential harm to the fetus. It is not recommended for a pregnant woman past 20 weeks to lie flat on her back. For these reasons, I suggest side-lying, reclining, or getting into the birthing-ball position for the last two trimesters.

Props






	
♦


	A C
 - or
 U
 -shaped pregnancy pillow
 is a wonderful addition to your arsenal of self-care tools. Pregnant women are advised to sleep on their sides and not on their backs, so a comfy pillow will go a long way. Be sure to search for one that can double as a place for the little one to rest when they arrive.










	
♦


	A birthing ball
 is helpful throughout pregnancy as a way for the mama to keep her hips open and for the partner to be able to give her shoulder and neck massages when she isn’t able to lie on her belly or back anymore.










	
♦


	Five or six quality pillows
 that vary in firmness can provide the support a mother needs when lying in a reclined position to receive massage. They can be configured in several ways to help prop her up into a relaxing position.










	
♦


	An 
 eye pillow
 is a great relaxation tool and can be worn while the mom is reclined, such as when receiving a relaxing foot massage. She will be able to tune out the rest of the world and go into full rejuvenation mode. A small amount of pressure on the eyelids has been shown to stimulate the vagus nerve, which has a whole host of wonderful benefits, including slowing down the heart rate, aiding in digestion, and reducing stress.





Potions

Though there isn’t much evidence to corroborate the effectiveness of any particular stretch mark cream, regular belly massage is thought to decrease the chances of getting them. A mom-to-be may really appreciate a cream or oil blend that is aimed at reducing stretch marks in addition to the massage that comes along with it!

During the first trimester, you will want to avoid anything with a strong fragrance. The nausea-easing blend presented in this section may be helpful, so don’t hesitate to offer it for some relief.

Human skin actually absorbs substances into the entire body system, so keep in mind that whatever you use needs to be food-grade quality. It’s best to use only cold-pressed, organic oils. Lighter options, like sweet almond, sunflower, or jojoba, are great choices and produce a nice glide that allows for deep strokes and continuous pressure.

Be careful to use essential oils only when diluted with other carrier oils—do not put pure oils directly on the skin. It’s also important to note that these blends are for external use only.

Create the following blends by mixing the essential oils with 2 ounces of a carrier oil of your choice.



NAUSEA-COMFORT BLEND






	
♦


	8 drops sweet orange










	
♦


	4 drops lemon










	
♦


	6 drops ginger





HEADACHE-EASE BLEND






	
♦


	10 drops lavender










	
♦


	6 drops chamomile










	
♦


	3 drops eucalyptus





PAIN-RELIEF BLEND






	
♦


	6 drops frankincense










	
♦


	4 drops ginger










	
♦


	10 drops lavender





MOOD-LIFTER BLEND






	
♦


	10 drops lavender










	
♦


	5 drops ylang-ylang










	
♦


	5 drops neroli









Positions

Pregnancy presents some obvious and not-so-obvious challenges with massage positioning. At a certain point, women will be unable to lie on their bellies, making back massage difficult. If this challenge weren’t tricky enough, women also find that lying flat on their backs is uncomfortable; it’s also dangerous to the health of the baby, as discussed earlier. Thankfully, there are some tried-and-true workarounds to these dilemmas, which can help the mother-to-be feel supported and safe.

[image: Side-lying position.]







	
♦


	A side-lying position
 , using pillows or a pregnancy pillow, is an ideal way to help a pregnant mama relax. If using regular household pillows, place one under her head, another one in front of her chest for her arm to rest over, and one or two between her legs. Ask her to extend her bottom leg out straight and place her top leg, with the knee bent, on top of the pillow(s).





[image: A pregnant woman sitting on a chair leaning over.]







	
♦


	
Sitting on a birthing ball
 or chair and leaning over a table for upper-body support gives the mama some space for her hips to open and also allows you to give her great pressure on her back, shoulders, and neck. A pillow can be placed on the table or surface for her to rest her head on. A backward chair can act as a replacement for a birthing ball, but use a pillow to protect her belly from pressure from the back of the chair.





[image: A woman leaning on a birthing ball.]







	
♦


	Use a birthing ball to aid in a hands-and-knees position
 , with the pregnant mom resting her upper body on the birthing ball so you can apply downward pressure on her back and sacrum. This position yields the best access—along with the help of gravity—for deeper pressure on tense areas in the back.





[image: A pregnant woman leaning back on a stack of pillows.]







	
♦


	If the mama is reclined
 on her back with some strategically placed pillows, you can easily massage the whole front of her body, including her baby bump. Use several firm pillows or a bolster if you have one. Place two pillows horizontally and one pillow vertically on top of those in the direction in which she will be lying. Use a rolled-up towel or travel-size pillow under her neck and add another under her knees.








Safe and Happy Pregnancy Massage: Cautions and Considerations

Many people equate pregnancy with fragility and fear doing anything that may be harmful. You may have even heard that massage during pregnancy is risky. As a massage therapist, for years I was honestly scared to work with pregnant women, paralyzed by the myriad precautions that come with massaging expecting mothers: Don’t press on this or that spot because you might induce labor; don’t apply too much pressure on the legs because of the heightened risk of blood clots; make sure she is positioned correctly or else the baby may be at risk; don’t give massage during the first trimester because you may cause a miscarriage. Phew! These warnings alone are enough to make one freeze at the thought of offering a massage to an expecting mother.

I’m here to set your mind at ease. No, your pregnant mama will not break! And yes, there are a few things to be aware of that will help everyone feel safe and comfortable.

There are many people who fear they will cause a miscarriage when giving a massage during the first trimester. However, there is no evidence to suggest that massage will negatively impact a pregnancy. During the first 12 weeks, a woman is more likely to have a miscarriage, and some people may point to massage when looking to blame something external, despite a lack of empirical data. That said, if there is a higher-than-average risk of miscarriage or there are other high-risk factors, it may be advisable to avoid massage during the first trimester.

The real concern with massage during the first trimester is whether the expecting mom has nausea. This unfortunate symptom, which over half of all pregnant women experience, makes receiving massages difficult or near impossible. Many women with morning sickness have a hard time getting comfortable in any position, and touch is often not well tolerated. I’ve had women get nauseated on the massage table when lying reclined on their backs, and we have simply adjusted to a side-lying position. Just ask her what feels best to her.

Refer to the section on positions (see here
 ) for appropriate ways to set up the mom-to-be for her massages that will help keep her and the baby safe. Rule of thumb: Don’t have her lying flat on her back after the first trimester. Everything else about positioning is obvious (nope—she will not accidentally lie on her big bump and squash the babe!).

It’s true that there are acupressure points that are meant to help induce labor. However, there is no evidence to suggest that they are capable of triggering labor 
 like some sort of magical eject button (if there were, every mother would be hitting up an acupuncturist at about 38 weeks, looking to get the show on the road). There is no need to get hung up on avoiding this or that spot. When the baby is ready to make their arrival, these points may be useful to gently nudge a mom and baby toward labor, but there is no data to suggest that you will cause a miscarriage by massaging on or near these areas during pregnancy.

Do avoid deep pressure on her legs, as there is an increased risk during pregnancy of blood clots being released into the bloodstream. This has the potential to cause some serious issues. So, just go easy on the legs.

Finally, if the mom-to-be is considered high risk for any reason whatsoever, consult your doctor or midwife and ask if massage is safe before proceeding.







CHAPTER TWO



PREGNANCY MASSAGE SEQUENCES


In this chapter, I offer specific and detailed sequences for you to use with a pregnant loved one. After having worked with hundreds of pregnant women as both a massage therapist and doula, I have come to understand some of the most common complaints that women have. We will home in on the specific ways in which pregnant women most want to be supported, as well as some of the most common complaints they have, so you can offer the mom-to-be the best massage possible.

In each section, I will guide you with reasons why the sequence is important and why a mama may need or want each particular set of techniques. In every sequence, the mother-to-be will be set up in one of the positions described in chapter 1
 . You may find that she prefers one position to another, so it could be that you return to those sequences that work best for her comfort.

Getting to know the problem areas that your loved one is dealing with during her pregnancy helps you be more connected to her and the process as it goes along. You can also expect things to change as her pregnancy progresses. For example, headaches are a more common issue during the first trimester, but hip and low-back pain tend to get worse the bigger she grows. The sequences described here are meant to be useful for the duration of the pregnancy so both of you can continuously connect during this exciting time.


Neck, Shoulder, and Back Pain Sequence

A pregnant woman’s entire back and neck can get quite tense. The added weight in her breasts can cause her to slouch forward, contributing to achiness in her upper back and shoulders. Postural imbalances contribute to her neck jutting forward, increasing discomfort. The weight in her belly makes it harder and harder for her to utilize her core, and she has to compensate with her mid- and low-back muscles, making them sore and exhausted.

If she is still early enough along that she can lie on her front, you can do this sequence with her facedown on a bed or couch. Otherwise, using a birthing ball or chair for this sequence will give you plenty of space to work with this part of her body and will allow gravity to help you give good pressure to the areas that need it most. Set her up on the birthing ball so there is a table or bed to rest on in front of her, and give her a pillow to rest her arms and head on. She can either take off her shirt and bra or leave her clothes on. This sequence does not require the use of oil or lotion, but have some on hand in case it feels better on her neck.







	
1.


	Begin with slow, gentle feathering strokes starting at the top of her shoulders and ending on her low back. Repeat five or six times, directing the strokes downward to help her relax.





[image: A woman sitting in a chair leaning over a table.]







	
2.


	Slowly use the petrissage technique on the tops of her shoulders with both hands, one on each shoulder. Compress the top of the trapezius muscle (the fleshy part that lies between the base of the neck and the bony part of the shoulder edge) in the palm of your hands, slightly squeezing and pulling upward toward her head, giving pressure from your fingers and the heel of your hand. Check in about pressure here, asking if she would like more or less, as people can vary greatly in their pressure preferences in this area. Repeat 8 to 10 times, slowly kneading out the tension. Try alternating the squeezing from one hand to the next. Or try working with one shoulder at a time, either using both hands on one shoulder or resting the mother hand behind her heart while one hand is working.





[image: A person with their hands on a woman's forehead and neck.]







	
3.


	With one hand cupping the sides of her neck, thumb on one side and fingers on the opposite, use petrissage on the neck muscles, making circles while moving your fingers up and down the length of her neck. Make sure to travel from the base of her skull all the way down to where her shoulders meet her neck. The mother hand can rest on the top of her head or her forehead for support. Make five or six passes up and down her neck, slowly increasing the pressure as you go.










	
4.


	Next, use the tapotement method, karate-chopping with the edge of the pinkie side of your hand along the trapezius muscles at the top of her shoulders, being careful not to make contact with any bones. Alternate the rhythm of chops from one hand to the other, and explore whether she prefers more or less speed. Continue for no more than one minute. Even though this technique is quite effective at releasing tension, it can be agitating if done for too long.










	
5.


	Either with the flat side of your knuckles with a closed fist or with your palms, use the compression method between her shoulder blades. Slowly apply alternate pressure from one side to the next by “walking” your hands up and down the softer tissue space between the bony areas of her spine and shoulder blades, being careful not to press directly on her spine. Focus the direction of pressure toward the front of her body, and walk your hands up and down several times on either side of the vertebrae.










	
6.


	Use the same compression method as in step 5, but this time, walk your hands all the way down her spine until you reach the top of her hip bones. Walk up and down five times, asking her if she would like more or less pressure.










	
7.


	Ask her if there is a spot that she would like focus on somewhere in the space between her shoulder blades, and spend a little time using the tips of your fingers or heel of your hand, giving friction and compression in this spot, fine-tuning the location by asking for feedback. Spend several minutes here, working out any knots that you find.










	
8.


	Give a few more gentle feathering strokes down her back to complete the session.






Low-Back and Hip Tension Massage Sequence

The hips and low back take much of the burden of extra pregnancy weight and tend to be quite sore on a mama-to-be, especially as she gets further along in her pregnancy. Being required to side-sleep causes additional tension, and pregnant women often wake up in pain. Give her hips some love because they are working so hard!

The following sequence is best done with the pregnant woman kneeling in a hands-and-knees position on a yoga mat or folded-up blanket on the floor, with her upper body draped over a birthing ball. Place a pillow under her knees if they are tender. This sequence can be done with her pants on, but have her take off her shirt or pull it up so you can apply oil or lotion to her low back.







	
1.


	Start with some light feathering strokes down her back, waking up her nervous system and inviting her entire back to relax.










	
2.


	Use the compression technique on her sacrum, which is the platelike bone in the center of her pelvis just below her low back. If you slide your hand gently down the middle of her spine, you should make contact with her sacrum, just above the buttocks. Apply pressure with the heel of your palm, with your direction of pressure moving down toward her feet. Use your opposite hand to apply counterpressure that moves upward toward her head. The sacrum can normally handle a good amount of pressure, but make sure to ask her how it feels. Hold this position for one to two minutes, encouraging her to take deep breaths by breathing deeply yourself. (Remember this technique for labor massage!)





[image: A pregnant woman leaning over a birthing ball.]







	
3.


	Walk your palms back and forth on her low-back muscles with a rocking motion, alternating downward pressure toward the front of her body from one hand to the other. Do this compression slowly and intentionally; be careful not to put pressure directly on her spine, and make sure it feels good to her.










	
4.


	Spread a little oil over her low-back region. Place your palms on her low back with the heels of your hands on either side of her spine, then glide your hands in big and small circles, using the effleurage technique to warm up her muscle tissue. Repeat six to eight times, moving slowly and intentionally.










	
5.


	The quadratus lumborum (QL) is a tricky little muscle to find, but the expectant mama will be so grateful once you figure it out, because it takes the brunt of the low-back load and gets very, very sore! Locate the bottom of her rib cage. Just under the rib cage, toward her pelvis, you’ll find the small of her back where her waistline is. If you press your 
 thumbs inward toward the spine in the narrowest part of this area, you will find the QL. Women vary greatly in their pressure tolerance here, so ask and make sure you are on the right spot, and see how much pressure she wants. It’s a bit tricky, but so worth it! Press one side and hold for 30 seconds, then do the same for the other side. Repeat two more times.





[image: A person's hands kneading a woman's lower back.]







	
6.


	Use the tapotement technique to karate-chop her gluteus muscles, the three muscles that make up the buttocks. Start with both hands on one side and chop, using the wrists to initiate the movement and alternating hands like you are drumming. Continue for one minute. Repeat on the other side.










	
7.


	Interlace your fingers together and open your elbows out to either side. Place your hands on either side of her sacrum, and apply compression with the heel of each hand, pressing in toward her sacrum. Check in about pressure, adjusting as needed, and hold for 30 seconds, then move your hands toward the outside of her hips, unlocking your fingers as your hands move away from each other, until you find the crease where her pelvis meets the upper thigh. Repeat five or six times. (Remember this stroke for labor massage!)










	
8.


	Place one palm on her sacrum and the other behind her heart, and either hold in stillness or do some gentle, rhythmic rocking side to side to complete the sequence.






Headache and Congestion Sequence

The nasal passageways are more constricted because of increased blood volume and changing hormones during pregnancy, which unfortunately causes nagging congestion and frequent headaches for many women. Pregnant mothers are limited in which over-the-counter medications they are able to take, and they are often unable to find relief. It’s a common nuisance for expecting women, so helping out with some massage techniques will be much appreciated.

Use the instructions from the Positions
 section to create a comfy reclined position for this sequence; make sure you will be able to easily access her head and neck. You can try setting her up on a couch or on a bed where her head can be at the foot of the bed. In this sequence, it is best to stand or kneel facing the top of her head. Have a cold, wet washcloth handy to complete this sequence.







	
1.


	Begin by “shampooing” her scalp with the tips of your fingers, drawing circles all over her head. Some people prefer a lot of pressure, and others are more sensitive, so ask her what she desires.










	
2.


	Lightly feather her face from forehead to chin, drawing a heart shape. Stroke her face five or six times.





[image: Hands rubbing a woman's head.]







	
3.


	Place your hands on the top of her head, and with your thumbs, part her hair to mobilize the muscles of her scalp. Repeat five or six times, moving up and down the middle of her head.










	
4.


	Find the corners of her eyes, and gently walk your fingers out to locate the little dip in the skin where her temples are. Make circles here using a small amount of pressure. Make five slow rotations in one direction and five in the opposite, keeping the fingers of both hands moving in the same direction at the same time, not alternating.










	
5.


	Help clear her sinuses by placing your index fingers at the edge of her nostrils and tucking your fingers under her cheekbones, so the pads of your fingers are directed toward her eyes in a scooping position. Slowly glide your fingertips out away from her nose and toward her ears. Repeat this step three times, using a tiny amount of lotion if her skin is dry.





[image: Hands rubbing a woman's face.]







	
6.


	At the end of the sinus glide, your fingers will reach a thick pad of jaw muscle that can be compressed with the fingers. Use a circular motion to work out the tension here. The jaw muscle can take more pressure than most other areas on the face, but be sure to ask. Make five slow circles in one direction and five in the opposite, keeping your fingers moving in the same direction at the same time, not alternating.










	
7.


	Gently tug on her ears, starting at the lobe and working your way to the upper tip of the ear, pulling out away from her cheeks. This helps further release the jaw muscles. Make two passes up and down the ears.










	
8.


	Hold her head in your hands with your fingers pointing down in the direction of her feet, like you are holding a ball with both hands. Find the area where her head meets her neck, and begin to scoop the fingers toward yourself and up to give pressure to the base of her skull. You can make small “come hither” motions with your fingers or just hold the pressure still for 30 seconds to one minute.










	
9.


	Feather her face again, as in step 2, and offer a cold, wet washcloth to place over her eyes. Add 2 drops of lavender essential oil to the washcloth to help relieve her headache symptoms.






Baby Connection Sequence

Often the people who are close to a pregnant mother are less connected to the growing baby inside her than she is. She is able to feel all the fetal movements and all the vast changes occurring in her body from month to month, helping her recognize that there is actually a new life on the way. Partners of pregnant women can begin to create an attachment with the developing fetus by offering a baby connection massage. Not only does this type of massage feel lovely for the mama and help her connect more with the baby, but it also allows her partner to bond with both her and the baby.

Set mama up in a reclined position and offer to use whatever stretch mark cream she likes best. As discussed earlier, even though there is no evidence to suggest that any particular product prevents stretch marks, daily belly massages can help minimize them. Make a nightly ritual out of giving a belly massage to stay connected and keep her skin pliable for all the stretching it needs to do to make space for the baby.

In addition, as the baby develops, they are able to hear sounds and even distinguish between voices. Newborns are soothed by the sounds of familiar voices, so taking the time to read a story, sing a song, or recite something regularly to the unborn baby will give a partner more tools for soothing them once they are born.







	
1.


	Begin with one palm on her bump and the other on her heart center. Take a few deep breaths together. Use this opportunity to sing a song, recite a poem, or talk to the baby. Notice if the baby is still or moving, and begin to tune into what’s happening inside the mother-to-be.





[image: A person rubbing a pregnant woman's stomach.]







	
2.


	With some cream or oil, use effleurage strokes in clockwise circles with your palms forming to the shape of her belly. Starting with one hand near her rib cage and the other near her pubic bone, slowly make circles while keeping one hand connected to her belly at all times and briefly picking the other one up to pass over the opposite moving hand. Make 8 to 10 slow circles.










	
3.


	Gently palpate her entire belly to get to know the anatomy of the baby. Notice where you feel big parts and where you feel small, poky parts. Identifying the different parts will become easier and easier, especially beyond 30 weeks. When you feel a large, round bump, you are likely touching either the butt or head. The head tends to be harder than the butt and is most commonly found just above the pubic bone. The butt is usually up near the mother’s rib cage on either the left or right side. Pretend your hands are an X-ray, detecting how the baby is positioned and where their body parts are. You can’t be sure if you’ve gotten it right, but it’s fun to try!










	
4.


	End the same way you began, with one hand on her heart center and the other resting on her belly. This is a great time to tell the expecting mama how much you love her and how proud you are of the hard work she is doing.






Stress Relief Sequence

Studies have shown that the stress hormone cortisol crosses directly into the placenta and negatively impacts the fetus if a mother’s levels are too high. Since pregnancy alone (not to mention all the other contributing factors in a woman’s life) can add extra stress, it is important for an expecting woman to find ways to reduce stress. Massage is the perfect solution, and this next sequence is specifically meant to help a mother-to-be unwind.

Use the side-lying position for this sequence, making sure she has adequate support from the pillows or body pillow being used. She should take off her shirt so oil can be applied to her back. An eye pillow or hand towel over her eyes can help her drop into her body. Invite her to forget her to-do list and relax into to your touch.







	
1.


	Gently spread oil or lotion on her entire back, being careful not to use too much. Use effleurage strokes up and down her spine to distribute the oil.










	
2.


	Walk your thumbs up and down her spine in a line along either side of her vertebrae, working with firm pressure but making sure not to compress the spine itself. Walk slowly up and down five times.










	
3.


	When you get back to her upper spine, use both hands to use petrissage on the shoulder that is accessible. Alternating from one hand squeezing to the other, focus on relieving tension in the trapezius muscle, which lies at the top of her shoulder where her neckline ends. Knead out the stress she is holding here, and be sure to ask her if she would like more or less pressure.










	
4.


	Cover her torso with a sheet or blanket, and work on her gluteus muscle, using both fists and alternating them in a corkscrew twisting compression technique, giving pressure from the knuckles. This method is hilariously referred to as “mashed potatoes,” and it feels so good on the tense hip and glute area. Do this step for two minutes.










	
5.


	Rock her rhythmically with one hand on her sacrum and the other on the middle of her back to induce even more relaxation for about a minute or two and to say goodbye to her back.





[image: Hands rubbing a person's wrist.]







	
6.


	Take her hand in both of yours with her palm facing up and apply some lotion. Place one of your pinkie fingers between her thumb and forefinger and your other pinkie between her pinkie and ring finger. 
 With your thumbs, use petrissage on her palm, spreading and gliding outward. Make 8 to 10 passes this way.










	
7.


	Have her flip over to the other side, and repeat the whole sequence again.






Foot Massage

There is almost nothing better during pregnancy than a nice foot rub at the end of a long day. Those poor feet take a beating, as they have to bear all the extra weight and get super sore and tired. They sometimes also retain water, and that swelling makes them hurt even more.

For this sequence, set the mama up in a reclined posture and sit where you can easily reach her feet. This can be done on a couch or the bed, but be sure that you are facing her body rather than sitting sideways or perpendicular to her. All the techniques described here are meant to be performed from a position where you can hold the bottoms of both her feet.







	
1.


	Apply cream or lotion to one foot by gliding from ankle to toes, alternating hands and being careful not to use too much. Be sure not to touch too gently, especially if she is ticklish.










	
2.


	Hold the foot with one hand under the Achilles tendon and the other on the underside of her calf—both hands under her lower leg. Pull and squeeze with the first hand toward yourself and the base of her heel, alternating hands so that as one hand gets to the bottom of her heel, the other starts to pull from the Achilles tendon toward the heel. Squeeze slowly and gently, waking up her ankle for about a minute.










	
3.


	With one hand on one side of the ankle and your other hand on the opposite side, draw circles with the pads of your fingers on both sides, five times in one direction and five times in the opposite.










	
4.


	With one hand supporting the top of the foot, use the knuckles of your other fist and glide down the underside from the ball to the heel, using firm pressure. Glide down 5 to 10 times, checking in about pressure.





[image: Hands rubbing a foot.]







	
5.


	Repeat step 4, but this time add in a wrist motion, twisting back and forth as you glide down the foot.










	
6.


	Wring the arch of her foot with both hands moving in opposition, using the petrissage technique.










	
7.


	Apply pressure with your thumb on the solar plexus reflexology point in the center of the foot, just below the ball. Hold for one minute.










	
8.


	Repeat the entire sequence on the other foot.










	
9.


	Hold both feet with both hands, and thank the mother-to-be for the difficult work she is doing to sustain another human life!





[image: The reflexology anatomy of feet.]





Celebrating the Wild Ride That Is Pregnancy

Here are stories from real moms I’ve known (names changed), who recall some highlights and tricky moments from their time growing a human.

THE FORGOTTEN BELLY

Going to the county fair bathroom stalls. Everything went well until I exited the stall and turned. I misjudged my diameter and scraped my big belly so hard against the locking mechanism. Big-time, unexpected bruise on my belly. I couldn’t believe it. I still don’t know how it happened, really. Expectations of girth versus reality fail. Ouch.

—Jessica

KIDS SAY THE DARNEDEST THINGS

When I was pregnant with my second son, I lived in the finished loft of a barn and also slept in the loft. The bathroom was outside and downstairs under the barn. So, when I was in my third trimester, I could not go all the way there when I had to pee so many times throughout the night. I would pee in a big yogurt container and put the lid on it. I guess all kinds of terrible stories could happen from this point, but luckily nothing bad ever happened to the pee container! But when I took my four-year-old for a medical checkup, he had to pee in a cup. And he told the nurse very clearly, “My mama pees in a cup, too.” I just gave that “kids-say-the-darnedest-things” look. I guess the nurse probably didn’t think anything about it, but I was so embarrassed.

—Veronica

BOTTOMLESS PIT

I remember voracious hunger! One day, when I was pregnant with my second child, I could not get enough to eat. I’m so horrified by this now, 15 years later, but I had no shame the day that I found myself eating three fast-food hamburgers from three separate fast-food restaurants at three different times throughout one day. I just could not get enough to eat that day!

—Trish

LADY IN LABOR!

When I was seven months pregnant, my husband broke his leg during a soccer game. When I finally got a sitter and was able to go to the hospital to meet him, I came running into the emergency room looking quite frantic. Everyone in the place stopped and was like, “Lady in labor!” with their body language. They were really fast in helping me out. Everyone calmed down when I announced I was there for my husband. Good times!

—Allison

PREGNANCY BRAIN

With my first babe, almost six years ago, I went into Earth Fare [supermarket] without shoes. No biggie. Then came back to my car freaking out because I couldn’t find my keys. I got into my car and it was still on with keys in the ignition.

—Fiona

FOOD COURT HOT DOG?!

I suspected I was pregnant because I was in Target and suddenly craved (like mad, have to have it or I will die) a hot dog from their food court. I’d never eaten one from there in my life, and I rarely eat hot dogs. So, I bought a pregnancy test and, yup, pregnant.

—Renee








PART TWO





LABOR






T

 he time of labor and birth is mysterious. As much as labor follows familiar stages for most mothers, it is also unpredictable and unique each time, even for the same woman. This unpredictability can leave families feeling nervous, excited, hopeful, fearful, uncomfortable—and all the emotions in between—leading up to the big event. Honing some massage techniques in advance can help you prepare to support the mom-to-be physically and emotionally as labor unfolds.



In the next two chapters, I will give you a simple overview of the phases of labor and delivery. Understanding what a mother is likely to go through will help you build confidence as a birth partner or support team member and understand when and how to offer healing touch through the event.

I’ll also share some useful massage sequences that have been time-tested on many mothers during labor. From early labor, active labor, and transition to pushing, birthing the baby, and birthing the placenta, there are helpful massage and healing touch options you can offer. I hope you find massage to be an indispensable ally for your labor support, just as I have.



CHAPTER THREE



MASSAGE FOR LABOR


This chapter will set you up with a basic understanding of labor and the skills necessary to massage a woman during all its stages. You will get a concise description of what those stages are, how the mama may be feeling, and what she most likely needs. You will also learn ways to help soothe the typical discomforts of labor and how to navigate the common issues that arise.

I will give you tips on what props are most helpful to bring to the place of birth and how to use them. There are also tried-and-true positions that are the most supportive to a laboring woman, and I will explain how to know which positions to suggest to her and why. I’ll also offer essential oil blends to help with particular labor concerns, like pain, anxiety, exhaustion, and dilation. Being prepared with your bags packed with the items that will help labor and birth go smoothly will set your mind at ease when the big day comes.

Every laboring mom is unique, and although these recommendations are based on what a lot of women, in my experience, prefer, your best resource will be the mom herself. Make a solid birth plan in advance so you can communicate directly about things that won’t necessarily be easy to decide in the moment when labor is already happening. But also be flexible and don’t worry if things go off track. As with every stage of pregnancy, labor, and early motherhood, it is vital that you communicate with the mother about what she desires.


The Benefits of Massage During Labor

Massage during labor is one of the best gifts you can offer an expecting mother. Although some women prefer not to be touched at this time (sorry, you won’t know until labor is actually under way!), most women experience some relief from massage at one point during their labor or another, if not throughout the whole process. Each stage of labor presents its own unique set of challenges that are not always easy to predict, so staying in tune with her and creating a safe space for her to feel supported will be the greatest way to ensure her comfort. And if you have been giving her massage during her pregnancy, the trust will already be established, and she will feel even more at ease letting you know what she wants and how she feels.

The emotional benefits of massage during labor are plenty. Stress and anxiety are reduced, helping a laboring woman focus on the task at hand. It’s very helpful for her to have reminders to stay present with her breath and body, and massage is a wonderful, hands-on tool to encourage her in this focus.

Not only will her mental tension be decreased with massage, but she will also feel nurtured and supported during one of the most difficult days of her life. Studies report that the amount of support a woman has during labor is the most important factor that affects a woman’s attitude about her labor after the fact, no matter what interventions were used. Showing up to offer nurturing massage gives her the reassurance that she is not alone, giving her more strength to get through the challenges she will face.

Touch during labor has also been shown to be beneficial in reducing the amount of pain that a woman perceives she is experiencing, which has everything to do with her hormones. Soothing touch stimulates the nervous system and triggers an increase of the hormones oxytocin, serotonin, and dopamine, which send signals of well-being through her entire body. Women who receive massage during labor report that they feel less overall pain from contractions, making massage one of the best tools for supporting a woman who wants a medication-free birth.

Compressing particular areas during contractions and soothing other areas between them are proven ways to help a mother cope during labor. Certain techniques can be very helpful in reducing the pressure and pain that come along with contractions. Between contractions, which can sometimes be a very short window, a woman is often trying to catch her breath and recover from the previous contraction. The more help she can get in coming back to balance, the better she will be able to cope with the 
 next contraction.

Understanding what she is experiencing from moment to moment, or hour to hour, will help you feel like you are on the same team. Labor is a journey that may take minutes, hours, or even days, so it is vital to be prepared for the unexpected, and yet there are some fairly predictable things that will go more smoothly when properly anticipated. Her sense of well-being and support will be heightened by your preparation, and you, as her support person, will feel like you have some tools in your back pocket to utilize when necessary.


Key Insights: An Overview of the Stages of Labor

Almost all labors have a distinct set of stages that can be anticipated, though sometimes it is unclear when one stage transitions into the next. With a little guidance, you may be able to discern which phase of labor a mother is in, which will help you know what kind of massage to offer.


Early labor
 is the stage when a mother’s cervix is between 0 and 4 centimeters dilated. Women vary dramatically in their experience of early labor, ranging from no sensation at all to extreme discomfort. It is also quite unpredictable what the length of contractions will be and how much time there will be between contractions during this phase of labor. This initial stage is when most women are noticing signs like low-back ache, menstrual-like cramping, loose stools, pressure or warmth in the abdomen, pink-tinged discharge or bloody show, and, possibly, water breaking. It can span from several hours to several weeks.


Active labor
 is the stage between 4 and 7 centimeters’ dilation. During this time, labor usually, but not always, gets into a rhythmic pattern that is somewhat predictable, with contractions being about one minute long and happening every three to five minutes. It is called active labor because women generally need to actively work with the sensations as they intensify. Most mothers find that this stage is when they need the most support in terms of hands-on assistance. It is also the time when it becomes difficult to speak through a contraction. This stage can last anywhere from an hour to 12 hours or longer.


Transition
 is the stage when the cervix is completing dilation, and it is often the most intense part of labor for women. Pressure from the baby’s head is adding to the extreme sensation of the contractions, and most women get to a point of feeling like they can’t go on any longer (when you hear a mom say this, it almost always means she is getting close to being fully dilated). Sometimes, once full dilation has been achieved, there is a blissful lull in contractions, and the mother gets to take a little rest before she begins the hard work of pushing. This stage can last from 30 minutes to three hours. It’s normally on the shorter end, thankfully!


Pushing and birthing the baby
 is the stage when a mother generally has to draw on all her reserves to physically manage getting the baby out of her body. The birthing stage can last anywhere from a few minutes to several hours and includes when the baby’s head descends through the cervical opening and through the vaginal canal, the head crowning at the vulva, and, finally, the entire baby’s body being pushed out.


Birthing the placenta
 is the final stage of labor. Unfortunately, the work isn’t over once the baby is born, and many women forget that they also have to push the placenta out. Most of the time, this phase is significantly easier than birthing the baby—the placenta practically feels like nothing once a woman has birthed a watermelon-size newborn! But it does require some concentration and work on the mama’s part. The placenta is usually birthed 30 minutes to one hour after the baby, and she will be encouraged to push as her uterus contracts to expel the placenta.



The Stages of Labor







	
	
DILATION


	
CONTRACTIONS


	
LENGTH OF STAGE


	
SIGNS







	
EARLY LABOR


	
0 to 4 centimeters


	
Sporadic and unpredictable, manageable pain


	
Can last anywhere from several hours to several weeks


	
Backache, menstrual-like cramps, abdominal pressure, diarrhea, bloody show, water breaking





	
ACTIVE LABOR


	
4 to 7 centimeters


	
Rhythmic, increasing in intensity and duration


	
1 to 12 hours—wide range


	
Mother cannot talk during a contraction and needs more help, less time for rest between contractions, labor speeds up





	
TRANSITION


	
7 to 10 centimeters


	
Still increasing in intensity, spacing between contractions decreases


	
30 minutes to 3 hours


	
Mother may say things like “I can’t do this anymore,” may feel urge to push





	
PUSHING AND BIRTHING THE BABY


	
Complete


	
Lasting about 1 minute with 2 to 3 minutes between, mother pushes with her contractions and rests between


	
A few minutes to several hours


	
Urge to push is usually strong, lots of pressure, burning sensation on vulva with crowning





	
BIRTHING THE PLACENTA


	
Complete


	
Somewhat mild, she will push the placenta out during a contraction


	
Placenta is usually birthed within the first hour after the baby; actual process takes 
 from a few minutes to 30 minutes, but the placenta is usually out within just a few pushes


	
Urge to push, mild contractions








Props, Potions, and Positions

Let’s make sure you are set up for success to massage and care for mama during one of the most challenging days of her life. You may not end up needing all the supplies and options suggested here, but you certainly won’t regret being prepared.

Whether she is planning on birthing at home or transitioning to another setting, like a birth center or hospital, you will want to have some essential tools available to help you give her the pampering she deserves. If she is not planning a home birth, be sure to check with the place that she will be transferring to about which items they already have on hand for your use.

All the items listed here are inexpensive and easily acquired. If you are on a budget and concerned about spending money on something that will be used only once, keep in mind that most of these items will be useful for the postpartum time, as well.

It is my hope that guiding you with some simple prop, potion, and position ideas will help you support your loved one with as little stress as possible.

Props

Most hospitals and birth centers have props, like yoga balls, peanut balls, pillows, and showers. If you’re lucky, you may even have access to a luxurious whirlpool bathtub equipped with jets and a spray wand, which is especially helpful in active labor as the pregnant mother transitions toward the pushing phase. Some even refer to the bathtub as the “epidural” of natural birth, though it’s recommended to stall the use of it until a woman is in the later stages of labor, as it loses its therapeutic effect over time.






	
♦


	A birthing ball
 is a must. This tool is so handy to have at home during the last trimester of pregnancy. It’s helpful for mothers to keep their hips open and flexible while pregnant, and it comes in handy during labor as well as after the baby is born. Many hospitals and birth centers are equipped with them, but it won’t hurt to have one of your own in case theirs are unavailable for any reason.










	
♦


	The peanut ball
 is a peanut-shaped inflatable similar to a birthing ball. It is an awesome tool for labor, and most hospitals have them because there is plenty of evidence to support their use for mothers. It is most often placed between a laboring woman’s legs as she lies on her side to assist her 
 in keeping her hips open, especially if she has had an epidural.










	
♦


	A handheld showerhead
 can save the day for a mother in labor. If you’re planning a home birth, go ahead and invest in one of these. Luckily, most birth centers and hospitals have showers or even bathtubs with handheld shower heads, which direct the water pressure right to where she needs it most—normally the low back, hips, sacrum, and contracting belly.










	
♦


	A traditional Mexican woven scarf called a rebozo
 can serve as a helpful tool, especially if a mom is having back labor (referring to the pain and discomfort a woman experiences in her lower back during labor, often because of irregular positioning of the baby). A bedsheet or long scarf can act as an alternative if you don’t have access to a rebozo. Place it under the mother’s belly while she is in hands-and-knees position, and standing above her, hold the ends with both hands while “sifting,” or gently rocking, the belly from side to side to encourage repositioning.










	
♦


	A selection of pillows
 can help prop a woman up so she can be in a reclined position if she needs to rest. Normally, a birth center or hospital delivery room will have a few on hand, and you may be able to ask for a few extra, but be sure to bring several of your own just in case. A laboring mother will be comforted by a pillow that smells like her own home.





Potions

I prefer to use unscented massage lotion rather than oil during a birth because oil can be a bit messy. Lotion is a much better option for traveling if your birth will take place away from home. If you do choose to use an oil, be sure to seal it in a plastic bag and use organic, cold-pressed oils, like sunflower, sweet almond, or coconut, all of which are neutral and odorless.

If you choose to add a fragrant essential oil to your massage oil, I recommend peppermint, lavender, citrus, rose, geranium, and clary sage. Make sure you purchase only therapeutic-grade, 100 percent pure essential oils, as there are many artificial fragrances on the market that won’t work as well.

The following recipes are for 2-ounce bottles that can be filled with distilled water along with the suggested number of drops of essential oil. Create these blends at home and place them in your birth bag along with labels of what each should be used for.




BIRTH-ENERGY BLEND








	
♦


	15 drops peppermint










	
♦


	15 drops sweet orange





PAIN-RELIEF BLEND






	
♦


	12 drops rose absolute










	
♦


	8 drops lavender










	
♦


	5 drops sweet orange










	
♦


	5 drops clary sage





ANXIETY-RELIEF BLEND






	
♦


	10 drops rose absolute










	
♦


	10 drops lavender










	
♦


	10 drops geranium





INDUCTION BLEND






	
♦


	15 drops clary sage










	
♦


	15 drops lemon









Positions

Women generally like to move and change positions throughout labor, as they are constantly seeking comfort, which can be so elusive. Pain alleviation may be a result of your touch, so be prepared to stay in the same position yourself for as long as she needs. You, as her support person, will also have to pay attention to your own needs and take breaks to rest and feed yourself so you can endure the lengthy process of labor.

Unfortunately, some women experience so much discomfort that they cannot find a position that works well for them. As part of her birth team, it will be helpful if you can offer her some options. I will share some great ways to position her body so you can give her caring touch and help her feel held and supported during this journey.

[image: Hands and knees position.]







	
♦


	
Hands-and-knees position
 can be quite comfortable for the mama, and it also allows you great contact with her hips and low back. If her upper body gets tired from holding this position, raise the head of the bed so she can lean over it, or place a birthing ball, with a towel or sheet on top, on the bed for her to drape her chest over.





[image: Side-lying position.]







	
♦


	
Side lying
 is especially useful when the laboring woman is getting tired or if she has had an epidural. A pillow or peanut ball can be placed between her legs to help keep her hips open, allowing the baby’s head to continue to descend even while she is resting. This position is great for working on her back, neck, glutes, and legs.





[image: Reclining position.]







	
♦


	
Reclining
 on pillows or in the hospital bed with the head raised is also quite restful for her. A pillow placed under her knees will ease any discomfort in her legs and low back. It is a wonderful position to massage her hands and feet from.





[image: Standing position.]







	
♦


	
Standing
 upright while holding, dancing, rocking, or swaying with her is a great way for the two of you to feel connected. It also allows gravity to help the baby descend. Standing behind her, you can massage her shoulders, and if you stand in front of her, you can give pressure to her hips and low back.





[image: A pregnant woman sitting on a birthing ball.]







	
♦


	
Sitting on a birthing ball
 provides much-needed rest when her legs are tired, and it helps keep her hips open. You can sit in a chair or stand behind her and massage her shoulders and neck. This is also a great position for doing hip squeezes (see here
 ).








How Emotions Drive Birth

Birth is a primal experience in which a woman is required to draw upon her instinctual wisdom to bring her baby into the world. The majority of natural births happen during the nighttime hours, demonstrating a mother’s innate need for darkness, privacy, and safety.

An expectant mother is more keenly aware than ever of her surroundings as she is preparing to care for and protect her newborn. It is not surprising that her emotional state plays a significant role in how the process of labor unfolds. Hormones, exhaustion, and pain can all contribute to the emotional state of a woman in labor, amplifying any stress that may have been present before labor even began.

Studies have shown that women who have emotional support during labor have shorter labors and report less pain. They also consistently claim higher levels of satisfaction with their overall birth experience. Interestingly, these studies show that it does not matter who
 is supporting them, so long as they are giving quality care.

The use of doula labor support has dramatically increased because of this research, and women generally find that including a doula on their birth team only enhances their feeling of support. Even if a partner is 100 percent on board with providing assistance to the laboring woman, they may find that hiring a doula gives them the extra backing they need to be fully present during the birth.

Whether a doula is present or not, it is important for a birth-support person to understand the myriad ways a laboring mom is potentially feeling stressed emotionally. Many mothers have anxious, fear-driven thoughts creeping in the back of their minds, such as the following:

What if I can’t handle the pain of birth?

Will I have to have a C-section?

What if I’m not cut out to be a mom?

Will I be supported well after the birth?

Will my relationship be strong enough to survive parenthood?

How will I afford a baby?

How am I going to do this alone?

Giving a mother space to express these worries and concerns allows her to feel safe and heard and can quickly clear her mind enough to help her focus on the 
 task of coping with labor.

A mother’s emotional state is often linked to her labor progression, and once she realizes and acknowledges her fears, a stalled labor can miraculously move very quickly. A supportive person who listens without judgment and validates her fears and anxiety is quite valuable for a mom who is not dilating. It never hurts to ask her how she is feeling and what fears she has. Birth is a vulnerable process during which a woman is required to physically open up more than ever before in her life, so creating a safe environment where she can open up emotionally, as well, will have a positive influence on her body’s ability to surrender.







CHAPTER FOUR



LABOR MASSAGE SEQUENCES


When giving labor massage, it’s vital to remember that the mom-to-be is super sensitive and may not like to be touched one moment and then demand it the next. She is being stretched far beyond her capacity on all levels throughout the birth experience, so try to remain graceful even when she is not; give her the space to fall apart however she needs to during the process.

It can be difficult to understand what she wants when one minute she is hot and the next she is cold. From my years of doula experience, I have learned some simple rules of thumb:






	
♦


	Keep your touch firm and still for the duration of a contraction—any moving, caressing, or light stroking will likely distract her, and she needs all her concentration to be able to cope with contractions.










	
♦


	Don’t take anything she says or does personally!










	
♦


	Labor has a way of constantly changing, so don’t get hung up on doing these sequences in perfect order or even completing them. Remember that labor requires a lot of flexibility, patience, and presence. You may need to adjust the order of techniques to suit the position that the mama is already in. Go with her
 flow. The most important thing is to stay connected to her from moment to moment.










	
♦


	As mentioned before, a woman’s touch preference will change throughout labor. Don’t let these changes discourage you. She is likely going to appreciate some amount of touch, even if it’s not massage, so offer a hand on her shoulders or back whenever possible, and she will let you know if it’s too much (usually by swatting your hand away fiercely!).










	
♦


	Encourage her to rest between contractions as much as possible, and use your calming touch to facilitate this.





Of course, everyone wants their birth to be straightforward and easy, but that actuality is truly a unicorn. The following sequences will prepare you for several common issues, including discomfort and pain, stalled or slow labor, anxiety, back labor, and epidural use, giving you effective tools to help your laboring mama get through this journey feeling loved and cared for. No two labors are alike, but I hope you can use something from this chapter to help yours go as smoothly as possible.


Discomfort Management Sequence

Pain management during labor is usually one of the primary focuses of the birth team. Almost every woman will experience some amount of pain during labor, and the spectrum varies widely. Plan for the mother to experience a lot of discomfort, and if she is one of the rare women who do not, it will be a lovely surprise!

The most common painful areas that women complain about throughout labor are the low back, abdomen, and upper legs. The contraction sensations are often described as pressure in the low abdomen, wavelike tightening in the entire belly region, menstrual-like cramping in the lower belly, warmth or heat in the womb area, deep ache in the low back and sacrum, and radiating pain down into the thighs.

The following techniques will likely not be done in any sort of sequence, and each will have a position that it works best in. Expect the mama to be moving and changing positions frequently, and use whatever technique you can where she is. I can’t tell you how many contortions I’ve put my body into to give massage to a laboring mother!







	
1.


	For low-back pain, give solid pressure on her sacrum with the heel of your hand toward her feet. You can also use a closed fist to give even more pressure. This technique almost always feels great anytime during labor and can easily be sustained throughout a contraction. It is easy to use this technique with her in many different positions, including side lying, sitting on a ball, and on her hands and knees.





[image: A woman leaning on a birthing ball.]







	
2.


	Find the hip crease where her pelvis meets the upper thigh. Apply pressure here with the heel of each hand, pressing in toward her sacrum. This “hip squeeze” technique actually helps open up her hips like a hinge, which relieves the pressure she feels from the baby’s head. Check in about pressure and hold for the duration of each contraction. Both her hips can be accessed while she is either on her hands and knees or sitting on the bed or a ball. She will likely love this technique and ask you to keep doing it.





[image: A pregnant woman sitting on a birthing ball.]







	
3.


	Use compression with two closed fists on her low-back/sacrum area to relieve tension in the region. She can be either sitting on a ball with her upper body on the bed for support or on her hands and knees. You can alternate from one fist to the other or hold them both steady.










	
4.


	Using the petrissage technique, massage her thighs (any part you can get to!) to alleviate achiness in the legs. Squeeze from one hand to the other, back and forth, up and down her entire upper leg. This massage can be done while she is on her hands and knees, lying on her side, or on the birthing ball. I’ve even done it leaning over a mother who was in a bathtub. Using lotion is helpful but not necessary.










	
5.


	Effleurage on the thighs is also really helpful. Using some lotion and with an open palm or closed fist, apply pressure to her thigh and stroke up toward her hips. You can use this technique in almost any position, and it can also be done over her clothes without lotion.






Labor and Dilation Stimulation Sequence

Oxytocin, the love hormone, is the number one chemical that stimulates labor, so anything that makes the mama feel cared for and loved is going to help with labor progress. Hugging, kissing, caressing, touching, and massage are all wonderful ways to speed labor up. There is truth to the saying that the same lovemaking that created the baby in the first place will help the baby be born, meaning that affection of any sort is a very effective means to bring the baby into the world.

There are also some time-tested massage techniques to help encourage dilation and labor progression. Most of these are acupressure points that come from Chinese medicine and have been used for thousands of years to stimulate labor. Be sure not to perform any of these techniques before 38 weeks’ gestation.

This sequence can be done with the mother in a reclined position in a bed at home or in the hospital. If she is more comfortable sitting on a ball, it’s also possible to do most of the following techniques from that position.

Either the Induction Blend
 from the potions list or a few drops of pure clary sage mixed in a carrier oil can be used for this sequence. Although using scented oils during labor is typically not advised (because the smell may begin to bother her), by the time she gets to the point of trying induction methods, she is usually very motivated to get things going. So, unless she says otherwise, it is okay to put the oil directly on her skin.







	
1.


	Using the effleurage technique, massage the mama’s belly in clockwise circles with lotion that has 2 or 3 drops of clary sage essential oil mixed in it. Clary sage is thought to be a strong uterine stimulant and also relieves pain. Bring her attention and awareness to her breath, asking her to breathe deeply down toward her baby. Remind her that she will be meeting her newborn soon, and focus on positivity. Massage her belly between contractions for as long as she will tolerate it.





[image: A hand grabbing the other hand in between the thumb and index finger.]







	
2.


	With your index finger and thumb, squeeze the pad of muscle that is between her index finger and thumb (the Large Intestine 4 acupressure point). Use deep, firm pressure to activate this point for about one minute. Rest for 30 seconds, then repeat the cycle twice more, pausing between contractions. This point is believed to induce contractions and is also thought to reduce pain.





[image: The gallbladder 21 pressure point.]







	
3.


	Locate the dip in her shoulders where the neckline meets the shoulder line. This area is the Gallbladder 21 pressure point. Press and hold here for one minute. Release for 30 seconds, then repeat the cycle twice more, pausing between contractions. This point regulates the pelvic floor, 
 relieving tension and therefore encouraging the cervix to dilate further.





[image: A hand grabbing an ankle.]







	
4.


	Find the inner ankle bone, and walk your fingers up the inside of the leg about three fingers’ width from the ankle. There will be a tender spot to press and hold here (the Spleen 6 pressure point). Hold pressure here for one minute or as long as she will tolerate, making sure to release during a contraction.





[image: Two ankles with the uterus and ovary reflexology points labeled.]







	
5.


	Find the inside of the ankle, and walk your fingers down toward the heel to land in a little dip where your thumb can fit nicely. The uterus reflexology point is here. Hold this spot with firm pressure for one minute, directing energy toward the center of her foot. Release, then repeat two or three times.










	
6.


	Massage her jaw muscles, making little circles with two or three fingers on the pad of muscle that is just below her cheekbones. Encourage her to take some deep breaths and to exhale with an open, relaxed jaw, letting out a sigh. The jaw and throat are directly connected to the cervix, and the more she can decrease tension in this region of her body, the easier it 
 will be for the cervix to open up.






Anxiety-Soothing Sequence

So many women experience anxiety and stress at one point or another during labor. Much of the time, a few reassuring words along with soothing touch will ease the laboring woman’s mind and allow her to regain the strength she needs to continue the birth process. Fearful thoughts can even prevent a mother from progressing in labor, so providing an outlet for her to express her concerns may be just the thing she needs. Use the following sequence if labor is stalling or if she is getting worked up and anxious.

Breath, sound, and movement are especially helpful tools to get her out of her head and into the experience of her labor. With this peace of mind, she can go deeper and enter the trancelike state known as “labor land,” which is going to bring her baby into her arms faster than anything else.

Feel free to offer her the Anxiety-Relief Blend
 or any of the single essential oils listed in that combination. Remember to work around her contractions; check in about pressure and give her plenty of permission to express whatever emotions she needs to.







	
1.


	If she has enough energy to be on her feet, begin by standing together facing each other. Hug and sway, with both arms wrapped around her in a comforting gesture. Place your hands on her low back or the sides of her hips. Apply some pressure with your fingers or closed fists here, and rock back and forth with her in a slow-dance motion. Give her words of encouragement and love, assuring her that you have her back.










	
2.


	Set her up in the reclined position, as described in chapter 3
 . Using some lotion, massage her feet one at a time with both your hands. Squeeze slowly, kneading out the tension, alternating the motion from one hand to the other and inviting her to relax and let go of any fearful thoughts.





[image: A person holding a foot.]







	
3.


	Apply firm pressure with your thumb on the solar plexus reflexology point in the center of her foot, just below the ball. Hold for one minute. This point is utilized to calm the nervous system.










	
4.


	Use petrissage on her thigh, massaging slowly with both hands either over her clothes or using some lotion on her skin. Bringing her awareness to her lower body will help relax her mind.










	
5.


	Take her hand in both of yours with her palm facing up, and apply some lotion. Place one of your pinkies between her thumb and forefinger and your other pinkie between her pinkie and ring finger. Using your thumbs, use the petrissage technique on her palm, spreading and gliding outward. Make 8 to 10 passes this way.










	
6.


	Encourage her into a side-lying position. End by gently feathering the back of her body from the top of her head down to her lower legs, using 
 the tips of your fingers. Remember not to do any light stroking during a contraction. Repeat five times.






Epidural Sequence

Some women find that despite their intention of having a natural birth, they are in need of epidural support. Other women know ahead of time that they will want to call upon the use of medical interventions at some point during their birth. No matter what choice a laboring mom makes, it is essential to support her wishes and respect her preferences.

Once a woman has had an epidural and it has taken full effect, she can usually rest either reclined on her back or side lying in the hospital bed. She will no longer be able to get up and walk, and it can be difficult for her to move herself from side to side in the bed. Just because she is getting relief from the pain and is able to rest better doesn’t mean she no longer needs your nurturing care. Stay present with her by offering soothing touch and letting her know she is awesome.







	
1.


	Begin by feathering her forehead, gently sweeping your hands across her hairline and down toward her ear. You can use the back of your hand or your fingertips to slowly caress her head in a soothing way. Encourage her to take slow, deep breaths and to release any of the tension that she stored up while in anticipation of the epidural.










	
2.


	Help her move into the side-lying position with a peanut ball placed between her legs, then gently rock her with one hand on her sacrum and the other placed in the center of her back, just behind her heart. Invite her to breathe deeply, and give her words of love and encouragement. Rhythmically rock her for one to two minutes.










	
3.


	“Shampoo” her scalp with the tips of your fingers, slowly making little circles all around her head. Remember to ask her what kind of pressure she prefers if you don’t already know.










	
4.


	Using both hands, apply petrissage to the shoulder that is accessible. Alternating from one hand squeezing to the other, focus on relieving tension in the trapezius muscle that lies at the top of her shoulder where her neckline ends. Knead out the stress she is holding there, and be sure to ask her if she would like more or less pressure.





[image: A pregnant woman lying on her side.]







	
5.


	With one hand cupping the sides of her neck, your thumb on one side and your fingers on the opposite side, use petrissage on the neck muscles, making gentle circles and moving your fingers up and down the length of her neck. Make sure to travel from the base of her skull all the way down to where her shoulders meet her neck. The mother hand can rest on the top of her head. Make five or six passes up and down her neck this way, using a little lotion if preferred.










	
6.


	When she turns over, repeat steps 4 and 5 on her opposite side.








The Magic and Mystery of Birth

I was the doula for Maggie for both her first and second babies. The two births were shockingly different and taught me so much about the vast variability of labor. It was humbling to see firsthand that each birth has its own story to tell.

When Maggie called to tell me she was in labor for her first birth, I thought it would be hours before she would need my help—which was good, as I lived about an hour from the hospital she had chosen. But during that phone call, I realized she needed to get to the hospital sooner, and my gut told me to head there myself as soon as possible.

When I arrived, she was sitting on a birthing ball, moaning and squeezing her husband’s hands.

I alternated between massaging the tops of Maggie’s shoulders between contractions and applying pressure on her hips during contractions to relieve the pain. Her husband stayed in front of her, supporting her upper body and giving words of encouragement while I stayed behind her and supported her emotionally and physically. We made a great team. But shockingly, after only about 30 minutes of this, she said she felt the urge to push. Her baby was born within an hour of my arrival, completely defying all our expectations, as first births typically take much longer!

When it came time for baby number two, the couple’s main concern was whether they would be able to get her to the hospital in time for the birth, as most subsequent labors take even less time than the first.

However, a short time into her second labor, we realized it would not be as fast and furious as her first. In fact, it was many long hours before she felt any urge to push. Maggie had been told that her baby was likely quite large based on the midwife’s palpations and ultrasounds, but we all believed in her ability to birth this baby just like she had her first.

When she did begin to push, she became worried. It felt different from her first labor, and her pushes weren’t producing the same results. Her intuition advised her to opt for a cesarean-section birth. We were surprised by this request and gently nudged her toward continuing her efforts.

She quickly convinced me of her certainty, and I wholeheartedly supported her decision. When the baby arrived, he was over 12 pounds—more than 4 pounds heavier than her first. No wonder pushing felt different!

It didn’t take long for Maggie’s second son to surpass her first in size, and many people now mistake him for the older child. I absolutely love how this mama so wisely accepted both of her birth experiences, complete with all their surprises.








PART THREE





POSTPARTUM






S

 adly, Western culture has not historically been supportive of women in the postpartum time (that’s an understatement), demanding too much too soon and failing to offer the nurturing care that is so needed.



The healing journey after birth should be taken seriously. In order for a mother to recover to the fullest extent, she will need many sets of caring hands to help her along the way.

In this section, we will cover the highs and lows of the postpartum time, discussing common issues and celebrating the exciting new life that has arrived. While the mom bonds with her baby, doing the generous work that the first months require, massage is one wonderful way to support and soothe her. After birth, her resources are depleted as she loses sleep, navigates her fluctuating hormones, reclaims her body, and gives of herself night and day. Massage supports her on all levels, bolstering her emotional and physical capacity and giving her the extra bit of strength to continue healing.



CHAPTER FIVE



MASSAGE FOR POSTPARTUM RECOVERY


In this chapter, we’ll cover the first weeks and months after the baby’s arrival and how regular massage can provide vital support for a new mother. The more informed a support person is regarding the sensitivity of a mama’s physical, hormonal, and emotional needs in the postpartum time, the smoother the ride will be for the entire family.

The many layers of systems that are changing and working overtime require a mother to be vigilant about her health and wellness. She is responsible (either solely or in conjunction with a co-parent) for caring for a brand-new human, so she needs a network of support to fall back on. I hope this chapter will provide you with a solid sense of what a new mama is likely experiencing, so that she is not alone on her journey.


The Benefits of Massage During Postpartum Recovery

I would argue that massage during the postpartum time is even more critical than during pregnancy and labor.

Many other cultures around the world serve as beautiful models for how to care for a new mother, as they have found their entire society functions more optimally if a mother is treated well. The Indian Ayurvedic tradition, for example, has the saying “40 days for 40 years,” which aptly describes the philosophy that during the first 40 days postpartum, a woman should be cared for and nurtured extensively so she can sustain her health and wellness for the next 40 years. A woman in India is typically tended to every day during this period—family members take care of all the cooking, cleaning, and household chores while the mama rests and receives daily massages.

Yes, you heard me correctly—daily massages! It has been shown that when a woman receives regular massages postpartum, it helps gently regulate her hormones, greatly decreasing her chances of getting the baby blues or postpartum depression, which can become serious if not addressed. Massage also decreases cortisol levels, tempering the negative effects of her quickly changing hormones and allowing her to transition more smoothly.

In terms of her physical recovery, there are specific massage techniques that can help a new mother regain strength and vitality in her body, especially in the abdominal and pelvic areas. Attention to the internal organs that have all done so much shifting and stretching through pregnancy is necessary so a mother’s body can integrate itself back into pre-pregnancy health. Massage increases blood flow to the entire abdominal and pelvic region, promoting healing. And pelvic floor massage helps relieve tension and trigger points that the birth may have caused. Women go through a lot
 during the birth experience, and their bodies need help recovering.

Not only does massage benefit a mother hormonally and physically, but her emotional well-being is also enhanced greatly by nurturing touch.


Key Insights: An Overview of Physical Changes and the Healing Journey After Birth

In the weeks and months following birth, not only will a mother be trying to recover from either a vaginal or a cesarean delivery, but she will also be sleep deprived, leaking milk everywhere, and experiencing a massive hormonal adjustment. All the while, she may worry about her healing process, the appearance of her body postbirth, the need to return to work, and whether or not she can become the mother she wishes to be.

Moms who undergo a cesarean delivery have the same restrictions as anyone after major surgery. She will be advised not to lift anything heavier than her baby until the six-week postpartum checkup. C-section mamas may also have experienced many hours of labor and pushing before the procedure, so they may be exhausted on top of healing from surgery. Women who give birth vaginally will also be experiencing a healing journey, particularly if they experienced any tearing during the birth.

As most people know, babies are not the most considerate during the nighttime hours. Sleeplessness in the first months of a baby’s life can put everyone to the test in terms of patience and resilience.

The emotional landscape of a new mother can be quite stormy as she also navigates her shifting hormones. As soon as the placenta is birthed, a woman’s hormones begin their journey back to a pre-pregnancy balance, which takes many months or even years for some. Learn more in the Supporting Emotional Wellness after Birth
 sidebar.


Props, Potions, and Positions

Props

There truly are endless options for every possible need a woman will encounter along the mothering path. I encourage you to keep your eye out in thrift and consignment stores or online shops to reclaim gently used items. They are far less expensive and are usually in fine condition because of the relatively short amount of time they were used.

The following are suggestions that will help a new mama physically recover from childbirth and aid in supporting her posture for breast- or bottle-feeding. They will also come in handy for bodywork, whether another person gives it or the mother is performing self-massage.






	
♦


	A supportive breastfeeding pillow
 is quite useful, as it will allow the mama to sit upright to feed her baby without compromising her posture. When mothers are getting the hang of breastfeeding and attempting to get the baby to latch, they commonly forget all about body positioning and end up contorting themselves in ways that cause tension and pain. A well-made pillow that attaches behind her back will support the weight of the baby so she doesn’t need to hunch over. A partner can easily massage her shoulders while she uses the pillow.










	
♦


	
Therapy balls
 or tennis balls are great for self-massage in the immediate postpartum time and beyond. These firm, rubberized balls are meant to work tension and knots out of tight areas and are especially helpful on the shoulder, low-back, hip, and gluteus areas. Older babies generally love to play with balls, so don’t be surprised if a therapy ball doubles as a toy!










	
♦


	A foam roller
 is an inexpensive, firm, cylinder-shaped tool that is very valuable to keep in your arsenal of self-care items. The foam roller is used on the floor to roll out tension in the legs. As you’ll see in the next chapter, it’s also wonderful for opening up the chest to relieve tension from nursing.










	
♦


	A pelvic trigger-point wand
 is extremely helpful for working out tension that builds up in the vaginal wall. Most people are unaware that trigger points can actually be accessed internally through the vagina, and this tool helps a woman easily reach those congested areas to promote relaxation and healing.










	
♦


	
Belly binding
 is a traditional practice in many parts of the world and 
 involves wrapping the belly tightly with fabric to encourage the muscles, fascia, and organs to knit back into place. This practice is done in the first two months postpartum as it works with the relaxin hormone that is still present for some time after birth. There are several different types of belly binders, so feel free to experiment with what works best for you.





Potions

A woman is generally safe to use any products she prefers in the postpartum time. The main thing to avoid is putting anything on the breasts or nipples that may be unhealthy for the breastfeeding newborn or cause them to have an aversion to breastfeeding, such as products with a strong fragrance or taste.


Coconut oil
 works wonders for a new mom’s skin. Massage a teaspoon into the skin of her belly every night for five minutes before bed. You can purchase a firming/tightening belly balm to help strengthen abdominal skin, but coconut oil also works well for this purpose. Women also use coconut oil on their nipples while breastfeeding to moisturize and protect the sensitive skin, especially when the nipples are sore or cracked. Coconut oil is thought to be safe for babies to consume, so there is no need to clean the breast before nursing.

If a mom had a cesarean delivery, she will have a horizontal scar across her belly just above her pubic bone. Encourage her to use helichrysum essential oil
 daily once her doctor gives her the green light to do so.


Clary sage essential oil
 applied to the bottom of a mother’s feet is thought to be helpful for increasing milk supply. Mix clary sage with a carrier oil, such as coconut, sweet almond, or jojoba, and give her a soothing foot rub.



BABY BLUES BLEND

A homemade blend can be used to help soothe the new mama’s anxiety and nervous system. Mix the following essential oils with 2 ounces of a carrier oil. Use the Baby Blues Remedy Sequence
 to help balance her hormones.






	
♦


	8 drops lavender










	
♦


	6 drops lemon










	
♦


	6 drops bergamot





HEALING BOTTOM SPRAY

For relief from discomfort after a vaginal delivery, use the following homemade spray.






	
♦


	4 tablespoons witch hazel










	
♦


	2 tablespoons aloe vera










	
♦


	3 drops frankincense essential oil










	
♦


	2 drops clary sage essential oil









Positions

Lying facedown is safe and possible but normally somewhat uncomfortable for a new mom, especially in the first few weeks or months, when her breasts are engorged and tender, or if she had a cesarean delivery.

Otherwise, any and all positions are safe for a new mom, though as she adjusts to her no-longer-pregnant body, it may feel weird for her to lie on her belly or flat on her back because she hasn’t done it in so many months. The following position options take into consideration the many potential discomforts a mother in the postpartum time may be experiencing.

[image: A woman sitting in a chair leaning over a table.]







	
♦


	
Sitting
 in a chair or on a birthing ball, leaning over the edge of a table or bed, is a great way for the mother to position herself so you can access her 
 entire back while she has a relaxing position to rest in. You can give her a pillow to lay her head and chest on, and make sure to have a towel handy to place under her breasts if she is leaking milk. With her in this position, it is quite easy to give her deep pressure to the areas on her back that need it most.





[image: A woman lying on a couch.]







	
♦


	
Lying down
 in a bed or on the couch, either reclined or flat, is a very comfortable way for the mom to position herself now that it is safe for her to rest this way. Offer her pillows for under her head and knees to support her low back. All areas of the front of her body, including the belly, can be accessed easily, and you can sit or kneel beside her to perform the massage.





[image: A woman lying on her side holding a baby.]







	
♦


	
Side lying
 with a pillow between her knees allows the mama to lie beside her infant and receive massage at the same time. This position is very restful and calming, and once she and her baby have gotten the hang of nursing, she will be able to do so from this position.





[image: A woman lying on the floor.]







	
♦


	
Lying on the floor
 on a mat is a great way for the mama to do some much-needed self-massage using either a foam roller or therapy balls.








Supporting Emotional Wellness After Birth

Thank goodness for the incredible hormone oxytocin. This mood-elevating, love-inducing, pleasant chemical is released into the bloodstream when a mother is nursing to enhance bonding between the mother and her baby. Many women describe it as bliss, pleasure, elation, contentment, and relaxation.

The intense joy a mother can feel upon meeting and getting to know her newborn is almost indescribable. She likely feels relieved to no longer be pregnant and to have gotten through labor and delivery, which can contribute to her good spirits. It’s also common for a new mom not
 to feel ecstatically happy during the first few weeks; I’ve spoken to many mothers who really wanted to experience that feeling but, for one reason or another, didn’t, and they ended up feeling guilty about it. Remember that there is a wide spectrum of emotional possibilities that can occur in the postpartum time. The best way to ride the waves is by accepting the ups and downs and asking for help when needed.

During the first weeks or months postpartum, many women also experience mood swings, crying, irritability, anxiety, trouble sleeping, and general sadness, which are all considered normal and are commonly referred to as the “baby blues.” While a mother is tending to, bonding with, and reveling in the miracle of her newborn babe, she is likely also going through bouts of the baby blues.

Bouncing from the blissful oxytocin buzz that accompanies breastfeeding and bonding to the baby blues is somewhat destabilizing for a new mom. Adequate social support from friends, family, coworkers, or neighbors is proven to help a new mom adjust to this emotional roller coaster.

A whopping 10 to 15 percent of new mothers will experience postpartum depression, which is a more severe version of the baby blues, with symptoms like excessive crying, hopelessness, feelings of worthlessness, intense anger, social isolation, insomnia, severe anxiety, panic attacks, or thoughts of harming the baby or oneself. It’s crucial to get medical help for a mama who is displaying any of these symptoms.

The hormonal imbalance that occurs postpartum can be quite scary for the mothers who go through it. It also brings up feelings of shame, as this distressing syndrome is still not accepted socially, and she will likely feel like she has done something wrong. Normalizing postpartum depression and the baby blues is key in helping her accept what she is going through.

Giving a mother plenty of attention and time to talk through her birth experience, especially if it was traumatic in any way, will restore her sense of worthiness and help her heal. Giving birth is a rite of passage. Each woman who 
 has been through it has a story to tell and needs loving, listening ears to validate her experience. Ask her questions about how it felt to give birth, and be sure to remind her of how strong and powerful she is for doing so.







CHAPTER SIX



POSTPARTUM MASSAGE SEQUENCES


It takes a woman months or years to fully recover from the postpartum time. Adding in the component of massage will expedite this process. With a new baby in tow, moms generally have a hard time making self-care appointments, so being pampered in her own home by a support person will be extra luxurious for her. This chapter will give you concrete suggestions on how, where, and why to massage a new mama.

We will cover the immediate postpartum time—the first few weeks when a mother is recovering from the birth itself, with aches and pains directly related to the work of labor and pushing. We will also touch on other specific areas of her body that are likely tight, sore, or achy, such as her shoulders and neck from breast- or bottle-feeding and her abdomen, breasts, and pelvic floor. Another sequence addresses the baby blues, which many new mothers experience.

These massage combinations are simple, and I hope they bring the new mother loads of relief in the trying time of postpartum so she can focus on bonding with her baby and enjoying the sweetness of motherhood.


Postbirth Muscle-Release Sequence

You might not realize it, but birth is an intense, full-body workout. Women are required to draw upon strength they never knew they had, especially during the pushing phase. I even remember noticing that my scalp was sore (there really are muscles on the scalp!) after pushing for two hours with my first son.

Stress also impacts muscular tension, so moms who have a cesarean delivery will also have knots to work out because of the emotional strain of going through major surgery while awake.

The following sequence is perfect for the first few days or weeks after labor and is even possible to do while still at the hospital if that is where the mother gave birth. Position the mama in a chair or on a birthing ball, leaning over the edge of a bed or table with a comfortable pillow placed under her head and upper body. It’s best if she has her shirt and bra off for this sequence, and be sure to offer her a towel to place under her potentially leaky breasts.







	
1.


	Begin by “shampooing” her scalp, making circular motions with the tips of your fingers all around her head. Continue for a few minutes, asking her about pressure.










	
2.


	Warm up your hands by rubbing them together quickly with a few drops of Baby Blues Blend
 . Apply it to her entire back and neck, using a soothing effleurage motion. Work slowly and gently at first, and continually increase the pressure as you warm up her muscles.










	
3.


	Place one hand on each shoulder and use the petrissage technique on the tops of her shoulders, focusing on areas that need special attention and asking her if she would like you to continue in any spot for more time.





[image: A person with their hands on a woman's forehead and neck.]







	
4.


	Place the mother hand on her forehead for support, and use the opposite hand to apply petrissage to her neck, making small circles up and down the length of her neck muscles with your hands in a C
 -shaped, cup-holding position—thumb on one side of her neck and fingers on the other. Work out any tension she is holding there, and spend some time at any spot that is particularly sore.










	
5.


	Make circular motions with your thumbs in the spaces between her shoulder blades and spine, pausing at points to use the compression technique. This area is typically very sore, and the deeper pressure that your thumbs can provide will help work out trigger points. If there are any knots or particularly sore spots, ask her if she would like you to hold steady pressure on them.










	
6.


	With your hands in fists, using the top, flat part of your knuckles and starting at the top of her shoulders, make long, slow, deep strokes down her back along both sides of her spine. These muscles that outline the 
 spine get very tight and can usually take a good amount of pressure, but ask her how it feels and continue to work more and more deeply as long as she is comfortable.










	
7.


	End with gentle feathering down her back.






Abdominal Recovery Sequence

The muscles, fascia, and organs in the entire abdominal area go through a tremendous amount of change during pregnancy, and a mother’s full recovery is dependent on how much attention is given to this area. I have encountered moms who, even many years after birth, are dealing with issues like diastasis recti, low-back pain, and painful periods—all quite likely related to shifts in the body from pregnancy.

Belly massage is relaxing and soothing to the new mom’s nervous system, regulating her hormones. It also helps nourish and hydrate her skin, which has stretched to capacity during pregnancy.

This sequence is written for a partner to offer, but I definitely encourage moms to do abdominal self-massage. Do this sequence at night before going to sleep, and position the mom lying on her back to receive the massage. Use a teaspoon of coconut oil, massaging the oil into your hands to warm it up before applying.
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1.


	Sitting beside the mama, begin by making clockwise circles on her abdomen with both hands, using the effleurage technique. Start with one hand below her sternum and the other above her pubic bone and slowly rotate, massaging the coconut oil into her skin. Make bigger and smaller circles to encompass her entire belly for five minutes to promote skin recovery. Add more oil if needed.





[image: A woman lying on her back.]







	
2.


	Begin at 12 o’clock (directly above her navel) and work your way around to every number on the clock, stopping at each spot and making small, quarter-size circles with the pads of your fingers to break up any adhesions in the abdominal wall. If she is experiencing any constipation, gas, or bloating, this technique may be uncomfortable, so ask her about pressure. Make one full circle in a clockwise direction and one circle counterclockwise, moving slowly and intentionally.





[image: A woman lying on a pillow with her hands on her abdomen.]







	
3.


	Place your fingers on the top of her pubic bone and pull them slightly up toward her head, just off the bone. You should be directly on her womb. Palpate around the edges of her uterus, trying to feel the quality and size of this organ that is still transitioning back to normal, pre-pregnancy condition. Once you have located the top edge, closest to her navel, begin to push with the palm of your hands or fingers downward toward her pubic bone. This specific uterine massage will help a mother’s body involute, or shrink, her uterus. Massage her womb this way for two minutes.





[image: A woman lying on her back with hands moving opposite directions across her stomach.]







	
4.


	Sitting beside the mama, place both hands on her belly, one below her navel and the other above it. Begin to move your hands back and forth in opposite directions, creating a wavelike motion. Continue for 30 to 60 seconds.










	
5.


	End by helping her belly bind. There are many belly-binding YouTube videos to assist you in doing it correctly.






Breast- or Bottle-Feeding Sequence

The demands of an infant are unending. Mothers who bottle-feed have the option for others to help out with the feeding, but a mom who is exclusively breastfeeding is on call 24-7 to meet the nutritional needs of her babe. No matter how aware a woman is of her body mechanics and posture, she is quite likely to develop tension in her upper back, shoulders, and chest as a result of leaning over to nurse or bottle-feed.

Every woman I have worked with in the months following birth has had a considerable amount of tension in her upper back and shoulders. Luckily, she can get relief from certain massage techniques as well as some simple stretching, and the key is to do them regularly to maintain looseness.

To start, have the mom lie in a side-lying position with a pillow between her knees and another under her head. Have her remove her shirt and bra to receive this sequence. Women can also choose to do these stretches without a partner helping, which can become a routine practice while nursing to keep the chest muscles flexible.







	
1.


	Begin by guiding her to rotate her arm in circles, stretching out her pectoral muscles in the chest area. Bring her arm up so her hand is reaching toward the ceiling and slowly help her make circles by moving first upward toward her ear and then back toward the back of her body, down toward her feet, and forward toward her chest, being careful to stretch only to her natural limitations. Notice which areas she is most tense in and have her hold the stretch there—usually when the arm is moving behind her. Do three rotations in one direction and three in the opposite.










	
2.


	Guide her hand so that it is resting on her hips or thighs. Gently tug her hand, or hold her shoulder in both hands with your fingers interlaced and give her a little traction down toward her feet to create more space between her shoulder and neck. Imagine that you are pulling her shoulder away from her ear.





[image: A woman lying on her side with a massage therapist holding her arm up.]







	
3.


	Keeping your hands in the shoulder-clasping position from step 2, make circles with her shoulder, moving the joint around, rotating in one direction three times and in the other three times.










	
4.


	Using both hands and a little oil, apply the petrissage technique to her upper shoulder. Move from gentle to deeper pressure, slowly alleviating the tension she is holding here.










	
5.


	Apply some oil to her upper back between her shoulder blades, and with your fingertips, use effleurage in this area, concentrating on any particularly sensitive spot by holding firm pressure.










	
6.


	Switch so she is lying on the other side of her body, and repeat steps 1 through 5.





[image: A woman lying on her back on a pillow with her arms outstretched.]







	
7.


	Position her on her back on the floor with the foam roller under her spine lengthwise, making sure her low back is supported. The roller should elevate her chest, and gravity will pull her arms and shoulders down toward the floor, creating more space in her chest. Offer her a pillow to support her neck and head if they are not supported by the roller. The new mom should strive to do this stretch once per day to counterbalance all the forward bending she is doing.





[image: A woman standing with her left arm bent backward.]







	
8.


	End by having her stand up near a wall or doorway, facing the wall. Place one of her palms on the wall. Gently rotate her chest away from her hand to open up her chest. Switch and repeat on the other side. Hold each side for one to two minutes.






Baby Blues Remedy Sequence

As we have already discussed, the baby blues are a normal hormonal response to the transition that mothers go through after giving birth. Over half of all new moms will cope with symptoms of the baby blues, which include sadness, crying, worrying, and fatigue.

Thankfully, there are many wonderful things a support person can do to help combat her mood fluctuations. Massage has been shown to improve sleep, increase milk supply, regulate hormones, decrease swelling, decrease pain, and reduce stress for postpartum women. All these aspects contribute to a more balanced and healthy mood.

For this sequence, have the new mom lie on her back, either reclined on pillows or flat—whichever is most comfortable for her. Place a pillow under her knees to support her low back. This sequence is meant to facilitate relaxation and, in combination with the other sequences of this chapter, will help a new mom feel supported. Feel free to use the Baby Blues Blend
 for this sequence, as the aromatherapy will enhance the benefits of what you are offering.







	
1.


	Begin by encouraging the mama to take some slow, deep breaths. Hold one hand on her heart and the other on her belly, and breathe with her. Stay connected this way for two to three minutes, helping her slow down her thoughts and become present.





[image: A woman lying on her back with hands on her arm.]







	
2.


	Apply some oil to her arm and hand, and make long, slow effleurage strokes with the palm of your hand that start on the top of her forearm, with her palm facing down, and move all the way to her shoulder, being careful not to put pressure on her elbow joint. To assist circulation, be sure to apply pressure only in the direction toward her heart. Make about five passes up the top of her arm this way, increasing pressure as you continue.










	
3.


	Turn her arm over, palm facing up, so you are accessing the underside, and repeat step 2 with this side of her arm.










	
4.


	Take her hand in both of yours with her palm facing up, and apply some lotion. Place one of your pinkie fingers between her thumb and forefinger and your other pinkie between her pinkie and ring finger. Using your thumbs, use the petrissage technique on her palm, spreading and gliding outward. Make 8 to 10 passes this way.










	
5.


	Repeat steps 2, 3, and 4 for the other side of her body.










	
6.


	Moving down to her legs and starting at one of her ankles, apply oil or lotion all the way to her upper thigh. Make long effleurage strokes in an upward direction from her ankle to her thigh, increasing pressure as you continue. Do five or six strokes.





[image: A woman's legs with hands on the right knee.]







	
7.


	Position yourself perpendicular to her body, and use petrissage on the top of her thigh with both your hands, using a wringing motion. Move your hands in opposition to each other, crossing over the top of her leg. Make 8 to 10 strokes this way, and check in with her about pressure.










	
8.


	Apply lotion to the foot, and with both hands, knead the foot by pulling from the ankle to the toes with a twisting motion. Continue for about one minute to warm up her foot.










	
9.


	Apply pressure with your thumb on the solar plexus reflexology point in the center of her foot, just below the ball. Hold for one minute.
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10.


	With one hand supporting the top of her foot, use the knuckles of your other hand to glide down the foot with a twisting motion. Make five or six passes down her foot.










	
11.


	Repeat steps 6 through 10 on the other side of her body.










	
12.


	End by holding the bottom of both her feet and inviting her to take a few more deep breaths.






Self-Care Pelvic and Breast Health Sequence

A woman’s body is put to the test throughout pregnancy and labor. Her abdominal skin stretches to its limit, her organs shift to make space for the growing fetus, her breasts enlarge, and her pelvic floor muscles both stretch and contract to do the hard work of birthing her newborn.

In many Western countries, it is routine practice to evaluate and tend to the pelvic floor muscles after a mother gives birth, as it is becoming more and more understood that with this type of care, a woman will maintain greater pelvic health later in her life.

Common pelvic floor issues that arise in the postpartum time, especially for mothers who delivered vaginally, are bladder incontinence and organ prolapse (when the bladder and/or uterus lacks support and begins to drop into the vaginal canal), affecting nearly a quarter of all women. These disorders can be prevented by pelvic floor care practices.

The breasts also go through a lot of changes during the first few months after childbirth, and giving some intentional touch to that area of her body can give a new mother a better sense of connection to these organs that are working so hard. Breast massage for lactating moms has also been shown to improve milk quality and supply (for those with an oversupply, you may want to skip this part of the sequence).

This self-care sequence is intended as a new mother’s self-massage and is done both on the floor and on a bed or couch. Make sure you have your therapy or tennis balls, oil or lotion, and pelvic trigger-point wand handy. It might also be nice to light a candle and put on some soothing music. Keep a towel nearby in case you start to leak milk. For this sequence, it is best to use plain, unscented coconut or olive oil, avoiding anything that may irritate your vulva or cause a nursing baby to reject the breast.

Also, be sure to wait until at least six weeks postpartum to perform any of the pelvic health sequences. Your vagina needs time to heal after giving birth.
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1.


	Start on the floor in an area where you have space to stretch your body out. A yoga mat or carpeted floor is perfect. Lie on your side with a therapy ball placed just below the hip bone in the crease where your hip meets the top of your thigh. Make micromovements, rolling around until you find a good spot to hold. Stay in each spot for 30 seconds.










	
2.


	Repeat on the other side of the hip.










	
3.


	Lie on your back and place the ball under the gluteus muscles on one side. Again, roll around until you find a tender spot, and hold there for 30 seconds. Continue as long as you like to release any tension you are holding.










	
4.


	Repeat on the other side of the gluteus.










	
5.


	Move to a comfortable spot on a bed or couch and apply oil or lotion to your breasts. Use effleurage in big circles to spread the oil out evenly and to warm up the tissue. Work gently this way for one to two minutes.
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6.


	With the pads of your fingers and using both hands, spread the breast tissue out and away from the nipple in all directions.





[image: A massage technique of the breasts in a circular motion around the nipple.]







	
7.


	Using one hand to stabilize the breast by holding underneath, make a spiral with the fingertips of the opposite hand, starting at the nipple and ending by pressing out toward the armpit.










	
8.


	Repeat steps 6 and 7 on the other breast.










	
9.


	Apply some oil or lubrication of your choice to your vulva, and insert the pelvic wand into your vagina. Direct your pressure upward toward your pubic bone, starting at 12 o’clock. Holding the wand in each spot for 20 to 30 seconds at a time, work your way around the entire clock, 
 one number at a time.










	
10.


	Go back to any areas where you noticed more tension or pain, and hold the pelvic wand there until you feel a release. It is helpful to consider the depth of the wand, as well, and follow any lines of tension that you may feel closer to the vaginal opening or closer to the cervix.










	
11.


	Conclude the session by holding one hand on your womb and the other on your heart, taking three long, deep breaths.








Bonding with Baby

Babies need touch and a lot of it. Research into the developmental needs of infants has shown that nurturing touch is a basic need for babies, and if they are deprived of it, their ability to thrive is severely compromised. Thankfully, most parents feel an innate desire to cuddle and hold their newborns, and it helps that they are so darn cute!

Massage can serve as an even more intentional way of connecting with a baby; many caregivers express that they have more confidence in touching their infants after having some basic infant massage training. Such techniques address specific issues that are relevant for the majority of infants and have the following positive benefits for babies:






	
♦


	Reduced stress










	
♦


	Improved sleep










	
♦


	Better digestion and decreased gas










	
♦


	Building of coping skills










	
♦


	Stimulation of circulation










	
♦


	Relaxation of fussiness or colic










	
♦


	Faster weight gain










	
♦


	Increased body awareness and coordination










	
♦


	Strengthening of trust with the caregiver










	
♦


	Advanced intellectual development










	
♦


	Development of communication skills










	
♦


	Help with teething pain





Infant massage also has many incredible benefits for the caregiver:






	
♦


	Enhanced awareness of the baby










	
♦


	Development of communication and respect










	
♦


	Improved breastfeeding










	
♦


	Increased milk supply due to stimulation of prolactin production










	
♦


	Increased oxytocin (love hormone) production










Infant Massage

Babies are generally not ready for infant massage until after four weeks of age, when their limbs begin to stretch out and become more mobile. Before beginning your infant massage, you will want to consider a few things so you have the optimal experience. Make sure the room is warm enough for your baby to be undressed and keep a blanket handy in case they get cold. Dim the lights and put on some soothing music. Use an organic, cold-pressed, unscented, edible oil to massage your baby with. Some good ones are coconut, sunflower, or olive oil. Be sure your nails are trimmed and filed.

Reflect on what you know about your baby’s schedule, and consider creating a routine to incorporate massage daily or several times per week. Some times that seem to work well for parents are after a bath, before bedtime, on the changing table, upon waking in the morning, or after a nap.

You will want to give the massage when your baby is in what is known as the “quiet alert” state. In this state, your baby has all their needs taken care of and will be looking around, observing the world with a fairly still and calm body. If your baby is crying or hungry and rooting, do not give massage. Watch for signs of overstimulation, like looking away or grimacing, and be sensitive to what your baby is communicating with their body language.

Infants prefer very slow strokes, as their nervous system is still assimilating all the new sensations. Try to use firm, consistent pressure; if it is too light, the baby may feel tickled, which will be overstimulating. Older babies may want to move around a lot. Be flexible and willing to give your older baby a massage in positions other than flat on the back. Be patient and don’t expect to get through the entire sequence!

Place the undressed baby on their back on your outstretched legs. Rub your hands together to signal to your baby that it is time for the massage. You can also incorporate some phrase or song to initiate the massage with. Babies love routines and learn so much from repetition and verbal and physical cues.

Take a few long, slow, deep breaths to relax yourself. Gently stroke your baby from head to toes a few times, and then assess whether your baby would like to continue with the massage. Rub a little oil in your hands, and reapply if necessary throughout the sequence.


LEGS








	
♦


	Knee Press—Press the baby’s knee into their belly. Repeat with the other leg.





[image: A person massaging a baby's legs.]







	
♦


	Squeeze and Twist—With oil, squeeze and twist with your hand from their thigh to their ankle. Repeat with the other leg.





FEET






	
♦


	Thumb Glide—Glide your thumb on the bottom of each foot from heel to toes.










	
♦


	Toe Roll—Glide your thumb under each toe, and roll to straighten them.










	
♦


	Foot Press—Press on the bottom of their foot with your whole palm. Repeat with the other foot.





ARMS






	
♦


	Squeeze and Twist—With oil, squeeze and twist their arm from shoulder to wrist. Repeat with the other arm.










	
♦


	Palm Press—Press into their palm with your thumb, and hold. Repeat on the other hand.





TUMMY






	
♦


	Waterwheel—Under the ribs, use a scooping motion with the outside edges of your hands and alternate stroking downward toward the baby’s feet like paddles.





[image: Hands massaging a sleeping baby's stomach.]







	
♦


	Clockwise Circles—Make clockwise circles on the baby’s belly with your fingertips.





CHEST






	
♦


	Heart on Heart—Make a heart shape from their sternum up and around both sides of the chest.










	
♦


	Heart-on-Heart Arm Pull—Do the Heart on Heart maneuver, then continue squeezing down each arm.





FACE






	
♦


	Heart on Face—Make a heart shape starting just above their nose and gliding above their brows and around to the cheeks and chin.










	
♦


	Cheek Circles—Make small circles on their cheeks.










	
♦


	Ear Pull—Gently pull their earlobes out and away from their head.





BACK






	
♦


	Low-Back Butterfly (good for gas pains)—Starting at the top of their diaper line, stroke with your thumbs upward and out to the sides and down like butterfly wings.










	
♦


	Booty Butterfly (good for gas pains)—This massage is just like the Low-Back Butterfly, but this time on each side of the baby’s butt and around to their hips.





[image: Hands massaging a baby's back.]







	
♦


	Crossover—With the baby positioned sideways, pull your hand back and forth from one side to the other, moving your hands perpendicular to the baby’s body and covering the length of their spine.










	
♦


	Glide Down Back—Glide your hand down the length of their back.










	
♦


	Glide Down Body—Glide your hand down the length of their body from head to toes.





Conclude with a song or phrase that signals to your baby that the massage is over. You can expect your baby to be hungrier after a massage because they will burn more calories with the added circulation. Remember to stay patient and keep expectations low. It is rare that you can get through the entire sequence in one sitting. The main intention is to connect with your little one!



Resources


Associations






	
♦


	American Pregnancy Association: AmericanPregnancy.org











	
♦


	National Institute of Mental Health: NIMH.nih.gov






Books






	
♦


	
Aromatherapy and Massage for Mother and Baby,
 by Allison England










	
♦


	
The Birth Partner: A Complete Guide to Childbirth for Dads, Partners, Doulas, and All Other Labor Companions,
 5th edition, by Penny Simkin










	
♦


	
Ina May’s Guide to Childbirth,
 by Ina May Gaskin










	
♦


	
Mosby’s Fundamentals of Therapeutic Massage,
 6th edition, by Sandy Fritz, BS, MS, NCTMB










	
♦


	
Mother Massage: A Handbook for Relieving the Discomforts of Pregnancy,
 by Elaine Stillerman, LMT










	
♦


	
Pre- and Perinatal Massage Therapy: A Comprehensive Guide to Prenatal, Labor, and Postpartum Practice,
 2nd edition, by Carole Osborne CMT, NCBTMB










	
♦


	
Wild Feminine: Finding Power, Spirit and Joy in the Female Body,
 by Tami Lynn Kent





Essential Oils


♦
 Mountain Rose Herbs: MountainRoseHerbs.com


Massage Supplies






	
♦


	Intimate Rose for pelvic wands: IntimateRose.com











	
♦


	Motherhood Maternity for pregnancy pillows: Motherhood.com











	
♦


	My Brest Friend for nursing pillow: MyBrestFriend.com











	
♦


	Tune Up Fitness for therapy balls: TuneUpFitness.com






Websites






	
♦


	Earth Mama’s Free Birth Plan: FreeBirthPlan.com











	
♦


	Evidence Based Birth: EvidenceBasedBirth.com











	
♦


	Spinning Babies: SpinningBabies.com











	
♦


	Wellness Mama: WellnessMama.com
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