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When I attended my first birth in 2001, I had never even 

heard of the word doula. A friend who knew about my 

massage skills asked if I would come be with her for the 

birth of her first child. I felt honored. So I showed up that 

morning at 4 am, massage cream in tow, and it seemed as 

if my hands were on her for 14 hours straight! 

 

I left that birth amazed, totally in awe of what I had just 

experienced. I signed up for a doula training that following 

weekend, and though it took me about a decade to make 

doula work a full time professional gig, I had found my 

calling.  

 

Fast forward 14 years and 100 births later, seven years of 

acupuncture work and twenty years of massage therapy  

 

 

practice: a doula colleague asked me if I would be willing 

to show her some massage techniques for birth. She was 

quite an experienced doula, and she was seeking more 

ways to use touch to support her clients. 

 

Initially I felt intimidated by her request. What would I 

know that she didn’t? As it turns out, a lot. I realized that 

as a longtime massage therapist, I had come to understand 

certain fundamental principles of touch that create the 

foundation for any good massage. Awareness of these 

guiding principles makes the difference between a “blah” 

massage and an “ah” massage. I also use techniques with 

my clients that they could never have known how or when 

to apply without my guidance.  
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I discovered that putting these combined principles and 

techniques into practice is what creates the kind of touch 

that leaves a person feeling truly and deeply satisfied.  My 

colleague had inspired me to find a way to translate what I 

was doing into something I could teach and anyone could 

learn. We arranged for a private lesson for her and a fellow 

doula to gain practice, and their feedback was 

exhilarating. They both felt they were walking away with 

something significant and told me I had to teach others. 

Just like that, Comforting Touch for Birth was born! 

 

This guide is designed to help you if you wish to improve 

your comforting touch and massage abilities, no matter 

your role. Birth workers at any stage of development will 

find my instructions useful, as will partners or loved ones 

of any pregnant person. As such, the terms “client” and 

“partner” are used interchangeably in these pages. It is  

 

 

my hope that anyone wanting to use touch to express their 

care throughout the birthing process would have the tools 

to do so. 

 

For doulas, especially newer doulas, I think it’s important 

to know that you are already a great doula. This training 

will offer you additional skills to add to your already 

perfect presence, but it is not a prerequisite for being good 

at your job. The goal here is to help you sensitize your 

sense of touch to function as skillfully as your other 

senses already do, in the same way you might instinctively 

dim the lights in response to noticing a bright hospital 

room or close the door if you noticed it was noisy in the 

hall. In these pages you will be training your hands to 

sense when, where, and how to touch your clients in the 

same way your other senses already work to bring comfort 

to your clients. 
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In this guide you will learn a variety of techniques to apply, 

but what I hope to offer you first and foremost is a deep 

grasp of my 12 guiding principles, which are shared at the 

beginning of these pages. With these you will be poised to 

deliver a truly comforting touch any time you practice, 

regardless of technique. 

 

As you practice, consider this: What you can feel with your 

body is far more informative than anything you can grasp 

with your mind. Too often, especially in the learning 

process, there is a tendency to get stuck in your head in 

an effort to “get it right.” People can feel the difference 

when you are in your head versus being in your body; it’s a 

totally different experience for them, as it is for you. When 

you’re in your head you feel distant. Being in your body 

feels engaged and present. Experiment with these 

principles and techniques, but let your attention be rooted 

in your own skin, in your own pleasure and comfort as you 

practice. Feel the satisfaction of your touch on your own 

fingertips. Trust that your partner and clients will give you 

feedback if they want something different. 

 

Consider the following principles as guidelines. Try each 

one on for size. Observe your own experience. Keep what 

works. Modify as needed. My intention here is to build your 

confidence, not make you feel like you need to get 

something else “right.” These principles are simply here to 

provide a guiding structure into and within which you can 

pour your personal creativity and caring. Your intuition will 

go a long way, just as it did for me before I “knew” 

anything. 
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Introduction 

As a supplement to the power of your intuition, included in 

this guide are 10 specific techniques that I’ve been using 

and teaching since the beginning, all to the wild success 

and satisfaction of clients and expectant parents. I hope 

you will use them, build upon them, and find yourself 

receiving the same responses so many of my students get. 

“Are you sure you’re not a massage therapist?”, “This was 

better than my last professional massage!”, or “I couldn’t 

have done it without you!”  

“Awareness of these guiding principles makes the difference between a “blah” 
massage and an “ah” massage.” 
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Before we go further, let’s review the 3 phases of the first 

stage of labor when most of these Comforting Touch 

principles and techniques will be applied :                         

 

Early labor:  

This phase is typically the longest phase for most women, 

lasting 8-15 hours on average. Anecdotally I’ve seen this 

phase last 24 hours or longer for first time moms. 

Contractions come every 5-20 minutes and last 30-55 

seconds. The emotional signpost is excitement. Women 

tend to maintain their typical social self during this phase. 

It may be best to ignore and rest as much as possible 

during this stage. Dilation if examined is 0-4cm. The cervix 

is usually softening to make way for dilation. 

 

 

 

Active labor:  

This phase of labor lasts an average of 3-5 hours. 

Contractions during this stage feel more intense and come 

more frequently, lasting about 60 seconds each, coming 

every 2-4 minutes. The emotional tone is serious, focused 

inward. Dilation if examined is 5-7 cm. 

 

Transition:  

This is the shortest phase just before pushing. It can last 

anywhere from 10 minutes to 90 minutes. Dilation if 

examined is 8-10 cm. Contractions are longest and 

strongest at this point, up to 90 seconds long. Self-doubt 

can kick in during this stage so the need for support and 

encouragement can be immensely helpful at this point. 

This is the home stretch! Time for your best stuff! 
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• Apply grounding contact first. 

• During contractions, use a firm and consistent touch. 

• Complete the stroke. 

• Don't over-do it. 

• Go beyond anatomy: Feel for the grooves. 

• Play with your speed: As a rule, slow down. 

• Use both hands. 

• Include yourself: There is no care without self-care. 

• Use your whole body: Lean in. 

• Massage “through” her, NOT “on” her. 

• Use your whole hand. 

• Sustainability is the name of the game. 
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The 12 Guiding Principles: 
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Principle #1 Apply grounding contact first 

For touch to feel comforting in labor, it must also 

feel safe. We want our touch to relax a woman’s 

nervous system, not cause tension within it. We 

want her to feel like she can soften and relax 

into the sensations of labor and our touch. A 

sudden, startling, poking or even tickling touch 

may cause a client to tighten or recoil. With this 

in mind, whenever you initiate contact, always 

start with a steady and firm, but gentle touch. 

Consider also using a full hand, as opposed to a 

few light fingers.  

 

 

The solidity of a full hand will add to the 

experience of your confidence and her safety in 

your hands. 

 

You don’t necessarily have to ask for permission 

verbally. Consent however is essential. You 

would never want a woman to feel forced into 

something under your care. If you know you are 

working with a woman for whom touch has been 

traumatic in the past or you are simply more 

comfortable not taking any chances, you may opt 

to obtain verbal permission by asking explicitly if 

your touch is welcome or okay. 
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Principle #1 Apply grounding contact first 

You may also opt to let your hands do the 

“asking” if this is comfortable for you. Either 

way, a grounding initial placement of your hand 

on her shoulders, thigh, back, or hand would be 

a perfect place to start. You’ll want to stay still 

for at least a beat to give your client a chance to 

respond, especially if you’ve chosen not to use 

words. If she softens, leans in, comes closer, 

makes eye contact, speaks directly to you, 

appears to relax, or maintains the same 

disposition, you will know she is receiving your 

touch. If she withdraws, tightens, changes her 

disposition in some way or you are unsure, 

please ask. This act of respect will be 

appreciated either way.  



Comforting Touch for Birth - www.yiskaobadia.com - Copyright Yiska Obadia 2016 

Principle #2 During contractions, 
use a firm & consistent touch 

The touch women want during contractions is 

different than the touch they want between 

contractions. During contractions, women want 

a touch that feels grounding or anchoring. A 

steady, unwavering touch during contractions 

provides a sense that there's something she can 

count on while the intensity of the contraction 

moves through her. If a contraction is like a wave 

in the ocean, a partner's firm touch can act like 

her surf board, helping her ride the power of her 

experience on something solid until the wave 

has passed. 

 

 

 

 

Counter-pressure techniques are the most 

common techniques to use for this purpose, and 

we will explore them soon. However, from time 

to time a woman may want a moving, rocking, 

stroking, or shaking touch during contractions. 

Know that she will still want this touch to be 

rhythmic and repetitive, as opposed to jerky or 

intermittent. You will then be able to achieve 

that same sense of steadiness and reliability 

described above. 
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Principle #2 During contractions, 
use a firm & consistent touch 

As a rule, the time between contractions is when 

a laboring woman would most appreciate more 

common massage techniques. The purpose of 

these strokes is to help her release any residual 

tension she's holding onto from the last 

contraction, allowing her to settle into a restful 

and deeply relaxed state in between. 

 

One great thing about working with a woman in 

labor is you’ll never be left guessing.  

 

 

Especially as labor progresses, she will tell you 

if she doesn’t like something. Immediately and 

often abruptly!* This is true especially during 

contractions. Social graces go out the window 

when a woman gives birth. Her energy is focused 

on being present for her labor, not taking care of 

anyone’s ego. So if she says nothing, especially 

in active labor, for the most part you can trust 

she welcomes and appreciates what you are 

doing. 
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Principle #2 During contractions, 
use a firm & consistent touch 

If your client or partner tells you that 

something isn’t working for her, don’t 

take it personally, and even more 

important, don’t go away. At one birth I 

attended, a father-to-be was gently 

stroking his wife’s arm during 

contractions, and for some time she was 

okay with it. At some point, however, this 

changed. She started brushing his hand 

away during contractions. Feeling 

rejected, he started to step away. I told 

him to stay close. While she no longer 

wanted that kind of touch during her 

contractions, his presence was important 

for her to feel. She heard me with her 

eyes closed and nodded in agreement. At 

first he felt awkward standing in front of 

her without touching, but ultimately he 

understood. She still needed his 

presence. It was important not to go 

away. (Often our work as doulas is to help 

the birthing woman’s partner find their 

place and guide their touch so they can 

also be a successful source of comfort 

and support.) 

*NOTE 
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Principle #3 Complete the stroke 

While massaging in one spot can feel good, 

covering a whole area feels so much better. I 

think of it like painting a wall. If you were 

painting a wall, you wouldn’t paint a quarter of 

the wall or stop just before reaching the ceiling. 

You wouldn't leave a random strip of white 

peeking through your newly painted blue. It's the 

same with massage. Complete the "wall.“ 

 

What does this look like practically? 

 

 

 

If you're massaging a woman’s back, make sure 

to cover both sides, to the right and left of the 

spine. Reach your touch all the way down to her 

hips or all the way up to her shoulders, or both. 

Don't stop halfway. Don’t massage one small 

patch. I promise, when you’re paying enough 

attention to "paint" her body from “wall to wall” 

and "floor to ceiling," she will feel the 

difference. 
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Principle #3 Complete the stroke 

Whatever techniques you use, the idea is to 

always follow your stroke to its end, usually from 

one joint to the next. For example, you might 

stroke from her shoulder down to her elbow or 

wrist. Or you might cover the area from her hips 

down to her knees or ankles. 

 

Energy tends to accumulate in the joints. 

According to traditional Chinese medicine, this 

is why joint issues are so common. Acupuncture 

pathways have powerful points located in each 

joint that, when touched, help to disperse the 

stagnation that can build up there. When you 

massage someone and stroke through to the 

end by giving a little squeeze at their joint or 

brushing through, rather than stopping just 

before the end, they will undoubtedly 

experience a sense of relief. Your touch will help 

to release that accumulated tension. 
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Principle #4 Don't over-do it 

While I’ve had a lot of great massages in my life, 

I’ve also had many not-so-good ones. Looking 

back, some of the worst moments were when a 

practitioner stayed in one spot for too long. This 

is a common mistake for professionals and 

nonprofessionals alike. When people typically go 

to massage someone’s shoulders for example, 

there's a tendency to pick a spot and stay there, 

squeezing or rubbing over and over and over. 

 

While the first few strokes may feel good, after 

a short while our bodies either start to register  

 

 

a repetitive touch as nagging, or no longer 

satisfying.* This is a logical physiological 

response. Our nervous systems are designed to 

avoid overstimulation and to pay greatest 

attention to novel sensation. If our bodies are 

overstimulated, we’ll get the message loud and 

clear: stop! On the flip side, we can get so used 

to a repeated sensation that we’ll start to tune it 

out. The message of this repetitiveness is, 

nothing new is going on; you can put your 

attention elsewhere. When your goal is to 

provide comfort, neither option offers the 

response you want. 
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Principle #4 Don't over-do it 

To resolve this tendency, I recommend starting 

to think in repetitions of three. Three slow, full 

squeezes on the shoulders will give you more 

bang for your buck than 20 repetitions of the 

same stroke in the same spot. And if you want to 

keep working in a certain area, by all means, 

leave (by stroking down to the next joint; see 

principle #3), and then come back. This will give 

the body a chance to register the sensation 

anew, and restore a sense of pleasure. 

 

 

 

 

During active labor, I don’t usually massage my 

clients for very long stretches at a time, in one spot or 

otherwise. Typically after a contraction has passed, I 

will offer just a few (sometimes even just one or two) 

relaxing strokes or squeezes to release residual 

tension from the last contraction and help them 

segue into a relaxed state to optimize their break in 

between contractions. I recommend you consider a 

similar strategy. It will conserve your own energy, 

freeing you up to do other things to support your 

client or yourself, and unless they overtly ask you to 

keep touching them, they will welcome the break 

from any stimulation during that downtime. 

*NOTE 
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Principle #5 Go beyond anatomy: Feel for the grooves 

My first massage class was taught by a 65-year-

old woman on the verge of retirement who had 

spent a lifetime traveling the world, studying 

and integrating a wide variety of bodywork 

styles including Shiatsu, Tuina, Thai massage, 

Swedish massage, and more. Hers was an 

informal training. I don’t recall even learning 

anatomy. We did, however, learn how to feel our 

way through the body. 

 

In fact, at the time of my second massage 

training I was living in Israel. Because I wasn’t 

fluent in Hebrew, the anatomy went straight over 

my head. The top two students in the class were 

a blind man, and yours truly. We were the first to 

get jobs at a local spa after our training. The two 

of us shared an ability to feel more because one 

of our other senses was obstructed. To this day I 

often massage with my eyes closed (something 

worth trying the next time you practice). 

 

You don’t have to massage blindly to do it well; 

you can certainly learn anatomy if it interests 

you and improves your practice. You do not need 

a two-year massage therapy training to be able 

to know where to go. By feeling your way 

through the body, you can gain so much skill. 

You just need to feel for the grooves. 
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Principle #5 Go beyond anatomy: Feel for the grooves 

The grooves are like gutters. They’re the 

spaces where energetic debris accumulates. If 

the grooves are where the leaves gather, your 

fingers and palms are the leaf blowers, 

clearing the way. If you follow any seam to its 

end, even if you don’t know the names of the 

muscles you’re tracing, it is highly likely to 

feel good for anybody on the receiving end, as 

long as you stay off bone.  

 

 

 

 

 

One of the most important tips for comforting 

touch is to avoid massaging on bone. Not only 

is massage on bone generally painful, but 

massage feels best in the spaces between. 

Between bone and muscle, or in the grooves 

between muscle and muscle, is where it’s 

“juiciest.” In acupuncture, all pathways and 

major pressure points are located in the 

grooves. 
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Principle #6 Play with your speed: As a rule, slow down 

I remember when I first started studying hand 

drumming. It was a Middle-Eastern darbuka 

class. Whenever our teacher would give us an 

exercise to practice, she’d start us at a certain 

tempo. Inevitably, by the end of the exercise, we 

were drumming 10 times faster! That’s what 

happens when we practice something new. We 

are trying to get “there,” so we naturally speed 

up. And so it is with students who come to my 

Comforting Touch workshops. During our 

practice time, there is always a point when I will 

make the suggestion to slow down, to go half-

time and feel the difference. Those on the 

receiving end will always comment on how much 

better it feels. You can see their bodies soften 

and relax in response to the change of pace. 

 

Speed in bodywork can sometimes be beneficial, 

even therapeutic, but for the purposes of 

providing comfort and pleasure, going slowly is 

most often the way. When we massage slowly, 

the nervous system has the opportunity to feel 

more sensation. The body has enough time to 

register what it’s feeling and to release and 

unwind its tensions in response. This is 

especially true when you are passing through 

areas that feel hard or tight. If you did nothing 

but slow down, you’d exponentially increase 

the effect of your touch. 
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Principle #6 Play with your speed: As a rule, slow down 

Try it with a partner. Pick any body part to 

massage, first fast or at your natural tempo, and 

then slow it down, as if you’re massaging in slow 

motion. Ask your partner to describe the 

difference in how it feels for them. 

 

Here’s another connection with birth. During 

labor it’s not uncommon for mothers to speed up 

their breathing. Doulas often coach women to 

slow their breath down, which can help them 

relax. Applying comforting touch slowly and 

mindfully during labor can help to mirror this 

coaching. Coordinating massage and breath can 

be another tool for guiding women to find their 

calm amidst the storm. 

 "If you did 
nothing but slow 

down, you’d 
exponentially 
increase the 

effect of your 
touch." 
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Principle #7 Use both hands 

There is something about using two hands for 

massage that says, “I’m here with you, fully.” As 

a birth partner, that message of presence is one 

of the most important things you want to convey. 

Two hands means that my other hand is not 

doing anything else; I am fully here with you. The 

best way to communicate our complete presence 

through touch is by using both hands. 

 

There is another reason for using two hands. For 

example, when I’m massaging from a client’s 

hips up her back, and I keep one hand on her 

hips while my other hand strokes upward toward 

her shoulders, I am also holding back the flesh 

that remains on the hips, creating an elongating 

effect. This “anchoring hand” helps us achieve 

another goal of Comforting Touch: to stretch her 

muscles, physically making more room in her 

body, especially through the back and hips, 

which can make more room in the pelvis for baby 

to do its job of descending and rotating during 

birth. 

“ There is something about using two hands for massage that says, 
“I’m here with you, fully. ”” 



Comforting Touch for Birth - www.yiskaobadia.com - Copyright Yiska Obadia 2016 

Principle #8 Include yourself: There is no care  
without self-care 

One of my favorite quotes about service is written 

by the minister John Morton. In his book, You Are 

the Blessings, he writes, “When we’re serving, we 

let go of the orientation and expectation that has 

to do with, what am I getting out of this, or what’s 

in it for me. When that’s up, it’s important to take 

a look and find out how you are serving yourself . 

. . We say it as “‘take care of yourself’ . . . We need 

to be fulfilled in our own level of being served and 

taken care of.” 

 

Morton’s words resonate with me as I support 

parents-to-be through their births. While I know 

that I am there to be of service, and what’s 

happening is not about me, it must still include 

me. When I first started this work, I got my body 

into so many messes. There were countless births 

in which I strained and contorted around 

obstacles to squeeze a woman’s hips at the 

expense of my own hips and back. Now when I 

teach, I emphasize the importance of self-care 

even as we care for others. 

 

So, what does this look like? Sometimes it means 

being extra resourceful and creative. I remember 

one time my hand was really straining to support 

a woman’s painful hip while she was pushing. I 

was losing feeling in my own hand. To remedy 

this, I found a bottle that I could use instead to 

imitate the counter pressure I’d been applying. I 

saved my hand, and the mom continued to receive 

the support she needed. Everyone was happy. 
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Principle #8 Include yourself: There is no care  
without self-care 

Some of my best moves have come from moments 

when I needed to improvise to avoid hurting 

myself. New methods of providing comfort have 

emerged as I’ve explored new ways to provide 

comforting touch in a way that included me. 

 

And that’s my point: it’s not us or them, them or us. 

As birth partners, that kind of thinking gets us 

nowhere. It’s about looking for ways to ensure we 

ALL have what we need. Our aim is to find the win 

win. This may require pausing for a moment before 

jumping into position to consider everyone’s 

comfort level. We may avoid positions that cause 

us to overextend or twist our bodies. We learn to 

set everything up in a way that ensures that 

everyone is comfortable; mom, partner, and doula.  

 

In my experience, when we prioritize and look for 

the win-win, this is always possible. 

 

I think it’s worth remembering that the people we 

are serving are strong, capable human beings. 

They don’t need us to rescue them. We are there 

to serve, but they will survive - and quite possibly 

thrive – if we need a break. We can, and should, 

let them know if we need to take a moment for 

ourselves or if we need to change positions. We 

don’t want anyone to feel surprised by a sudden 

absence. But we’re human too. We have to use the 

bathroom, drink, eat, take care of our own selves. 

It’s no different than taking the time to pack your 

own care bag before heading to a birth. If we take 

the time to include our needs on the front end, 

things will be better for everyone. 
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Principle #9 Use your whole body: Lean in 

I meet people all the time who tell me that they 

get tired after just a few minutes of massaging 

their partner or clients. This happens most often 

because they are over-using their fingers, or 

they are trying to increase pressure with 

muscular force alone. When they learn to use 

more of their body, this issue resolves. 

 

When a mama wants more pressure, the best 

way to achieve that is by leaning your whole 

body in. This will feel the most satisfying, 

physically and emotionally. The amount of 

power you can add by leaning your body weight 

into or onto your partner is an amazing relief 

for the giver when you might otherwise think 

you’d have to work harder to achieve the same 

effect.* 

 

When you try to work harder, squeeze harder, 

use more force or contort your body, a client or 

partner can feel your tension. If instead you are 

at ease in your own body and moving as 

effortlessly as possible, she will have a much 

better experience. Simply by using more of the 

surface area of your hands and palms and 

leaning your body in towards hers, you can help 

provide more comfort for her. 
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Principle #9 Use your whole body: Lean in 

When it comes to watching out for your own 

body, consider the benefits of lunging. For 

example, instead of kneeling on both knees, 

keep one knee up and one down, as though you 

are proposing. This way you will have more 

mobility and freedom to move in closer without 

straining your back. If you are standing, try 

lunging with one leg lunged forward. You’ll move 

and feel better, too. 

To understand the significance of our posturing 

even further, we can look to the East. Many 

martial arts and healing art forms recognize the 

area below our navel as a powerful energy 

center. (Is it any surprise that this is where 

babies grow? Anyone who’s witnessed the power 

of a contracting uterus and a mother expelling 

her baby out knows just how much power 

resides in this location.) In Eastern medicine this 

power center is called the Hara or Dan Tian. It 

has a name! Be mindful of this as you position 

yourself. Don’t leave the power of your lower 

abdomen behind you by reaching forward with 

your arms alone. Bring your power with you. 

You’ll both experience the difference. 
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Principle #9 Use your whole body: Lean in 

For some, leaning in can feel 

uncomfortable initially. We’re not used to 

being so close to people we don’t know so 

well. That’s one of the interesting and 

amazing things about birth. I call it insta-

intimacy. Boundaries can fall away faster 

than usual. 

 

Some of my students have shared that it’s 

been a big adjustment to confront their 

discomfort with “being up in someone 

else’s space.” In their other professional 

lives it may not have been acceptable to be 

so physically close with clients or co-

workers. Handshakes, not hugs, were the 

norm. 

 

First I want to stress the importance of not 

doing anything you feel uncomfortable 

doing. If you don’t feel comfort-able, she 

won’t feel comfort-ed!  

*NOTE 
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Principle #9 Use your whole body: Lean in 

I also like to encourage doulas to explore 

their boundaries. If you’re ever unsure of 

anything you’re doing or thinking of doing, 

take a pause and name it. In between 

contractions (never during), let the mother 

know you want to try something different. 

Ask her if that’s okay and to let you know if it 

doesn’t feel right. This may put you both at 

ease. This is an overt way of getting 

permission if you’re not ready to trust your 

unspoken assertion just yet. It can be 

surprising to learn just how welcome you are 

to “get up into their space,” especially as 

labor progresses. Leaning in is truly more 

acceptable and comforting than most 

newcomers to this work would ever imagine. 

Many doulas, including myself also like to 

bring comforting touch into prenatal visits 

for this reason. This not only gives couples 

tools for how to labor together before your 

arrival; it also normalizes touch and physical 

closeness as part of the birth experience. 

Introducing touch in advance of labor can 

help all parties feel at ease with the notion 

and benefits of intimate touch. 

*NOTE 
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Principle #10 Massage “through” her, NOT “on” her 

We are three-dimensional beings. Our bodies are 

not two dimensional anatomical maps. A 

laboring woman feels sensations with a depth 

and intensity unlike any other experience in life. 

Your touch has the power to move through her 

body, to meet her where she is feeling sensation 

the most, and help alleviate her pain. For that, 

your intention matters. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This is not to say all touch must be deep and 

penetrating. In fact, many clients appreciate 

gentle or light stroking, particularly if it is used 

in combination with our other principles such as 

initial grounding and completeness. Light touch 

can take a mother’s attention away from the 

intensity of deeper sensations and bring her 

awareness to another plane of her body. It can be 

a welcome distraction. 
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Principle #10 Massage “through” her, NOT “on” her 

When you are applying massage techniques and 

counterpressure with the intention of providing 

deep comfort, your purpose must be to penetrate 

through her body: front to back, side to side, and 

top to bottom, not to remain on the surface of 

her body. Usually this is taken care of by leaning 

in, using your whole body, and lunging into and 

onto your clients from your own power center. 

“If you don’t feel  
comfort-able,  
she won’t feel  
comfort-ed!” 
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Principle #11 Use your whole hand 

Women in labor want to know you are ALL IN. 

They know this by your words and actions. You 

come when they ask you to come, you stand by 

their side, you remember their preferences, and 

more. There are also many ways we can 

communicate this with our touch. 

 

One of the most common things I’ve noticed 

through teaching massage is a propensity to rub 

or stroke with only partial contact of the hand. 

For example, when stroking with thumbs or 

palms, we may have a tendency to raise the 

other fingers off the body. I call them flyaway 

fingers. In other cases, our fingers will remain in 

contact with her body but they’ll be held tightly 

and closed. 

When I tell students to do the same thing while 

keeping all fingers in contact and spreading 

their hands wide, their partner immediately feels 

the difference. It makes sense! Their body gets to 

feel a broader, fuller stroke when all fingers are 

planted, when they can feel your whole palm 

passing wide open along their backs and hips. 

 

Using your whole hand is an instantaneous and 

easy way to increase the pleasure and sense of 

satisfaction you can offer. It will also allow you 

to relax your own hand and body more, because 

the former is really just a subtle expression of 

tension. The more you loosen up, the more she 

will loosen up. 
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Principle #12 Sustainability is the name of the game 

So far, my longest client’s labor was a 90-hour 

affair. To be fair, I wasn’t with her the whole 

time, but I was there for most of it! That was an 

extreme example; according to the U.S. Office on 

Women’s Health, labors average between 12 and 

21 hours. With all of this in mind, it’s a good idea 

to prepare for the long haul. Even the shortest of 

births will typically last at least a few hours. 

 

 

When it comes to birth, sustainability is the 

name of the game, for all parties involved. 

Nature’s hormones give laboring women 

superhuman strength and endurance, and some 

of that is contagious. As support people, we’ll 

also need to employ other strategies to 

safeguard our energy to be there for her as long 

as she needs us. 
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Principle #12 Sustainability is the name of the game 

Here’s my short list for sustaining energy levels 

during births: 

 

1. Take breaks when you need them and do what 

you need during them: a power nap, a snack, a 

stretch, or anything else. 

2. Leverage your body weight and power center 

to increase pressure and depth; lean in rather 

than using brute muscular force. 

3. Don’t initiate using more “labor intensive” 

techniques (pun intended) until your client 

really needs that level of support. For instance, 

when contractions are 7-10 minutes apart and 

30 seconds long, it’s not yet time to use the 

techniques that are most physically demanding 

for you. If you have been asked to arrive during 

an early stage of labor, turn to other comfort 

measures that don’t use your hands, such as a 

warm shower, warm compress, or positional 

suggestions, to name a few. We will discuss 

more alternatives in the pages ahead. 

4. Remember that you don’t need to massage 

your client or partner the whole time. Any 

counter-pressure technique used during 

contractions can usually be lessened as the 

contraction fades. You need not massage her 

constantly for the entire time between 

contractions. A few relaxing strokes should be 

sufficient to help her relax in between 

contractions, and that will help conserve your 

strength to support her during the next 

contraction. See note in principle #4. 
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Four Counter-Pressure  
Techniques  (CPTs) 
• Double hip squeeze. 

• Sacral pressure. 

• Thigh pressure. 

• Iliac crest pressure. 
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Four Counter-Pressure Techniques (CPTs) 

All counter-pressure techniques are meant to be 

applied DURING contractions. They have the ability 

to diffuse the intensity of contractions by giving the 

body a strong alternate sensation to pay attention to, 

thus diluting the amount of pain a mother might 

otherwise experience. This idea is based on a theory 

of pain first introduced in 1965 by researchers 

Ronald Melzack and Patrick Wall. The so-called Gate 

Control Theory of pain proposes that a person’s 

nervous system can only register a certain amount of 

sensation at once (painful or pleasurable alike). The 

theory asserts that non-painful input can close the 

“gates” to painful input, blocking pain sensations 

from traveling to the central nervous system. By 

saturating her nervous system receptors with the 

sensations of counter-pressure, we can block, in part, 

the sensations that might otherwise feel painful to 

her. 

 

Additionally, as we mentioned earlier in principle #2, 

counter-pressure has a powerful grounding effect. It 

can make a person feel anchored or held. It can help 

mothers feel more secure as they ride the waves of 

contractions and find their own internal mechanisms 

for staying focused and present. 
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This move is part of most doula trainings and childbirth 

classes, however the way it is often taught can prove to be 

quickly exhausting, as it demands an excessive use of upper 

body force. This version offers a more sustainable approach 

with equal or greater effects. 

 

1. Start by placing your palms on each hip. You’ll want to be 

in the fleshy, “jiggly” parts between the hip and thigh bones. 

If you start by locating the tops of each hip with your 

fingertips and place your palms straight onto her hips, your 

palms should land in the correct spot. You can always adjust 

if she doesn’t like how it feels initially. The real key is to 

anchor your palms in the soft, “jiggly” area between the 

bones. 

CPT #1 Double Hip Squeeze 
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2. Important note regarding your posture: If the mom is 

on her knees, you’ll kneel between her feet, with one 

knee up so you can easily maneuver your body with a 

lunging motion, avoiding any straining of your lower 

back. If she’s standing, you’ll also want to position 

yourself with one leg forward and another back so you 

can easily lunge into the squeezing motion. Standing 

with your feet parallel can cause strain 

 

3. Next, pivot your palms into the same spot so your 

elbows splay outward (as if you’re doing your best 

“chicken dance” stance) and your fingers face inward 

toward each other, elbows wide. 

4. Finally, simply lunge forward to lean your body weight 

into her. This motion, with elbows wide, acts like a clamp 

to hug her hips. The squeeze is accomplished by body 

mechanics instead of muscular force. The more you lean 

in, the greater the clamping effect, and the more 

pressure she’ll feel. Avoid straining your upper body or 

chest muscles. Splaying elbows out and fingers pointed 

toward each other is especially important to achieve the 

clamping effect. 

 

CPT #1 Double Hip Squeeze 

. 
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5. Often this is enough pressure, but if she wants more, 

first try leaning your full body weight into hers, and then 

you can add a little muscular force as needed. This 

version will be far less exhausting than standing with 

feet parallel. It also feels more comforting this way 

because the closeness of your body to hers accentuates 

the experience of being held, and the warmth of your 

body provides additional relaxation. 

CPT #1 Double Hip Squeeze 

. 

Click here to view a video demonstration of this technique.  

Make sure to set your video to HD. 

Try doing this motion with your arms in space first. 

Stand with elbows wide, palms in front of your chest 

facing each other, fingers turned inward toward your 

body. Once in position, lean forward, lunging your 

chest and body forward while keeping elbows wide. 

You should observe an automatic clamping motion 

occurring, mechanically bringing your palms closer 

together without any application of force. 
 
 

TIP 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bRh2WX0gqTU
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A great alternative method for accomplishing a similar 

effect is to do the hip squeeze with a long scarf or 

rebozo. 

 

1. First, you’ll wrap the scarf around her hips, making 

sure it rests below her belly and then knot it in back. 

 

 

CPT #1 Double Hip Squeeze 
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2. Next, you’ll need some kind of long utensil. (I usually 

use a spatula, but if you’re not at home, even a water 

bottle could do the trick.) 

 

3. Insert the utensil through the center of the knot and 

use it as a lever to twist around until it becomes tight 

enough to provide a significant squeezing effect. Your 

client or partner will tell you if it’s too tight or loose. 

Turn it around further for a greater squeeze, and release 

it for less pressure. 

 

 

4. After the contraction passes you can unwind the vice, 

but it will remain in place to be ready for the next one. I 

always offer this as a first method of counter-pressure 

because it is so passive for me as the giver. The only time 

it is less desirable is when the mom cannot have 

anything touching her abdomen. Otherwise this 

technique will work. And it is extremely versatile 

because it will work if she’s standing, kneeling, sitting or 

lying down. 

CPT #1 Double Hip Squeeze 
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The sacral bone is a triangular shaped bone located at the 

base of the spine. Using your palms or thumbs to apply 

pressure in this area can be immensely helpful for women 

who are experiencing back labor.* Whether her back labor is 

due to baby’s malposition or otherwise, it can help to 

encourage the mama to labor in a forward leaning posture, 

taking pressure off the back. Often women will do this 

instinctively. (I believe women’s instincts and intuition are at 

peak levels during birth. They often know exactly how and 

when to move and position their bodies. Much of the time I 

am following their lead. That said, sometimes women benefit 

from external suggestions. Knowing when to lead and when 

to follow is a dance that gets more attuned with time and 

experience.) 

CPT #2 Sacral Pressure 
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Option A. Palm pressure: 

 

Once the mother is leaning forward, place one or both of 

your palms on top of each other for increased pressure 

on her sacrum and lean in. If you can leverage your body 

to be directly above her sacral bone, this will require the 

least amount of effort on your part. If it’s too much, you 

can back off a bit. The bulk of your  pressure should come 

from the base of your palm. If you are unsure of where 

her sacral bone is, you can practice with her in between 

contractions to find the right spot where it is most flat 

and hard. (If you place your palm too low you’ll be on her 

tailbone, and if it’s too high you’ll be hitting her lumbar 

spine. Neither spot will feel right.) 

Option B. Thumb pressure: 

 

In the same position, you’ll locate the sacral foramen. 

These are the holes in the sacral bone through which 

many nerves pass. (See images on the next page.) 

Placing your thumbs in any of these holes, leaning in and 

providing steady pressure can really help relieve back 

pain during labor. Your client or partner may ask you to 

go higher or lower so you can adjust up or down the 

sacrum based on her request. As the baby descends 

through the birth canal and labor progresses, she may 

ask you to press lower and lower. You will simply walk 

your thumbs down or up until you find the right spot. 

Remember if she doesn’t say anything, you’re there! 

CPT #2 Sacral Pressure 
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CPT #2 Sacral Pressure 
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CPT #2 Sacral Pressure 

In both cases, you are aiming for a direct line through 

her body, neither pressing up nor down, but rather 

straight through her body toward the front of her 

pelvis. After all, that is where her baby’s head is. If 

she’s leaning forward, you should feel feedback from the 

ground into your hands as another way to know if you’re 

in the right spot. 

Click here to view a video demonstration of this technique.  

Make sure to set your video to HD. 

Sometimes in the event of back labor a woman may not 

be able to tolerate pressure on her back but may 

appreciate the presence of a warm hand or compress to 

help her muscles relax and to diffuse the sensations of 

the back labor itself. If she doesn’t like the pressure, try 

just cupping your warm hand on her sacrum and see if 

she likes that. Remember not to rub or pulsate during 

the contractions; simply hold your hand there and see 

if the warmth alone brings her comfort. 

*NOTE 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DG7f5CXdBx4
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CPT #3 Thigh Pressure 

Sometimes during labor a woman will complain of pain going 

down her legs. That is your cue for this move. Pain radiating 

down her legs is something that she may even have 

experienced during menstruation, so if she has mentioned 

this during prenatal visits, make note of it. 

 

1. To apply this technique, your client or partner must be 

comfortable laboring in a seated position. 
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CPT #3 Thigh Pressure 

2. Once she is seated, either from in front of her or from 

behind, insert your hands into the space just below her 

belly, one hand on each thigh. You’ll want to be as close 

as you can to the crease where her thighs and torso 

meet. I usually lead with my thumbs or palms to really 

get in there. I want to be directly on top of her thigh 

muscles. (It can be helpful to let her know in between 

contractions what you will be doing and try it before the 

contraction comes, as this can be a ticklish or awkward 

spot if someone doesn’t know  what’s coming.) 

 

3. Once your palms are in place, simply lean in. Your 

body weight should be directing pressure downward 

onto her thighs toward the backs of her legs, not up or 

down the leg. If you’re in the right spot, this should help 

dull her leg pain. Adjust as needed, following her cues, 

until you find the right spot. 

 

4. You can also suggest that she make hip circles while 

you lean into her thighs, and as you remain locked in 

place, she’ll essentially massage her own legs against 

your steady pressure. 

Click here to view a video demonstration of this technique.  

Make sure to set your video to HD. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Kv2b4_ESup0
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CPT #4 Iliac Crest Pressure 

The iliac crest pressure is one of those techniques invented 

out of necessity. I found myself facing a client who had 

moved into a seated position, making the hip squeeze that 

had been working no longer practical. When she asked me to 

put my hands on her hips, I reached down with both my hands 

and slid down both sides of her back until my hands landed 

on the top shelf of each hip bone (a.k.a. the iliac crest - see 

image below, highlighted in pink). 

 

1. To successfully achieve this counter-pressure technique, 

start by standing directly behind your partner, with some 

height advantage (i.e. she’s seated, and you’re standing or 

kneeling behind her on the bed or couch). 
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CPT #4 Iliac Crest Pressure 

2. Turn your wrists outward and place a palm on each 

side of the back where the torso curves inward (hello love 

handles!).  

 

3. Leading with your thumbs, slide down the sides of the 

torso until you land on top of the iliac crest. Without 

lubrication and sufficient pressure your hands will get 

“stuck” on the ledge created by each hip bone. Lunge 

your body weight down her body toward the pelvic bowl, 

rather than forward toward the navel. Straight arms 

should help you minimize your effort in holding this pose.  

 

4. The majority of pressure should fall on the BASE of 

your thumbs and palms, NOT the thumb tips. Pointed 

pressure from the thumbs digging in won’t feel good.  
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CPT #4 Iliac Crest Pressure 

You’ll hold this spot through the whole contraction, without pulsating or rubbing. Your client may make hip circles while 

you lean into her, and since your goal is to remain secure and locked in, she’ll essentially be able to massage her own 

hips against your steady pressure.  

 

5. If your hands slide off, simply start over from the top until you regain your position. 

Click here to view a video demonstration of this technique.  

Make sure to set your video to HD. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=un2fS3O1nOc
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Four Relaxation  
Techniques: (RTs) 
• Thumbs along the spine. 

• Shoulder squeeze. 

• Neck squeeze and scalp massage. 

• Shake it out. 
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Four Relaxation Techniques: (RTs) 

All relaxation techniques (RTs) are meant to be applied 

BETWEEN contractions. RTs can be useful any time in 

labor when a mother to be needs help relaxing. (Some 

may even be helpful during pregnancy and postpartum.) 

For example:  

 

When early labor begins at night, these techniques could 

help her get some rest despite feelings of excitement or 

anxiety.  

 

Some RTs can help a woman relax after the application of 

an epidural as she transitions from the excitement and 

intensity of labor into a time of rest and relaxation.  

 

In active labor RTs will help her release tension from the 

previous contraction and segue into a relaxed state to 

optimize the break in-between contractions. 

 

All can be implemented while your partner or client is 

lying down, sitting up, kneeling or standing, as long as 

she has something to lean on.  

 

Except for RT #4, this is when you’ll want to pull out your 

massage cream. I get my massage cream from 

www.biotone.com. If you prefer oil, I recommend using a 

small amount at first so it doesn’t get too slippery.  
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Four Relaxation Techniques: (RTs) 

You can always add more, but you’ll want to have some 

grip while you massage your client or partner so as to 

avoid going too fast. It’s also a good idea to check in with 

any laboring woman before using anything with a 

fragrance. You don’t want her to be stuck smelling 

something she doesn’t like, and laboring women can be 

quite sensitive and particular about smells. 

 

This is also a great time to allow your intuitive touch to 

shine. Once you are successful with each of these 

techniques, I recommend you explore whatever feels 

good to your touch instinctively. Most of these 

techniques segue perfectly into each other as well. 

Observe her and see if you notice any areas of tension not 

mentioned in this section (her brow or temples for 

instance). As you experiment, just keep the guiding 

principles in mind and your client or partner is likely to 

be satisfied by whatever you do. Once you’re in a certain 

area, she may even help direct you to the spots that most 

want your attention. 
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As we learned in principle #5, while it may not feel good to 

massage someone directly on their spine, it feels really good 

to massage them in the grooves that run along either side of 

it. Here’s how.  

 

• Pressing your thumbs into that track, use your body 

weight to lean in as you go, slowly gliding up or down 

the full length of their torso. 

  

• Even though your thumb is leading, let it be followed by 

contact with your palms and the whole hand.  

RT #1 Thumbs Along the Spine 
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• For a complete experience, follow along this seam 

from the base of the spine all the way up to the neck or 

shoulders, or all the way down from the shoulders to 

the base of the back or buttocks. Either works 

depending on how you are supporting them during 

contractions. If you’re applying a CPT by their hips, it 

will make most sense to start from the bottom up. If 

you’re closer to her shoulders, you may opt to stroke 

from the top down.  

 

Thumbs up the back, starting from the base of the 

sacrum:  

 

1. Face your client’s back.  

2. Keep one hand steady on the opposite hip as the other 

thumb and hand trace along the groove closest to the 

spine in a smooth gliding motion.  

 

 

 

3. Move all the way up to the shoulders, giving a firm 

squeeze at the top to complete the move.  

4. Remember to use your whole hand (Principle #11) to 

provide a fuller, more satisfying experience.  

5. Come back down and switch sides. Repeat if desired. 

 

Thumbs  down  the  back,  starting  from  the  shoulders:  

 

1. Standing by your client’s side, start by holding one 

hand firmly on any shoulder.  

2. With your opposite hand, leading with your thumb, 

stroke down the side of her back along the same 

groove.  

3. Use the same smooth gliding motion, all the way 

down to her hips or buttocks.  

4. Switch sides and repeat as desired. 

RT #1 Thumbs Along the Spine 
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You may notice an area in the middle of the back that 

feels tighter or thicker where most pregnant women 

hold a lot of tension. This happens due to the way our 

anatomy is structured. (The trapezius muscle connects 

in the mid-back at the 12th thoracic vertebra. It has to 

work extra hard to pull against the forward leaning 

weight of a pregnant belly in an effort to maintain an 

upright posture.) To release tension in this area in 

particular, lean in from your power center for increased 

depth and follow this track slowly (sometimes REALLY 

slowly, depending on how tight and tense that area is) 

to allow enough time for those tight muscles to unwind. 

Your pace will naturally pick back up again once you’ve 

passed through the thick of it. 

RT #1 Thumbs Along the Spine 

It can also feel wonderful to apply this technique 

outlining the insides of the shoulder blades. This is 

another area that can hold quite a bit of tension. 

Tracking alongside the bone and between the blades 

with your thumbs can release a good amount of 

tension. You may then choose to segue from this 

area upwards into a shoulder squeeze, or track your 

thumbs down her back as referenced above.  

*NOTE 
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This RT can also be applied at the level of the neck.  

 

1. Slowly press and glide your thumbs along the seam 

between the cervical spine and neck muscles, all the 

way up from the shoulders to the skull and back down 

again. (See image.) This feels best done one hand and 

side at a time.  

2. Brace her neck by supporting the head or shoulder with 

your non-active hand.  

3. This move can segue perfectly from the first part of this 

technique as well as the next two. 

RT #1 Thumbs Along the Spine 

Click here to view a video demonstration of this technique.  

Make sure to set your video to HD. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_9U0oN16wOs
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Many people hold tension in their shoulders, and women in 

labor are no different. In labor especially women’s shoulders 

may creep up toward their ears in an attempt to escape the 

intensity of what they are feeling in their pelvis -- they are 

moving up and away from the pain. We know that the only 

way out is through, so it can be helpful to coach our clients to 

drop their shoulders down as a way to induce relaxation and 

surrender to the sensations of birth.  

 

To help with this, during contractions you might simply rest 

your hands on your partner’s shoulders and remind her to 

soften them. Women who are prone to this response during 

contractions may especially benefit from this RT in between 

contractions. This can be a nice RT for early labor as well. 

 

RT #2 Shoulder Squeeze  
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Now that you know when, here’s how.  

 

This technique is similar to what people think of as a 

shoulder rub. The goal is to release tension at the tops 

of the shoulders and upper back.  

 

With a full grip using your whole hand, squeeze and lift 

the flesh and whole muscle at the top of each shoulder. 

You can use both hands at once or work on one side at a 

time, depending on your access point.  

 

 

 

 

Remember to avoid over-repetition here. To help with 

this I suggest imagining that each side of this shoulder 

area is divided into 3 imaginary sections: 

 

1. One in the middle. 

 

2. One farther out hugging the shoulder blade. 

 

3. One hugging up close to where the shoulders meet 

the base of the neck.  

 

 

RT #2 Shoulder Squeeze  
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RT #2 Shoulder Squeeze  

Click here to view a video demonstration of this technique.  

Make sure to set your video to HD. 

Applying this slow squeeze and lift motion rotating 

between each section will create a very thorough 

experience with some variety so as to honor principles 

#3 and #4. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

It’s common for inexperienced practitioners to complain 

of sore fingers after a short time while doing this move. 

To avoid this I remind my students not to use your fingers 

only. Use your whole hand and lean your body weight 

into it. This will take the burden off your fingers alone 

and give you the staying power you desire. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=v4fOk8eZgn8
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This RT is similar in many ways to the shoulder squeeze. It 

requires a slow, smooth squeezing and lifting motion applied 

to the neck using a full grip of your hand, almost as where a 

mother lion might grab her cub. To be thorough and to avoid 

repetition, the neck can be divided into 3 invisible sections: 

 

1. One in the middle. 

 

2. One farther down, closer to where the neck meets the 

torso. 

 

3. One hugging up close to where the neck meets the base 

of the skull, or occiput. 

 

RT #3 Neck Squeeze and Scalp Massage 
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Applying this slow squeeze and lift motion rotating 

between each section will create a very thorough 

experience with some variety so as to honor principles #3 

and #4. It might feel good to rest your other hand on their 

shoulders while your active hand works. If she is sitting up 

and not leaning forward onto anything or anyone, her 

head will need to be supported so she can fully relax into 

what you’re doing. You can provide this support with your 

non-active hand.  

 

 

 

 

Alternating back and forth between the neck squeeze and 

the shoulder squeeze will bring a sense of calm and 

relaxation to the whole area.  

 

While in this area, a scalp massage is a wonderfully 

relaxing addition. My favorite way to give a scalp massage 

applies long strokes with fingers stretched out wide, 

stroking all the way from the front of the hairline to the 

back, back to front, and side to side, including behind the 

ears. But any techniques that feel good to your partner or 

client will bring comfort. 

 

 

RT #3 Neck Squeeze and Scalp Massage 

Click here to view a video demonstration of this technique.  

Make sure to set your video to HD. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qhHchHB-llA
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Another great way to release tension between contractions is 

to shake it out. Shaking can be done to the hips, buttocks*, 

or legs and in most positions, including standing, kneeling, 

and even lying down. This is a great technique to do when 

you’ve been supporting your partner’s lower body during 

contractions. It makes for a natural segue, especially from 

the hip squeeze and sacral pressure.  

 

To be effective, you’ll want to place your hands firmly on 

either side of the area you’re shaking. If your hands are loose, 

they will glide and rub her instead and you won’t get the 

shaking effect.  

 

RT #4 Shake It Out 
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Option 1. If your hands are on her hips, place them firmly 

on the fleshy part of her right and left buttock, emphasis 

on your palms, then rhythmically and somewhat rapidly 

shake them.  

 

Option 2. If your hands are on her legs, plant them firmly 

on either side of each thigh, and shake, one leg at a time. 

 

Both options can be done for anywhere from 5 to 30 

seconds. It’s up to individual preference. I tend to prefer 

shaking the buttocks when the laboring woman is 

leaning forward with her buttocks sticking out behind 

her, whether kneeling or standing, because the fleshy, 

“jiggly” parts are so accessible from this position.  

Alternately, I tend to prefer shaking her legs when she’s 

standing upright. It’s important to make sure she is 

supported by something or someone while standing, as 

this technique can make people feel quite weak at the 

knees.  

 

I call this shake, the “you just can’t have a tight vagina 

when someone is doing this to you” move. Essentially it 

really helps to loosen the pelvic floor reducing tension 

and resistance to baby’s descent. It’s a good one! 

RT #4 Shake It Out 
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RT #4 Shake It Out 

Click here to view a video demonstration of this technique.  

Make sure to set your video to HD. 

Though mentioned in passing throughout this section, it is worth emphasizing just 

how welcome comforting touch can be in the buttock area specifically. It is quite 

common for people to hold tension here, especially during labor. After all, that’s 

where so much of the action is happening. In my experience, almost anything you do 

to circle, knead, press, rub, shake, or otherwise stroke this area is bound to be a 

winner. 

*NOTE 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KNQqdd2fwxM
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Bonus Section - Prenatal and Postpartum 
The following are my 2 favorite techniques to support clients prenatally and postpartum.  

 

• Rebozo lift. 

• Shoulder and neck press. 
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In my opinion, one of the most comforting things you can 

offer a pregnant woman is a break from the weight of her 

belly. Swimming is one great way to get a break from gravity, 

but so is this, and she doesn’t need to get wet for it!  

 

You’ll need a long, wide scarf or rebozo.  

 

1. First, ask your client or partner to get onto her hands and 

knees.  

 

2. Standing behind her, wrap the rebozo around her abdomen 

covering both above and below her pregnant belly while 

holding the end of the scarf in your hands.  

 

Prenatal Relaxation Technique - Rebozo Lift 
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Tie the ends into a knot approximately 6-12 inches away 

from her body.  

 

Grip your hands on either side of the knot and lift the 

fabric and her belly up with it until she says it’s enough.  

 

You can usually lift higher than you think. You may be 

surprised by how heavy it feels, and she carries it around 

24/7! The least you can offer her is a minute or so off duty 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Important postural note for the giver: Rather than using 

your arm muscles to do the lifting, once you have a good 

grip on the scarf, simply lean back and her belly will lift 

by virtue of body mechanics. Hold for a minute or more. 

Most pregnant women love it!  

 

When you’re ready to release, let go slowly. It will be a big 

shift back to feeling the full weight of gravity again. This a 

great thing to do at the end of a woman’s third trimester. 

For maximum relief, I recommend doing this on a daily 

basis, at the end of the day in particular. 

 

Prenatal Relaxation Technique - Rebozo Lift 

Click here to view a video demonstration of this technique.  

Make sure to set your video to HD. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vOtTQeEdCHM
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One of the biggest issues I encounter with postpartum 

women is upper back and neck tension due to the constant 

holding and breastfeeding of their newborn. The following is 

my best technique for releasing this tension.  

 

Getting into position.  

 

1. Ask your client or partner to sit in front of you while you 

stand behind her. A bench or backless chair of any kind 

will work.  

 

2. Have her tie back her hair if needed. Ideally she is either 

wearing a loose fitting tank top, a towel or sheet around 

her chest, or she is naked.  

 

 

Postpartum Relaxation Exercise - Shoulder and Neck Press 
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3. Make your hands into fists and place them, knuckles 

down, on top of her shoulders, in the nook where the 

shoulders meet the neck on either side of the spine.  

 

4. Lean your weight down and in as much as is 

comfortable for your client.  

 

Now for the interactive part.  

 

1. Once in position, make sure your client is sitting upright 

and looking straight ahead.  

 

2. Ask her to turn her head slowly to one side, as far as she 

can go, and slowly to the opposite side, as far as she can 

go.  

 

 

3. Then, ask her to come back to center.  

 

4. Next, ask her to tilt her neck to one side, and back up to 

center. 

 

5. Then to the other side and back up to center.  

 

6. Finally, ask her to slowly tuck her chin all the way into 

her chest as far as she can go.  

 

 

 

Postpartum Relaxation Exercise - Shoulder and Neck Press 
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Until this point, the whole time your hands stay in the 

same place, feeling her stretching her own neck and 

shoulder muscles as she turns and tilts. If you must 

reposition your hands due to excessive slipping, please do 

so. This exercise is best done without massage cream for 

this reason.  

 

Once she’s tucked her chin down as far as she can, tell her 

to hinge forward at the waist and fall forward with her 

arms hanging down by her sides. You will continue to lean 

into her body, sliding down either side of her back with 

your fists until you reach the base of the spine. At the end, 

you can help her back up and repeat the whole exercise 2 

or 3 times. 

 

This exercise can be intense, but it is very powerful and 

effective for relieving upper back and neck tension. 

Anyone can benefit from it, not just postpartum mothers. 

 

Click here to view a video demonstration of this technique.  

Make sure to set your video to HD. 

Postpartum Relaxation Exercise - Shoulder and Neck Press 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-osXLcrdseo


In Conclusion 
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In this guide I have gotten to the essence of what I teach in 

my live workshops. Based on my extensive experience, I’ve 

offered a substantial sampling of the core principles of 

touch and techniques that I believe make the greatest 

difference for women in labor, and humans in general.  

 

In my Comforting Touch workshops, we’re able to cover 

many of these things with more nuance than may be 

possible in written form. We speak to a greater number of 

possible scenarios as questions arise for students in the 

moment. Participants get to practice and receive feedback 

in real time. In truth, the benefits of this work live in the 

practice of its methods, not by reading or observation 

alone.  

 

 

My hope is that you will find people in your life to practice 

with: your friends, partners, or clients. My even-bigger 

wish is to have you attend one of my Comforting Touch 

workshops. If you have enjoyed what you’ve read here, I 

hope you will consider joining me for a future workshop 

near you. Dates and locations can be found on my website, 

www.yiskaobadia.com/workshops. If I am not in your area 

yet, I’d be delighted to discuss the possibility of 

coordinating an event for the doulas in your local 

community. It is my dream to share these teachings and 

skills with as many doulas and expectant parents as 

possible, building confidence with touch and bringing 

maximum comfort to the birth experience for all. 

 
 

http://www.yiskaobadia.com/workshops
http://www.yiskaobadia.com/workshops
http://www.yiskaobadia.com/workshops
http://www.yiskaobadia.com/workshops
http://www.yiskaobadia.com/workshops
http://www.yiskaobadia.com/workshops


In Conclusion 
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Click here to listen to our model Ashley Brichter who is a childbirth 

educator, postpartum doula, and Comforting Touch participant. 

These are her suggested take-aways from this guide:  
 
1. Pay attention to what your partner/client wants. 

 
2. It’s better to focus on what feels good to you than getting stuck in your head trying to 

get things “right”. 
 

3. Practice! Practice! Practice!" 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RELoe47a9gQ


Quick Reference Sheet 
1. During contractions, use a firm and consistent touch. 
2. Complete each stroke. Think “all the way”. 
3. Don’t over-do it in any one spot. 
4. Feel for the grooves. Stay off bone. 
5. Slow down. Unless she asks you to do something faster. 
6. Use both hands. 
7. Lean in. Use your body weight for added pressure. 
8. Massage “through” her, not “on” her. 
9. Use your whole hand. 
10. Take care of yourself too. 

Key  
Guiding 
Principles: 

Type of 
Technique Technique Name Why + Where Mom's position 

Counter-
pressure 

techniques 
during 

contractions 

Hip Squeeze (chicken 
dance arms + lean in)  

For pain anywhere in the 
pelvis. 

Leaning forward on 
knees, standing with 
buttocks exposed. 

Rebozo Hip Squeeze 
Alternative 

For pain anywhere in the 
pelvis. 

Any position, even lying 
down. 

Sacral Pressure (with 
palms or thumbs) 

For back labor 
especially. 

Any position except 
lying on her back. 

Thigh Pressure For pain radiating down the 
leg. Sitting. 

Iliac Crest Pressure For pain anywhere in the 
pelvis. Sitting. 

Relaxation 
techniques 
in between 

contractions 

Thumbs along the spine 
(up and down) 

Anywhere on the back, 
including neck. Go slow 
where most tight. 

Any position 
where back is 
exposed; forward 
leaning, side-lying. 

Shoulder squeeze Notice tense, raised 
shoulders. 

Leaning forward, 
sitting up or lying 
down. From the side 
with an epidural. 

Neck squeeze 

Nice combined with 
shoulder squeeze and scalp 
massage for relaxation 
anytime. 

Leaning forward, 
sitting up or lying 
down. From the side 
with an epidural. 

Shaking On legs and buttocks. 

In any position, 
standing up, kneeling 
forward, even when 
lying down in bed, 
shaking feels good on 
the legs. 
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