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This set of notes is not intended as a complete 

manual for baby massage, but rather as a 

starting point for parents who cannot attend a 

course. The massage routine in this booklet 

taught all over the world by instructors of the 

International Association of Infant Massage. The 

names of some of the strokes were coined by 

Vimala McClure, founder of the IAIM and 

author of “Infant Massage – a Handbook for 

Loving Parents” (Bantam, 1978, 2000).  

 

 

Copyright  © Erica Neser 2010, 2011. www.ericaneser.co.za. 
 

DISCLAIMER: The author cannot be held liable for incorrect application of the 

techniques or information described here. 
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What are the benefits of  
baby massage?   
 

Massage has many proven benefits for babies, children 

and adults alike.  

 

Here are just a few:   

Massage can... 

 encourage deep relaxation 

 lower stress hormones such as cortisol 

 help to promote blood circulation 

 provide sensory stimulation 

 improve skin condition 

 improve immune function 

 aid digestion 

 decrease sleep problems 

 encourage deep breathing 

 enhance attentiveness 

 reduce pain 

 help to relieve colic and fussiness 

 reduce complications and facilitate weight gain in 

premature babies 

 facilitate body awareness 
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Benefits 

 

Massage can also... 

 

 provide interaction and communication 

 lay the foundation for a warm and positive relationship  

 deepen attachment (“ bonding”) between parent 

and baby 

 create a sense of oneness and harmony 

 enhance father-infant interactions 

 benefit those giving the massage  

 help build parents' and baby's self-esteem 

 provide a pleasant, positive experience 

 stimulate production of oxytocin (hormone with pain 

relieving and calming effect.) 

 help baby feel comforted, loved and reassured 

 

For more information on the benefits of massage, visit: 

 

 Touch Research Institute, University of Miami Medical 

School: (http://www6.miami.edu/touch-

research/InfantMassage.html) 

 International Association of Infant Massage: 

http://www.iaim.net/ 

http://www.iaim.net/
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When should I massage my baby? 
 

Babies experience different 

behaviour states many times each 

day. These are: 
 

 Deep sleep 

 Light sleep 

 Drowsy 

 Quiet alert 

 Active alert 

 Fussy / crying 
 

You can massage your baby 

whenever she is in a quiet alert 

state. She will appear calm and 

relaxed, her eyes open and 

bright, her body relatively still and 

her face receptive – she will look 

like she wants to play with you. 

This is the ideal time for massage, 

whatever time of day it is.  
 

It is nice to have a few minutes of massage each day at 

more or less the same time, but if this is not possible, do 

whatever you can, whenever you can.  

 

A complete baby massage routine usually only takes a 

few minutes. 

Ready for 

massage 

Not 

ready 

yet! 

Light 

sleep 

Drowsy 
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What will I need? 
 

 

Before you start massaging your baby, ensure that... 

 

 the room is warm (babies get cold very quickly!)  

 the lighting is soft or natural, not shining directly in 

baby’s eyes 

 the environment is quiet and calm 

 you and your baby can get in a comfortable position, 

e.g. 

− sitting on a bed 

− on the floor, baby lying on pillow, mattress or 

thickly folded towel 

− at a changing table of comfortable height 

 you have your massage oil at hand 

 you have a towel or blanket in which your can wrap 

baby during and after the massage 

 you have a clean nappy and baby clothes ready to 

put on after the massage 
 

It’s best to use a good quality vegetable 

(plant) massage oil, such as grape seed, 

sweet almond or sunflower oil, rather than 

mineral (“baby” oil). 

You can also massage your baby with lotion, 

but it does absorb quite quickly, which may 

not be practical. 
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Before we start... 

 

Let your baby lie on her back, facing you. If she is still 

very small (under six weeks), try to create a snug little 

nest for her so that she doesn’t feel “lost in space”.  

 

Now…  

 

 Relax and 

breathe deeply. 

 Undress your 

baby completely 

(in summer) or 

uncover only one 

area at a time. 

 Warm up some 

oil between your palms where your baby can see 

your hands and hear the swishing sounds. 

 Ask her permission to start – she may not understand 

the words yet, but she will learn that you respect her 

body and her choice to be massaged or not. 

 Repeat this every time before you massage your 

baby. 
 

 

 

Use long, firm movements – no tickling! 

Stroke slowly and rhythmically. 
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Massage Routine 

 

 

LEGS & FEET 
 

 

Indian milking 

Grasp baby’s thigh in one hand, then slide your hand 

towards her foot, wrapping your hand firmly around her 

leg. Follow with your other hand. Keep stroking towards 

the foot, alternating hands.               
 

 

Squeeze & twist 

Place hands side by side and turn them back and forth 

in opposite directions, while sliding from thigh to ankle. 

 

 

Sole of foot 

Rub the sole of baby’s foot with your thumbs, stroking 

from heel to toes. Use firm pressure. 

 

 

Roll toes   

Gently roll and rub each toe. 

 

 

Thumb pressure on sole of foot 

Press firmly with your thumbs all 

over sole of baby’s foot. 
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Massage Routine 

 

 

Top of foot 

Massage the top of the foot using your thumbs, from the 

toes towards the ankle. 

 

Ankle 

Using your thumbs, make small circles all around baby’s 

ankle. 
 

 

Swedish milking 

Hold baby’s foot with one hand, then slide your other 

hand towards the thigh, wrapping your hand firmly 

around her leg. Swap hands, repeat and continue 

alternating hands. 

 

Rolling 

Roll baby’s leg between your palms, working from thigh 

to foot. 

 

Repeat these strokes on her other leg. 

 

Integrate  

Stroke from hip to feet with both your hands, using long 

strokes.  
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Massage Routine 

 

 

TUMMY 

 

Waterwheel  

Stroke downwards over the soft part of baby’s tummy 

using gently cupped hands, one hand after the other. 

 

Waterwheel with legs up 

Repeat waterwheel with one hand, while holding baby’s 

legs up at 90 degrees with your other hand. 

 

Thumbs to sides 

Place your thumbs flat either side of baby’s navel and 

stroke out sideways. 

 

Sun & moon 

Your left hand makes a clock-wise circle around baby’s 

navel, while your right hand makes a clockwise half-

circle (imagine a clock: the right hand goes from 9 to 5). 

           

I love you 

Start on your right hand side. 

“I” – stroke with your fingers from ribs to hip 

“L” for love – stroke across just above her bellybutton, 

from your left to your right, and the down on the same 

line as the “I” 
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Massage Routine 

 

 

“U” – draw an upside down u (∩) in clockwise direction, 

going along the same lines as the “L” and “I” (see arrow 

on picture).                             

 

Alternatively, your can do the “I love you” using flat 

fingertip pressure in clockwise direction in stead of 

stroking. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Walking fingers 

Using flat fingertips, “walk” from your left to right across 

baby’s tummy. 

 

Integrate 

Stroke from tummy to feet with both your hands, using 

long strokes. 
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Massage Routine 

 

 

CHEST                           

 

Heart shape 

Using the palms of your 

hands, stroke from the 

centre of baby’s chest 

up- and outwards 

towards her shoulders, 

then down and back to 

the starting position, 

drawing a heart on her 

chest. 

 

Butterfly 

Stroke from baby’s hip up to opposite shoulder using the 

palm of your hand. Squeeze her shoulder, then stroke 

slowly back to starting position. Repeat with your other 

hand, moving up to the other shoulder. 

                                

Integrate 

Stroke from chest to feet with both your hands, using 

long strokes. 
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Massage Routine 

 

 

ARMS & HANDS 
 

Indian milking 

Grasp baby’s upper arm in your hand, then slide your 

hand towards her wrist, wrapping your hand firmly 

around her arm. Follow with your other hand. Keep 

stroking towards the wrist, alternating your hands.               
 

Squeeze & twist 

Place hands side by side and turn them back and forth 

in opposite directions, while sliding from shoulder to wrist. 

 

Open hands 

Rub the palm of baby’s hand with your thumbs, using 

firm pressure. 
 

Roll fingers                                

Gently roll and rub each 

finger. 

 

Top of hand 

Stroke the top of baby’s 

hand. 

 

Wrist 

Massage baby’s wrist using your thumbs in a circular 

motion. 
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Massage Routine 

 

 

Swedish milking 

Hold baby’s wrist with one hand and slide your other 

hand towards her shoulder, wrapping your hand firmly 

around her arm. Swap hands, repeat and continue 

alternating hands. 
 

Rolling 

Roll baby’s arm between your palms, working from 

shoulder to wrist. 

 

Repeat these strokes on the other arm. 
 

Integrate  

Stroke from shoulders to feet with both your hands, using 

long strokes.  
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Massage Routine 

 

FACE 

 

Forehead   

Stroke with flat fingertips from 

the centre of her forehead 

towards her temples. 

                           

Eyebrows 

Stroke her eyebrows from 

centre outwards, using your 

thumbs. 

 

Cheekbones 

Using your thumbs, stroke down 

from bridge of baby’s nose 

outwards towards her ears. 

 

Smile 

Using your thumbs, draw a smile just above her upper lip, 

from the centre outwards and repeat just below lower 

lip. 

 

Jaw 

Using fingertips, massage the muscles beneath the skin in 

a circular movement – all over cheeks and jaw. 
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Massage Routine 

 

 

Around ears 

Start with your fingertips in front of her ears, then slide 

around and behind the ears and up underneath her 

chin. 

 

 

Integrate  

Stroke from head to feet with both your hands, using 

long strokes. Finish by squeezing her feet. 

 

 

BACK 

 

 

Back & forth 

Stroke your baby’s back 

with your hands moving in 

opposite directions, 

backwards and forwards 

across her back, covering 

the entire area. 

                

          

Swoop to bum 

Slide your hand firmly and slowly from neck to bum. 
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Massage Routine 

 

                             

 

Swoop to feet 

Repeat above stroke, but continue right down to her 

feet. 

 

Small circles 

Using flat fingertips, massage the muscles beneath the 

skin on either side of baby’s spine in firm, circular 

movements.  

 

Combing 

Using your fingertips, 

comb firmly from her neck 

towards her bottom, 

either using both hands 

simultaneously or 

alternating hands. 

 

Integrate 

Stroke from head to toes 

with both your hands, 

using long strokes. Finish 

by squeezing her feet. 
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Babyrobics 

 

Never force any movement! 
 

Cross arms 

Let your baby hold onto your thumbs. Stretch her arms 

out sideways and bounce them gently to encourage her 

to relax. Now cross them over her chest (x2), stretch out 

again and repeat. 
 

Cross legs   

Hold baby’s ankles, stretch her legs out long, bounce 

them gently to encourage her to relax. Now cross her 

legs over as in the “yoga” seat (x2), stretch out again 

and repeat.       
 

Cross arm and leg 

Cross her foot and opposite hand on her chest, then 

stretch out. Repeat on the other side. 
 

Knees to tummy                  

Holding baby’s calves, gently press her knees onto her 

tummy, then stretch her legs. 
 

Bicycle pedals 

Pedal baby’s legs up and down, slowly at first, then faster 

and faster.  
 

Rock & roll 

Put the soles of baby’s feet together over her tummy, 

then rock her hips side to side. Now include her hands 

and rock her whole body gently from side to side. 
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Adapting the routine  
for older children 
 

Massage is a gift you can keep on giving your child as 

she grows. All the strokes you have learned can be used 

on older children, by making each stroke longer and 

wider, or by using two hands in stead of one.   

ACTIVE CRAWLER (6-12 months) 

 

Remember that exploring the world is her main task at 

this time in her life.  A crawler will seldom stay for more 

than a minute or two, unless she’s asleep.  Massage is still 

possible, but the routine will certainly change to suit this 

stage.  Do some stroking and quick massaging when she 

sits still for a moment.  When she is sleepy at naptime, she 

may enjoy a short massage.  When taking a bath, arms, 

legs, back and tummy can be massaged while she’s 

playing in the water.  Rhymes, games and songs help to 

keep child entertained. 

 

TODDLER (1-2 years) 

 

Toddlers, just like crawlers, need to explore.  They can be 

quite impatient and don’t like sitting or lying still. Use the 

same approach as you did at 6-12 months.  Remember 

that learning to walk is a great achievement, and should 

be respected! 
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Adapting the routine  
 

2 YEARS 

 

This is the NO stage.  If you verbally ask permission for 

massage, more often than not, she will say “no”.  

Massage is still possible, but with respect for the child.  Try 

to do some stroking and massaging while reading to her.  

Language is very important now, and songs, rhymes and 

games will add to the fun of a massage. 

 

3 YEARS and beyond 

 

At three years, your child may accept the full massage 

routine again.  She is probably over the worst of the NO 

stage.  She might enjoy learning the names of the 

different strokes, and might even want to try them on 

you!  Allow this - massage has become a way of life for 

your child, let her share it.  Put some cream or lotion in a 

small container, and let her rub it onto your legs, feet, 

arms, back and face.  It may seem messy but it can be a 

wonderful moment.  Enjoy!  

 

Continue massaging your child as she grows through 

childhood and adolescence - no one is ever too old or 

too young for loving, nurturing touch! 

 
 

 

 


