
STROKES

Two types of strokes, sedative and tapotement, will be introduced in this section. The 

sedative  strokes  include  effleurage,  wringing,  petrissage,  friction  while  the 

tapotement strokes include hacking, pounding, cupping, slapping. These are but a 

few of the vast array of strokes that could be included and updating will occur on a 

regular basis.

EFFLEURAGE  is a gliding movement over the skin and is a sedative stroke.  It 

initiates each treatment, can aid relaxation and helps in diagnosis of the state of a 

client’s soft tissue.  It is used more than any other stroke.

Description:  All  of  the  hand  makes  contact  with  the  body  and  contours  to  the 

surface it is stroking.  The two hands are intertwined at the thumbs and all fingers 

remain close together as the two hands, in unison, glide up the body.  It is used

•   To spread the oil 

•   To accustom the client to the operator's hands.

• It helps you to discover tenderness or tightness in areas of the body.

• If  the  area  you  are  massaging is  extremely  sore,  effleurage  may be  the  only 

stroke you can employ.

• It provides a passive stretch to the muscles when performed slowly and deeply.

• It is always employed upwards in the direction of the heart and aids venous return.

WRINGING is  an  effleurage  stroke  across  the  fibres  of  the  muscle  and  is  used 

mainly on the thighs and can be used also on the calves if they are quite muscular.  

Description: The hands are flat on the muscle with thumbs beside the fingers.  They 

then work in opposite directions surrounding the limb and slightly lifting the limb at 

the beginning of the ‘up’ part of the stroke. It is used to loosen the muscle fibres.

PETRISSAGE is  a  kneading  stroke.   This  stroke  presses  and  rolls  the  muscles 

under the hands.  The two hands can be used on larger areas.  One hand can be 

used or where an area is quite small as between the scapula and spine two fingers 

can be used in a thumb rolling stroke.  Care must be taken not to pinch or bruise by 

working on the one site for too long.  



Description: The hand is laid on the area to be worked and the heel of the hand 

applies the pressure as it works/rolls across the fibres of the muscle.  It is a deep 

stroke and used:

(a) to  'milk'  the  muscles  of  waste  products  that  collect  due  to  abnormal 

activity.

(b) to assist venous return.

(c)    to help free adhesions in some instances.

FRICTION Is perfomed in small circular movements with the tips of the fingers, the 

thumb or the heel of the hand.  These movements are performed by moving the 

tissue under the skin - not the tissues on the   skin.  When using this stroke it is 

important to increase and decrease the depth of the stroke gradually.

Description: Place pad of finger or thumb on the point to be worked. Apply pressure 

slowly and hold for 10 seconds prior to rotating on  the spot. The skin and finger 

rotate to friction the tissues underneath. Decrease pressure slowly, wait and repeat.

Friction is useful

(a)   for massaging deeply into the joints or around bony prominences

(b) around a well healed scar to break down adhesion between the skin 

and the tissues beneath (muscle layers)

(c) in  achieving  absorption  of  the  local  effusion  and  breaking  down  of 

some inflammatory conditions.

(d)   It is beneficial to the spine to increase nerve activity and stimulate the 

nervous system.

(e) It is beneficial to the abdomen to aid in the total expulsion of faecal 

matter.

TAPOTEMENT strokes are used when stimulation is required.  They are wake up 

strokes that send vibrations into the cells.  They stimulate circulation of blood with 

oxygen and nutrients into all the cells of the body.  Any series of brisk blows following 

each other in rapid, alternating fashion come under the broad term of tapotement. 

All of these strokes make varying amounts of noise if performed correctly.  They are 

beneficial when stimulation and waking up is required in the massage.  They can 



never  be  considered  soothing  and  would  therefore  be  detrimental  to  the  highly 

nervous, exhausted persons and people with certain heart complaints.  The blows 

are always given from the wrist, not from the shoulder and they are short and brisk. 

The  wrist,  elbow  and  shoulder  joints  are  relaxed.   Allow  time  and  space  for  the 

vibrations to work after you have completed the stroke.  Do not touch muscles you 

have worked until the tingling has eased in your own hands. Hacking, pounding and 

cupping send vibrations deep into the tissues while tapping, slapping and pinching 

provide surface stimulation.

HACKING  :   The ulnar surfaces of the hands are used.  This is done by each hand in 

rapid succession, in such a way that as soon as the hand touches the surface it is 

lifting off again.  Light stimulating strokes - not painful.  Used over the fleshy areas of 

the body, the thighs and buttocks at the back and the front of the thighs also.  It can 

also be used over the shoulders if the area is very muscular.

POUNDING: The ulnar surface of the closed fist is used.  The fingers are not tight 

into the hand but held loosely. The force of the blows is light and bounding.  Used 

mainly on the buttocks and the legs.  It is of most value where muscle tone is present 

but deficient (flaccid muscle).  It can be beneficial for treating sciatica and the blows 

can follow the line of the nerve.  Do not use pounding is there is extreme tenderness 

or a muscle is extremely tight.

CUPPING   s  timulates  specific  organs  and  stimulates  the  superficial  nerves  of  the 

skin.  Used mostly on the back it stimulates the organs within.  It can also be used on 

the  hips  to  stimulate  any  lack  of  life  in  the  abdominal  cavity.   Cupping can  also 

loosen broad flat areas of scar tissue.  The open hands are used cupped to form a 

hollow.   A  slight  vacuum  is  formed  with  each  blow  causing  stimulation  of  the 

circulation around that area.

TAPPING: is done with the tips of the fingers and is used mostly along the spine and 

along the sternum to encourage blood cell formation.  It could be done all over the 

body but is usually used for the above function.  It brings a surface focus to the area 

it is used on. It has been noted by some athletes that it benefits recovery from shin-

splints once the soreness has receded.



SLAPPING also has a surface focus and stimulates peripheral circulation.  It is done 

with an open, floppy, hand and very loose wrists.  The 'wet fish' hands strike the body 

in rapid succession, using mainly the finger area.  It can be used all over the body 

but is usually used where there are skin conditions - rashes that require additional 

blood and nerve supply peripherally.

PINCHING or PINCHMENT     is used to break down skin/fat adhesion. While it can be 

used anywhere that you can pick up flesh, it is mostly used on the buttocks and 

thighs. The stroke requires a rapid, alternate, gentle pinching that picks up small 

portions of tissue between the thumb and first finger or fingers of the hand.  

CRUDE VIBRATION     is performed by a gentle swaying and shaking motion of the 

limbs  to  encourage  the  client  to  relax  when  they  find  relaxing  difficult.   The 

performance of crude vibrations brings awareness of 'holding’ to both the patient and 

the practitioner and encourages the patient to relax and 'let go'.  It can be used on 

legs, arms and head.  Done well it can be extremely soothing, but done poorly it can 

cause frustrating and impatience to both the giver and the receiver.  It needs to be 

given time and effort to be learnt well and performed well.

It  is  very effective  at  the  beginning of  a treatment  if  a client  presents in a tense 

condition  and  can  encourage  the  client  to  ‘let  go’  of  habitually  held  joints  and 

muscles to the point that they can relax and benefit from the stroke work.


