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System of Massage Strokes
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During practical training, participants of a massage course learn that there are several dozens of individual types of massage strokes. Some of them are repeated during the massage of different parts of the body. Others may be so specialized that they are only performed on one area of the body. However, all strokes can be classified into six groups, combining strokes according to a similar implementation and, most importantly, their effect.
The order of the following groups I to VI is not accidental, but meets the requirements of order and classification. Massage is primarily a skilled hand craft, so it cannot be learned just by studying a text. When teaching in courses, theoretical explanations are therefore always accompanied with practical demonstrations of each stroke.
Massage strokes are usually performed in the following order:
Effleurage, kneading(petrissage), rubbing, tapping (tapotement), vibration and passive movements in the joints.


I. Effleurage (introductory, initial)
is performed on large areas, with slight pressure most often with the whole surface of the palm; when pulling back, the fleshy parts of outstretched fingers can be used (in the "zigzag" manner). It is most often done "across the hand" or "by pulling along”. Friction is also a variant of effleurage, but masseurs work on a smaller area and with a little more pressure (effect goes to a greater depth).

II. Rubbing
is designed primarily for processing flat muscles of the torso and soft surfaces of the joints and their surroundings. Compared to effleurage, it is performed on a smaller area and with a much higher pressure, namely as follows:

1. with part of the palm – with the heel of the hand, the thenar (the wall of the thumb muscle),
1. with a pinch – (masseur’s pinch – the fleshy tips of the fingers are clamped together),
2. with the thumb – or both thumbs (we massage with the fleshy tips of the thumbs, most often in a spiral or circling movement).
On muscles, rubbing is performed on flat muscles (the torso), which cannot be processed by kneading, namely in three variants:
1. with a part of the palm – the thenar/the heel of the hand,
1. with four fingers – the fleshy tips of the fingers slightly outstretched except for the thumb,
2. with eight fingers – four fingers of one hand inserted between the four fingers of the other hand.
A special variant is rubbing the erector spinae muscles with the back of the fist, called the iron manoeuvre.

III. Kneading/Petrissage
These are strokes designed for thorough muscle working, especially on the limbs. They are performed in the following ways:
1. by gripping and pulling away – we grasp the muscle with our hands in the thumb-other-fingers fork shape,
1. by wavy kneading – the hands are in the thumb-other-fingers fork shape; between the hands, a wavy wall arises on the muscle,
2. by Finnish kneading A+B – (A – the fleshy parts of the fingers perform a zigzag "slalom"-like movement; B – the fleshy parts of the fingers perform a spiral movement).
Kneading also includes slow rolling around the longitudinal axis of the muscles of the limbs under stronger pressure of the palms, the fingers pointing away from each other, and rhythmic compression by the fist (in buttock/gluteal muscles).


IV. Tapotement/Tapping
includes strokes of variously adapted hands on massaged regions.
Tapotement variants with superficial effect:
1. clapping (with the entire palmar surface),
1. cupping (with a cup-shaped palm) massage with compressed air,
2. sweeping (with the tips of the bent, loose fingers except the thumb).
Tapotement variants with deep effect:
1.  fan-shaped tapping: the fingers are spread apart; the movement starts in the wrist,
1. hacking: the fingers are close to one another; the movement comes from the elbow joint.
2. beating with the fist on the little finger side.

V. Vibration
requires maximum relaxation of the massaged part. The massaged muscle or group of muscles are shaken with a rapid oscillating movement (vibration). The hands are in the thumb-other fingers fork shape.
Shaking is also a type of vibration. Using a suitable technique, we perform, for example, the vibration of the entire limb (mainly the muscles).
Quick rolling (in contrast to the slow rolling mentioned during kneading) is, by its nature, also a type of vibration. The pressure of the hands performing rotational movements along the long limb bone is mild; the pace is brisk (e.g. rolling of the biceps and triceps simultaneously around the humerus). The hands are in a position similar to slow rolling.

VI. Movements in joints
are divided into active (the person massaged is performing these by him/herself) or passive (performed by a masseur on a relaxed body). Active movements are included in athlete's massage only exceptionally (during self-massage, including therapeutic massage). Masseurs perform movements either in individual joints or in several joints at once, the so-called triple flexion (e.g. the lower or upper limb). The plane of the movement is determined by the structure of the joint and the physiological mobility in it. We gradually increase the range of movement and its force during repetitions.


VII. Final effleurage
is the only group that repeats in the stroke system after performing all the groups in the given order. It closes every massage of any massaged body part.

This system of strokes is the basis or the "alphabet” of any masseur's activity. It is not possible to imagine correct and smooth progress of a masseur's job unless he/she masters the order of these six or seven groups of strokes completely automatically, without thinking.
A beginning masseur must not think massage procedures for individual parts of the body are simple and performed schematically. It is not enough to perform strokes in the given order so as to achieve the correct procedure. Any text on the importance of strokes and their effect points out that some groups of strokes are intended for processing muscles, others for joints and only some can be performed on the whole body. For each smaller part of the body, it is necessary to keep in mind its anatomical character. Strokes corresponding to this character must be selected from the system and performed in the order specified in it. However, beginning masseurs can only master correct procedures through thorough practical training.
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