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Self-massage techniques
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Introduction
This booklet aims to provide simple, easy-
to-follow instructions on the application 
RI�VHOI�PDVVDJH��:H�KRSH�\RX�oQG�LW�ERWK�
LQIRUPDWLYH�DQG�EHQHoFLDO��

Maintaining optimal muscle condition is 
important for day-to-day life, as well as for 
preventing injuries and enhancing sporting 
SHUIRUPDQFH��2QH�YHU\�HĆHFWLYH�ZD\�RI�
maintaining optimal muscle condition is 
through the use of self-massage.

6HOI�PDVVDJH�XVHV�GLĆHUHQW�WHFKQLTXHV�DQG�
tools to apply massage to muscle groups, 
DQG�FDQ�EH�PRGLoHG�IRU�LQGLYLGXDO�QHHGV�
and sporting requirements. Some of the 
EHQHoWV�EHOLHYHG�WR�UHVXOW�IURP�VHOI�PDVVDJH�
include: reducing muscle fatigue, tightness 
and imbalance; aiding recovery; and gaining 
PXVFOH�DZDUHQHVV�DQG�pH[LELOLW\�

By using self-massage techniques regularly 
you will become familiar with how your 
muscles normally feel, and will learn to 
UHFRJQLVH�DQ\�FKDQJHV��IRU�H[DPSOH��DQ�
increase in tightness or pain). This will assist 
you in preventing injuries by enabling you to 
VHHN�SURIHVVLRQDO�WUHDWPHQW�DW�WKH�oUVW�VLJQ�
of change.

Hands on!

When to self-massage

6HOI�PDVVDJH� FDQ� EH� EHQHoFLDO�

 > during times of heavy or increased 
training

 > on recovery days
 > when travelling
 > pre-competition — but only once you are 
familiar with the techniques and your 
own body’s response to self-massage

 > post-competition.
As a general rule, treating one body area 
a day/night is a good way to use self-
PDVVDJH��IRU�H[DPSOH��JOXWHDOV Monday 
night, hamstrings Tuesday night, etc.).

When not to self-massage

Self-massage is not recommended when 
you have:

 > an acute injury (injury that has occurred/
recurred in the last 24 hours)

 > LQpDPPDWLRQ��VZHOOLQJ�
 > bruising or corks
 > skin conditions including rashes, cuts, 
open wounds, blisters or ulcers

 > fever, infections and illness.
Throughout the booklet the shaded area in 
the illustrations is the pain referral pattern.

1RWH��6KRXOG�\RX�KDYH�DQ\�SUH�H[LVWLQJ�
musculoskeletal injuries, it is 
recommended that you consult your 
health professional before performing 
self-massage. 
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Techniques — what to do and how to do it
There are four main techniques for self-massage — broad-hand, direct pressure with 
movement, tennis balls, and foam rollers. There is a chance of post-treatment soreness. 

Broad-hand techniques

Broad-hand techniques are applied with 
an open or closed hand, and are useful 
for warming up the muscles before 
GHHSHU�PDVVDJH�DQG�IRU�UHOD[LQJ� ODUJH 
PXVFOHńJURXSV�

Squeezing

Pummelling

Rolling
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Direct pressure with 
movement

7KLV� LV�D�PRUH�VSHFLoF�WHFKQLTXH�WKDW�ZLOO�
allow you to concentrate on individual 
areas of tightness, as well as the whole 
muscle or muscle group. (Refer to the 
practical section of this booklet for images 
demonstrating how to shorten and 
OHQJWKHQ� VSHFLoF�PXVFOH� JURXSV��

Apply this technique as follows:

1. Gently shorten the muscle group. This is 
only a mild contraction.

2. 8VLQJ�\RXU�oQJHUV��WKXPEV��HOERZV�RU 
IRUHDUPV��DSSO\�oUP�SUHVVXUH� WR�WKH 
muscle. Direct the pressure down into 
the muscle and towards the joint above 
WKH�DUHD��IRU�H[DPSOH��ZKHQ�ZRUNLQJ�RQ�
the forearm, direct the pressure towards 
the elbow).

3. Slowly lengthen the muscle while 
maintaining the pressure.

4. 5H�DSSO\�XQWLO�WKH�DUHD�KDV�UHOD[HG or 
feels looser, and then apply to the whole 
muscle.

Tennis balls

Tennis balls can be used to treat focal points 
of tenderness known as ‘trigger points’. 
$ńWULJJHU�SRLQW�PD\�FDXVH�SDLQ�LQ�WKH�DUHD�
in which it is located, or it may refer pain to 
RWKHUńDUHDV�

$SSUR[LPDWH�WULJJHU�SRLQW�ORFDWLRQV�DUH�PDUNHG�
ZLWK�DQ�C[
�RQ�WKH�ERG\�FKDUWV�IRXQG�LQ�WKH�
practical section of this booklet. The shaded 
areas depict the possible referral zones.

After locating an area of tenderness or a 
trigger point, place the tennis ball on the 
SRLQW�DQG�DOORZ�\RXU�ERG\�ZHLJKW�WR�UHOD[�
onto it for 10–20 seconds. You should feel 
the sensations gradually dissipate, thereby 
helping to deactivate the trigger point and 
relieve the pain and tightness caused by it. 
Remember that some muscle groups will 
require work on several trigger points.

When working areas such as the back, 
both sides of the spine can be worked 
simultaneously by taping two tennis balls 
together (double tennis balls) as shown below. 
Refer to the practical section of this booklet 
for directions on using a double tennis ball.

Single tennis ball

Double tennis balls



5

Self-massage aids 

Foam rollers are another tool that can be 
useful for self-massage. You can massage 
broad areas of the body by rolling back and 
forth over them. Alternatively, hold your 
SRVLWLRQ�RQ�WKH�UROOHU�ZKLOH�pH[LQJ�DQG�
H[WHQGLQJ��EHQGLQJ�DQG�VWUDLJKWHQLQJ��WKH�
MRLQW�EHORZ�WKH�UROOHU��)RU�H[DPSOH��SODFH�WKH�
roller at the lower end of the iliotibial band 
�,7%��WKHQ�pH[�DQG�H[WHQG�\RXU�NQHH��6HH�WKH�
SUDFWLFDO�VHFWLRQ�IRU�LPDJHV�RI�WKLV�H[HUFLVH�

Self-massage aids can also be useful for 
stretching.

The foam rollers come in half and full types 
as depicted below. ‘Pool noodles’ can also be 
cut into smaller lengths and used as full foam 
rollers. 

Stick roller

Spiky ball

Peanut spiky ball

Muscle Mate

Full foam roller

Half foam roller
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7KLV�H[HUFLVH�VKRXOG�QRW�FDXVH�SDLQ 
or numbness down the thigh. This 
indicates sciatic nerve compression and 
should be avoided.

Get practical

Gluteals and hips

Gluteus maximus, gluteus minimus 
and piriformis

Lie on your back with one leg crossed over 
the other. Place a tennis ball under your 
gluteals.

Gluteus medius

Lying on the side to be treated, place a tennis 
ball underneath the hip. Use your top leg for 
support and balance.
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Tensor fascia latae

Lie on your front with your body weight to 
the side where the tennis ball is located.
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Upper legs

Hamstrings (back of thigh)

Lie on your back and lift one leg to 90 
degrees at the hip and the knee.

.HHS�\RXU�RWKHU�OHJ�O\LQJ�pDW�RQ�WKH�JURXQG��
3ODFH�WKH�oQJHUV�RI�ERWK�KDQGV�LQWR�WKH�EHOO\�
of the hamstring on the bent leg. Maintaining 
WKH�VDPH�SUHVVXUH�ZLWK�\RXU�oQJHUV��VORZO\�
straighten your knee. Repeat this three 
times and then move hands over the entire 
hamstring muscle.

7KLV�H[HUFLVH�VKRXOG�QRW�FDXVH�SDLQ�RU�
numbness down the thigh. This indicates 
sciatic nerve compression and should be 
avoided.
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Sit on a chair or table so that your leg 
can swing freely. Place a tennis ball under 
one hamstring. Start at the top of the 
hamstring then straighten your leg slowly 
three times. Move the tennis ball an inch 
closer to the knee and repeat. Repeat until 
the whole hamstring has been treated.
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Quadriceps

Apply broad-hand techniques such as 
pummeling. Then progress to applying direct 
pressure with movement. While sitting in 
a chair, pull elbow up quadriceps towards 
WKHńERG\�

Lay on top of a foam roller and move 
quadricep up and down over the roller.



11

Iliotibial band (side of thigh)

Lie on the side to be treated and place a foam 
roller under your iliotibial band (ITB), just 
DERYH�\RXU�NQHH��)OH[�DQG�VWUDLJKWHQ�\RXU�
NQHH�oYH�WLPHV��7KHQ�PRYH�WKH�UROOHU�VR�LW�
LV�SRVLWLRQHG�MXVW�EHORZ�\RXU�KLS��)OH[�DQG�
VWUDLJKWHQ�\RXU�NQHH�oYH�WLPHV��

Alternatively, place a full roller under your 
ITB, and using your upper body to support 
and move you, slowly roll over the roller so 
the full length of the ITB is massaged. When 
RQ�UROOHU�oQG�DQ\�DUHDV�RI�WLJKWQHVV��pH[�DQG�
H[WHQG�NQHH�ZKLOH�RQ�WKDW�VSRW��
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Lower legs

Gastrocnemius and soleus

1. 6LW�RQ�WKH�pRRU�RU�RQ�D�FKDLU�ZLWK�RQH�IRRW�
resting on the opposite knee. Place your 
WKXPEV�RQ�\RXU�FDOI�DQG�\RXU�oQJHUV�RQ�
your tibia (shin bone) just above your 
ankle. Drag your thumbs through your 
FDOI�WRZDUGV�\RXU�oQJHUV��5HSHDW��PRYLQJ�
the position of your hands closer to your 
knee each time. You can also use a stick or 
IRDPńUROOHU��

2. Place both thumbs in the calf, locating 
tender spots. Apply direct strong pressure 
ZLWK�\RXU�WKXPEV��DQG�WKHQ�VORZO\�pH[�
and point your foot. 

Tibialis posterior

Place your thumbs just inside your tibia 
and just above your ankle. Push the muscle 
away from the tibia. Repeat this process, 
moving the position of your hands closer to 
your knee each time.
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Tibialis anterior

Tibialis anterior is immediately to the 
outside of your tibia. Locate trigger points 
using your thumbs, apply direct pressure 
DQG�WKHQ�VORZO\�SRLQW�DQG�pH[�\RXU� IRRW��
You can also roll up and down the muscle 
with a stick roller. 
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Back

Lumbar 

Rest on your elbows and place double tennis 
balls at the base of your spine. The balls 
will be resting on the erector spinae muscle 
group that runs parallel to your spine on 
either side. Hold in one position, or rock back 
and forth moving the ball up and down the 
muscles.

Alternatively, work through the lower back, 
both close to and away from the spine using 
a single tennis ball. Gently moving your legs 
from side to side (with knees bent) will help 
\RX�oQG�WKH�H[DFW�WULJJHU�SRLQWV�LQ�\RXU�
quadratus lumborum muscle.

Thoracic 

7KH�WKRUDFLF�DUHD�H[WHQGV�IURP�WKH�WRS 
of your shoulders to the top of your lower 
back. Lying on your back, place a tennis 
ball in the area of discomfort, resting 
your body weight over the tennis ball as 
GHSLFWHGń EHORZ�

Alternatively, you can place double tennis 
balls on either side of your spine, lean up 
against a wall and bend and straighten your 
knees so that the tennis balls run up and 
down your back.
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Rhomboids

Lie on your back, place a spiky ball between 
your spine and your scapula (shoulder 
blade). Lift the arm on the same side as 
the ball, and move it slowly across your 
body and back again. Repeat three times 
WKHQ�PRYH�WKH�EDOO�WR�WKH�QH[W�SRLQW of 
discomfort and repeat the technique.
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Thoracic stretch

Lie on your back with your knees bent. 
Place a foam roller horizontally across your 
thoracic spine at any level that you feel is 
tight or restricted. Hold this position for 
��ńVHFRQGV��WKHQ�PRYH�WKH�UROOHU�WR�WKH 
QH[W�DUHD�RI� WLJKWQHVV�DQG�UHSHDW�

Combined thoracic and pectoral 
stretch

Lie on your back with your knees bent. 
Place a foam roller vertically under your 
spine, starting level with the top of your 
VKRXOGHUV��DQG�UHOD[�\RXU�DUPV�RXW�DW 90 
degree angles, as depicted in the image 
below. Hold this position for 30 seconds.



17

Neck

Upper trapezius

The upper trapezius muscle runs from the 
top of your neck to the outer point of your 
shoulder. Shorten this muscle by taking 
your ear towards your shoulder on the side 
RQ�ZKLFK�\RX�ZLOO�EH�ZRUNLQJ� �IRU�H[DPSOH��
right ear to right shoulder).

Pinch the muscle between your thumb and 
oQJHUV��RU�DSSO\�GRZQZDUG�SUHVVXUH� LQWR 
WKH�PXVFOH�XVLQJ�\RXU�oQJHUV��7KHQ�VORZO\ 
take your head to the other side (left ear to 
left shoulder).
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Upper cervical muscles

,QWHUORFN�WKH�oQJHUV�RI�ERWK�KDQGV�DQG 
place them behind your head. Your thumbs 
should be free. Make large circular motions 
with your thumbs just below the base of 
your skull. Continue this action down your 
neck. If you locate a trigger point or an area 
of tenderness, press into the area, hold for 
10–20 seconds then move on.

Alternatively, lie on your back and place 
double tennis balls just below the base of 
your skull. Rest your body weight over the 
tennis balls until you feel the muscles UHOD[�
or any trigger points ease.
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Chest

Pectorals

With your arms by your side, pinch the 
lateral/outside border of the pectoral muscle 
EHWZHHQ�\RXU�WKXPE�DQG�oQJHUV��RU�SUHVV�
oUPO\�LQWR�WKH�PXVFOH�ZLWK�\RXU�oQJHUV��
7KHQńUDLVH�DQG�URWDWH�\RXU�DUP�DV�GHSLFWHG�
below. Change your hand position and 
repeat until you have worked through the 
IXOOńPXVFOH�
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Latissimus dorsi

With your arm by your side, pinch the belly 
of the latissimus dorsi muscle between your 
WKXPE�DQG�oQJHUV��7KHQ�UDLVH�\RXU�DUP�
slowly to lengthen the muscle. Repeat three 
times. 
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Forearms

Forearm extensors

7KH�IRUHDUP�H[WHQVRUV�DUH�WKH�PXVFOHV�
RQ�WKH�IURQW�RI�\RXU�DUP�WKDW�H[WHQG��SXOO�
EDFN��\RXU�ZULVW�DQG�oQJHUV��7R�VKRUWHQ�WKLV�
PXVFOH�JURXS��H[WHQG�\RXU�ZULVW�DQG�KDQG�
XSZDUG��8VLQJ�\RXU�RWKHU�WKXPE��DSSO\�oUP�
SUHVVXUH�LQWR�WKH�H[WHQVRU�PXVFOHV�DQG�
towards your elbow. Slowly bend your wrist 
GRZQ�XQWLO�\RXU�oQJHUV�DUH�SRLQWLQJ�WR�WKH�
ground. Repeat through the whole length of 
the muscle group.
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)RUHDUP�pH[RUV

7KH�IRUHDUP�pH[RUV�DUH�WKH�PXVFOHV�RQ�WKH�
LQVLGH�RI�\RXU�IRUHDUP�WKDW�pH[��SXOO�IRUZDUG��
\RXU�ZULVW�DQG�oQJHUV�

To shorten this muscle group, close your 
KDQG�DQG�pH[�\RXU�ZULVW��8VLQJ�\RXU�RWKHU�
WKXPE��DSSO\�oUP�SUHVVXUH�LQWR�WKH�pH[RU�
PXVFOHV��6ORZO\�H[WHQG�\RXU�ZULVW�DQG�
RSHQ�\RXU�oQJHUV�VR�WKH�PXVFOHV�DUH�LQ�D�
lengthened position. Repeat through the full 
length of the muscle group.
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Notes
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AIS Physical Therapies 
Australian Sports Commission 

Leverrier Street Bruce ACT 2617

Phone: (02) 6214 1253 
)D[���������������� 

ausport.gov.au/ais/physicaltherapies


