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Relaxation for mothers of infants at risk of poor growth and development
MAMI Global Network, January 2025

Background

Counselling and support on maternal mental health is a core component of the MAMI Care Pathway.
Relaxation techniques are one approach that have been applied in different contexts to help mothers cope
with their circumstances, build her resilience and to improve both maternal and infant wellbeing.

MAMI Implementers’ meetings held in April 2023, February and May 2024 highlighted many questions
around maternal stress and interest in applying practical methods. Resources are generally Western
overviews and this is a critical bias and gap.

To help others consider this in their context, we share key tools and supporting evidence and welcome
practitioners to share any other relevant audiovisual material and experiences with us at
mami@ennonline.net

Tools
MAMI Counselling Cards and Support Actions Booklet Card C 5 Relaxation | (page 73) Card C 6 Relaxation Il
(page 75) (see images below), part of the MAMI Care Pathway v3 (ENN, LSHTM, 2021)).

MAMI relaxation teaching session for mothers (GOAL Ethiopia). MAMI YouTube. Jan. 2025. Given by a
research nurse as part of a Randomised Control Trial on MAMI in Ethiopia. See instructions in box below.

Progressive _Muscle Relaxation. Stress Reduction Exercices. John Hopkins Medicine. Dr Neda Gould,
Psychologist.

Progressive Muscle Relaxation. Learning how to deal with stress. Bridge the gAPP. Eastern Health NL.

Relaxation techniques. Yukonu University (2013).

Self-soothing and trauma techniques for mothers and infants: Tapping (Peaceful Heart Network) Havening
(Humanitarian Havening). MAMI YouTube May 2024.


https://www.ennonline.net/mamicarepathway
mailto:mami@ennonline.net
https://www.ennonline.net/sites/default/files/MAMI-Counselling-Cards-(standard-version-horizontal).pdf
https://www.ennonline.net/mamicarepathway
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rhYa6Ce6_So
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ClqPtWzozXs
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GZ9PHsbt-m4
https://www.yukonu.ca/sites/default/files/inline-files/relaxation-techniques.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yK3ksW2dhFI&list=PL9JZod6XdI8dlzB1wtbgqIgHAGkjy3ukg&index=6&t=37s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PcIha8cN59w&list=PL9JZod6XdI8dlzB1wtbgqIgHAGkjy3ukg&index=7
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Progressive Muscle Relaxation instructions (from Ethiopia Randomised Control Trial)

Progressive muscle relaxation was offered to mothers enrolled in the MAMI Care Pathway randomized control trial. This
teaching video was done by Tigist, a research nurse, working with GOAL as part of the trial. It demonstrates how
breathing and relaxation steps are explained to mothers.

Sit in a relaxed position and lean back. Breathe deeply then progressively tense up and relax each muscle. Each
contraction of a muscle is done for 10 seconds while taking a breath, followed by breathing out and relaxing.

“Breathing”: Stretch, then take a deep breath in and breath out 3 to 5 times.

“Relaxing the face”: Squeeze the muscles in your forehead: Lift your eyebrows as high as possible, pushing them up to
feel tension in your forehead and scalp areas. Hold this for ten seconds before slowly relaxing and releasing the tension.

“Relaxing the eyes and nose”: Close your eyes very tightly, narrowing them tightly until you feel the tension around your
eyes. At the same time, wrinkle your nose, feeling the tension around the eyes, nose, and upper cheeks. Hold this for
ten seconds before slowly relaxing and releasing the tension around your eyes and nose. Then keep your eyes closed
and focus on the relaxed feelings around your eyes and nose for ten seconds and release slowly.

"Relaxing the jaw and neck": Tense your jaw by biting your teeth and feeling the tension in your jaw. Then bring your
head down and press your chin towards your chest, noticing the tightness around your mouth, jaw, and front part of
your neck. Hold this for ten seconds before relaxing and releasing the tension. Keep these parts of your face and neck
relaxed for ten seconds.

“Relaxing the shoulders”: Move forward in the chair and bring your elbows up and back so that you can feel your
shoulder blades being squeezed together. Hold this for ten seconds before relaxing and releasing the tension by sitting
back in the chair, placing your arms in your lap and allowing your shoulders to fall back into their normal position. Feel
the release of tension in your shoulders and down the middle of your back.

“Relaxing the chest”: Tighten your chest by taking a deep breath and then holding it. At the same time, your chest is
pushed out, feel the tension in your shoulders and upper back. Then feel the tension in your chest as you fill your lungs
with air. Hold this for ten seconds before relaxing and slowly breathing out. Finally, relax for ten seconds.

“Relaxing the stomach”: Tighten your stomach by pulling it in, then feel the tension in your stomach and how hard it
feels. Now relax, releasing the tightness in your stomach. Finally, relax for ten seconds.

“Relaxing the arms”: Stretch out your right hand out first, tighten the fist and hold this for 10 seconds. Repeat this with
the left hand. Stretch both arms straight out, make tight fists and tighten whole arms from hands to shoulders. Feel the
tension in your biceps, forearms, elbows, wrists and fingers. Hold this for 10 seconds before relaxing, releasing the
tension by bending your arms at the elbows and resting them on your lap. Feel the release of tension from your arms.

“Relaxing the legs”: Lift your right leg off the floor so that your leg is fully stretched in front of you. Curl your toes inward
towards yourself and tighten your whole leg as much as possible. Feel the tension in your foot, calf, knees and thighs.
Hold this for ten seconds before relaxing, slowly releasing the tension in your leg by lowering it and bending your knee
slightly so that your foot is on the floor. Finally, relax the entire length of your leg. Repeat the process with your left leg,
holding and then relaxing each part. Feel relaxed through the entire length of this leg.

“Relaxing your body”: Finally, after taking all the steps, relax your whole body. Then keep your eyes closed and let
yourself be in a relaxed position for a while. After ten seconds take your own time and slowly open your eyes. Now, you
should feel renewed and refreshed.
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MAMI Care Pathway Package, Counselling Cards and Support Actions

Card C5

EEYEL B

I —
~Thinks kvirgly of baky Wy
- Seunds of batry S
- Sight of baby -Fain
~Touachars tha baty -Donien
Canfidance

Anxiety, fatigue, and
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affect the success of
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g and Support Actions

unse:

Refer to'Counselling and Communication Skills'for tips on communicating.
- Relaxation technigues help with stimulating milk flow and contribute to successful and continued
breastfeeding. The more relaxed the mother is the more the milk flow is stimulated.

Note: It is helpful for the technique to have: 1) a repetitive stimulus (word, sound, or breathing), 2)
relaxed muscles, and 3) a quiet environment.

- Different relaxation technigues exist. Examine these with the mother and discuss preferred method.

Deep breathing
Note: It is natural to take long, deep breaths, when relaxed. However, during the fight-or-flight

the brain to begin calming the body. Practice will make your body respond more efficiently to deep
breathing in the future.

« Breathein slowly.

+ Count in your head and make sure the inward breath lasts at least 5 seconds.
Pay attention to the feeling of the air filling your lungs.

Hold your breath for 5 to 10 seconds (again, keep count).

Breathe out very slowly for 5 to 10 seconds (count!).

Pretend like you are breathing through a straw to slow yourself down. Try using a real straw to
practice.

Repeat the breathing process until you feel calm.
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1.These help reflex: 2.These hinder reflex:
- Thinks lovingly of baby -Worry
- Sounds of baby - Stress
- Sight of baby - Pain
-Touches the baby - Doubt
- Confidence
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Card Cé6
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Anxiety, fatigue, and
emotional stress may
affect the success of
breastfeeding.

g and Support A ns

Relaxation technigues help with stimulating milk flow and contribute to successful and continued breastfeeding. The

more relaxed the mother is the more milk flow is stimulated.

« Different relaxation techniques exist. Examine these with the mother and discuss preferred method.

+ Examples of relaxation technique include: breathing exercises guided by an audio recording, listening to music,
massage, and others.

MNote: It is helpful for the technique to have: 1) a repetitive stimulus (word, sound, or breathing), 2) relaxed muscles, and

3) a quiet environment.

Squeeze-hug technique

« Ask mother or caregiver (either standing or sitting in a chair) to make sure both soles of their feet are flat on the ground.

» Move the feet (stamping lightly on the ground or sliding them from side to side but keeping the soles of the feet on
the ground at all times), and then while keeping the mother/caregivers feet pressed to the ground, ask them to
imagine they are pressing their feet into warm soft sand, or soft earth.

+ Then ask her to cross her arms in front of her, and using opposite hand on opposite arm, get her to gently squeeze her
hand on her arm, moving from the shoulder down to the elbow, and then from the elbow down to the wrist and back
again to the elbow. Gently squeezing down both arms at the same time.

+ Then ask her to wrap her arms around herself so that her hands are touching her back/shoulder blades. Gently giving
herself a squeeze evenly and gently for about one minute. Then release arms.

Back massage technique (with partner)

+ Mother sits at the table resting her head on her arms, as relaxed as possible.

= Explain that it is important for her breasts and her back to be naked.

+ Chair should be far enough away from the table for her breasts to hang free.

+ Rub both sides of her spine with thumbs, making small circular movemnents, from her neck to her shoulder blades.
« Ask her how she feels, and if it makes her feel relaxed.

Mote: this technique can be demonstrated during the counselling session for the mother and partner to practice at

home.
L.

response, breathing becomes rapid and shallow. Deep breathing reverses this and sends messages to

You do not want to feel uncomfortable, but it should last quite a bit longer than an ordinary breath.
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