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Caring Touch Tips for Caregivers of Children With Complex Medical Conditions 
Developed by Lauren Cates1, Founder of Healwell2 and Licensed Massage Therapist, for 

Eliana’s Light3 
 
When our children are sick, sometimes we touch them differently or we stop touching them 
altogether.  We may touch them less often or we touch them in a medical way, losing sight of the 
hugs and kisses we used to offer.  This is a very natural shift as we worry about and try to care 
for our children through illness.  
 
Kind, loving touch is a basic need for all people.  When our children are sick, these are beautiful 
moments to remember just how powerful a simple, loving touch can be.  By placing your hands 
softly on your child’s head, heart, or hands, for example, communicates your love for your child. 
This can have a positive healing effect on both your child and on you. 
 

1. When you think about touching your child, the W.A.I.T. Technique can be a great 
foundation for the touch you provide.  WAIT, stands for “Why Am I Talking?”  When 
we touch, we often seek direct and ongoing feedback from the person we are touching, 
especially when that person is in pain.  “Is that too much?”, “Is it helping?”, “How’s 
this?” and the like.  We want to be sure we’re “doing it right”.  When you touch your 
child gently and with love, you will be doing it right and you can tell them a lot without 
talking. 

 
2. Resist the temptation to touch your child “to make it better”.  When we touch with a 

plan to fix, it can be hard for us and it can be hard for our child.  If our touch doesn’t 
make the pain go away or doesn’t make our child happier, we feel we’ve failed.  And 
when we feel we’ve failed, we decide that we shouldn’t touch our child anymore because 
“it’s not working”.  When you place your hands on your child’s head, leg, arm, hand, 
what if your only “goal” is to say, “I love you”? That is indeed “making it better”. 
 

																																																								
1 Lauren is one of Healwell’s founders, its Board Chair and Executive Director. She served as the Clinical Supervisor for 
Hospital/Oncology Massage at The Teal Center at Virginia Hospital Center from 2005-2009 and was a founding director and 
president of the Society for Oncology Massage from 2007-2014. In addition to her duties providing and supervising massage for 
medically complicated, oncology and end of life patients at numerous hospitals in the Washington, DC area, Lauren speaks 
around the world on a variety of topics related to integrative medicine, emotional self-care for practitioners and the mechanics 
and politics of introducing massage therapy into clinical settings. She has been participating in research, teaching and developing 
curriculum for massage therapy courses focused on hospital-based practice, oncology massage and end of life care since 
2007.  Lauren is passionate about elevating the profession of massage therapy and also about broader and more seamless 
integration of massage therapists into mainstream healthcare. She serves on Eliana’s Light’s Advisory Committee. 

2 Healwell is a non-profit agency whose mission is to improve quality of life for people affected by acute, chronic, and serious 
illness through massage therapy, education, and research. www.healwell.org.  

3 Eliana’s Light is a non-profit organization that improves the quality of life of families with children who have complex medical 
conditions by focusing on their whole health and well-being. www.elianaslight.org.  
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3. Less is more.  When you think about “massaging” your child, don’t worry about 
“loosening their muscles” or “working out the knots”.  Deep pressure is not important.  
When we touch the body in a gentle way, the nervous system relaxes and naturally helps 
the body release its own chemicals that make the brain and the muscles happier.  Think 
about just applying lotion to your own skin.  You’re not massaging the muscles, you’re 
talking to the nervous system and all of the millions of nerves in those really surface 
layers of the skin…and that’s so much more than enough.   
 

4. Forget technique.  Keep your hands soft.  There’s no need to squeeze or press hard or to 
chop or knead.  Just touch and let that be enough.  You can use lotion, but you don’t need 
to. You can touch directly on the skin, or you can lay your hands on your child’s back or 
stomach through a blanket when s/he is sleeping.  
 

5. Any amount of touch is helpful when you follow the guidelines above.  You don’t 
have to do it for 30 minutes or an hour.  A few minutes of simple, kind, agenda-free 
loving touch can make an incredible difference.  

 
You love your child.  Let your hands tell them how much. 

BASIC HAND POSITIONS AND MOTIONS 
  
Sandwich Holds: Make a “sandwich” with your hands around any part of your child’s body.  
Just place one hand on top of their hand and one underneath or one hand on top of their knee and 
one underneath.  
 
Gentle Compressions: Place your hands softly and openly on your child’s thigh or forearm or 
shoulder or foot and just push gently into the tissue, letting your hand sink in just a little and 
then, slowly, lift your hand and move it up or down the limb and allow it to sink again.   
 
Thumb Circles: use the pad of your thumb to very gently make small circles in the palm of your 
child’s hand or along their arm or across their forehead.  
 
Thumb Rolls: Place both of your thumbs next to each other and gently roll or allow them to 
glide across any area of the body.  
 
Cross-Body Stroking: Place your hand on your child’s shoulder and then brush your hand down 
and across the child’s body to the opposite hip.  Then do the same from the other shoulder to the 
other hip.  You can do this on the back or on the chest, even on the tiniest of children.   
 
Still Holds: Sometimes it’s plenty to just rest your hands lovingly on different parts of your 
child’s body.  When stroking and/or compression feel like they might be too much, don’t be 
afraid to just be still with your touch.  
 
Be sure to do all of these strokes gently and slowly.  It can be useful to use your child’s breathing 
as a guide for your pace.  Focus on the pace of your child’s breathing as you calm yours.  


