
The Far- Reaching Benefits of Infant Massage

Infant massage, as it is shared in this book, is not a fad. It is an ancient art 

that connects you deeply with the person who is your baby, and it helps 

you to understand your baby’s particular nonverbal language and respond 

with love and respectful listening. It empowers you as a parent, for it gives 

you the means by which you become an expert on your own child and 

therefore can respond according to your baby’s unique needs. Rather than 

growing up selfish and demanding (though all kids go through such 

stages), a child whose voice is heard, whose heart is full, and who is enve

loped in love overflows with that love and naturally, unselfconsciously 

gives of themself to others. They learn what healthy, respectful touch is by 

being touched that way. They learn self discipline by watching their par

ents and imitating them. The deep emotional bonds formed in infancy lay 

a foundation for a lifetime of trust, courage, dependability, faith and love.

‘ Vimala McClure is a visionary who has helped innumerable people be

come far better parents. She has become my own personal Dr. Spock, the 

main source I turn to for loving and competent guidance and inspiration 

in raising my children’

— Marc Allen, author of Visionary Business and A Visionary Life

‘ What a brilliant way to love and nurture a child! The first connection 

between parent and child is physical, through the body. By using the tech

niques that Vimala has developed, your parental relationship will be off 

to a magnificent start’

— Judy Ford, author of Wonderful Ways to Love a Child and  

Wonderful Ways to Be a Family

‘ Embodying spirit is the work of our times . . .  and the beautiful, empow

ering words of Vimala McClure bring to our everyday life a deep and 

abiding experience of the timeliness of the body, soul and spirit. We are 

changed’

— Carolyn Craft, director of Wisdom Radio
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F o r e w o r d

A Gift of Touch

In the summer of 1974, when my first child was born, I didn’t know any

thing about infant massage, but I knew that I wanted to touch my baby. It 

was a hot summer, and it felt good to carry my daughter around skin to 

skin. I would take her outside and lay her on a blanket in the fresh air 

under the eaves of our house. There I would rub her with sweet almond 

oil and massage her soft skin.

At about this same time, a few hundred miles away, Vimala was mas

saging her babies. Vimala is the premier proponent of infant massage in 

the world, and was among the first to write about massage in general and 

infant massage in particular. In fact, Vimala’s work in infant massage has 

been instrumental in the birth of touch therapy and bodywork in the 

United States and has helped to popularize and legitimize massage 

throughout the world. Her early work on infant massage and premature 

babies was years ahead of its time and continues to influence the humane 

care of newborns through touch.

For many of us, infant massage has been a way to learn to touch our 

babies and to become comfortable with touch in general. Those of us who 

became parents in the 1960s and 1970s grew up in much less intimate and 

“touchy feely” times than today. Seeing people hugging affectionately in 

public as we do today was almost unheard of forty years ago, when Vima

la’s innocent book sparked a revolution in touch in the United States.

As revolutionary as it is, infant massage is really an old fashioned idea, 

and its beauty lies in the fact that anyone can do it. It’s simple and it’s 

good for you. It can’t hurt you or your baby and it costs nothing. Don’t 
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think that you need special skills or talents to massage your baby. It comes 

naturally and is a way for our babies to teach us about themselves and for 

us to learn how to touch.

Touch is as necessary to the human baby as food. Anthropologist Mar

garet Mead studied tribal societies all over the world and found that the 

most violent tribes were those that withheld touch in infancy. Neurologist 

Richard Restak says that physically holding and carrying an infant turn 

out to be the most important factors responsible for the infant’s normal 

mental and social development. The effects of this normal development 

do not just influence infancy but impact the neural and neuroendocrine 

functions underlying emotional behavior in enduring ways. In other 

words, the more we experience authentic intimacy as infants, the more we 

are capable of intimacy as adults. And what could be more intimate than 

gentle touch?

Research at the University of Miami Miller School of Medicine sug

gests that massage can stimulate nerves in the brain that facilitate food 

absorption, resulting in faster weight gain. Massage can lower stress hor

mones, resulting in improved immune function. Touch therapy can also 

help premature infants gain weight faster, asthmatic children improve 

breathing function, diabetic children comply with treatment, and sleep

less babies fall asleep more easily. Other research indicates that touch 

therapy can benefit infants and children with eczema and can improve 

parent baby interactions.

What better way to improve parent baby interactions, what better way 

to ensure your baby is getting enough skin to skin contact, than with in

fant massage? The soothing oil and the soft, easy touch of your hands are 

sensory delights that you can share with your baby as you introduce him 

to the world. Massage is such a nice way to get to know your baby and to 

spend time together in the early weeks and months. Soon enough she will 

be up and around, and these touch times of the early months will be sweet 

memories.

There were eight years between those first massages I gave my daugh

ter and the first real massage I had myself. It was not until the 1980s that 
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massage therapists were easily available, and it took me many years to 

become comfortable with the idea of “indulging” in massage. Something 

that at first seemed frivolous to me has now become a cornerstone of my 

health care. Vimala has taught us that touch is not a self indulgence but is 

actually a basic human need. How unfortunate that we would consider 

fulfilling such a basic need to be self indulgent.

I would recommend that you spoil your children with the indulgence 

of your touch. Perhaps there is nothing quite so personal and intimate as 

the gift of infant massage. Like parenthood in general, infant massage 

enriches the parent as well as the baby. It establishes a tradition of touch 

that will enhance your relationship with your child for years to come.

Peggy O’Mara

Former editor and publisher, Mothering
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P r e f a c e

During the past several decades, physicians have reassessed the impor

tance of maternal infant bonding in relation to development. Studies at 

the University of Colorado and elsewhere have demonstrated that infants 

whose mothers have difficulty in touching, cuddling, or talking to them 

during the first few months of life are more likely to suffer from develop

mental growth or delay. Scientific advances in the understanding of the 

newborn and infant sensory, motor, and cognitive processes have resulted 

in new appreciation for many of the cultural parenting practices of the 

nonindustrialized world. For example, infant carrier packs such as the 

Snugli are modeled after practices observed in many parts of Africa and 

Latin America. These infant carriers promote mutual feelings of comfort 

and security associated with close body contact and still provide the par

ent freedom of movement.

In Infant Massage: A Handbook for Loving Parents, Vimala McClure 

introduces us to a form of parenting that has been practiced for centuries 

in India. The value of infant massage as a parenting technique can be ap

preciated best by recognizing the maternal infant interaction as displayed 

in the faces of parents and babies shown in the pictures in this book. 

Hopefully, parents will accept infant massage into the American way of 

life in the same way that Lamaze childbirth classes and infant carriers 

have been accepted. An added plus to infant massage is the opportunity it 

provides for the father, especially of a breastfed baby, to have positive in

teraction with his child.

I am a pediatrician, and the best advice I can give you is to try the tech

niques in this book. If the interaction between you and your child is enjoy
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able and the massage is fun, you will be providing your infant with a 

pleasurable form of stimulation that may build a strong foundation for 

your child’s development.

Stephen Berman, M.D., F.A.A.P.

Former president, American Academy of Pediatrics

Director, Center for Global Health, University of 

Colorado School of Public Health

Section Head in General Academic Pediatrics, 

Children’s Hospital Colorado
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I n t r o d u c t i o n

In 1973, I was twenty one years old. I had been practicing yoga and med

itation for a few years, and I wanted to be a yoga instructor. The only way 

to do that, at the time, was to travel to a training center in northwest 

India. The training center was also an orphanage; I was expected to work 

in the orphanage by day, and train with a yoga monk by night. There were 

three Indian girls in their teens who were going to become yoga nuns.

During the time I was there, I made a discovery that would substan

tially redirect my life. I loved the children, who always came rushing to 

me, wanting to hug me, to sit on my lap, and for me to sing with them. I 

noticed that all the children I saw, both in and out of the orphanage, were 

delightful. They were open and relaxed and always smiling. In spite of 

their extreme poverty, they were happy, they had a relaxed way of being in 

the world, and I often saw boys— not just girls— walking around with a 

baby on their hips.

One night after class, I was walking around the compound, looking up 

at the stars, which were so bright and different from what I saw in Amer

ica. I approached the sleeping quarters of the children and peeked in. A 

girl, about twelve years old, was massaging a baby and singing softly. I 

waited until she was finished, and went in to talk to her. Luckily, I knew 

some Bengali— her language. She told me that massage, especially for ba

bies, was traditional. An Indian mother regularly massages everyone in 

her family and passes these techniques on to her daughters. At the or

phanage, the eldest massage the little ones nearly every day. I asked her if 

she could show me how to do it. She happily agreed, and allowed me to 

massage the baby, who was so relaxed and sleepy. I learned how to use oil, 
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warm my hands, and perform each stroke. The baby connected with me 

immediately. She gazed into my eyes, smiled, and drifted off to sleep.

I was profoundly touched by this experience. I thought about it a lot. I 

began to think that maybe the children in India were so relaxed in the way 

they carried themselves because they had been massaged every day in their 

infancy. It was a type of nurturing I hadn’t seen in the United States. I re

ceived its benefits when, during my last week in India, I succumbed to 

malaria. When I was delirious with fever, all the women in the neighbor

hood came to look after me. They massaged my body with practiced 

hands, as if I were a baby, and they sang to me, taking turns until my fever 

broke. I will never forget the feeling of their hands and hearts touching me.

On my way to the train station after a tearful good bye at the orphan

age, my rickshaw stopped to let a buffalo cart go by. To my right was a 

shanty— just a few boards and some canvas— where a family lived by the 

road. A young mother sat in the dirt with her baby across her knees, lov

ingly massaging him and singing. As I watched her, I thought, “There is so 

much more to life than material wealth.” She had so little, yet she could 

offer her baby this beautiful gift of love and security, a gift that would help 

to make him a compassionate human being.

I thought about all the children I had known in India, and how loving, 

warm, and playful they were in spite of their so called disadvantages. 

They took care of one another, and they accepted responsibility without 

reservation. Perhaps, I thought, they are able to be so loving, so relaxed 

and natural because they have been loved like this as infants, and infants 

have been loved this way in India for thousands of years. Massage, per

haps, makes them at home in their world, not enemies or conquerors of it. 

It welcomes them to the warmth and love that are here for them, allowing 

them to retain the gentle spirit that comes clothed in a new, still unformed, 

and fragile body. And it helps that body adjust to the stimulation of a 

world full of noises, lights, movement, sharpness, and clamor with curios

ity, not fear. Later I learned from many mothers and grandmothers this 

ancient art of heart and hands that so clearly impacts the bodies, minds, 

and spirits of the people who receive it.
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Though I had noticed how cuddly, relaxed, and friendly the Indian 

children seemed, it wasn’t until I became pregnant a few years later that I 

started seriously thinking about the benefits of infant massage. During 

my pregnancy, I developed an interest in all aspects of childbirth and in

fant development, and began studying everything I could find. I read the 

book Touching by Ashley Montagu, and I grew determined to integrate 

massage into my baby’s life every day.

As I thought about how to do this and read about the incredible im

portance of nurturing touch to all mammals, I studied Montagu’s bibliog

raphy and decided to find the research upon which his claims were based. 

I had a feeling that this information could be translated to humans. Mon

tagu had made the connection throughout his book, and thinking about 

massaging my baby was suddenly very exciting.

I spent most of my pregnancy driving from our home in Boulder, Col

orado, to the big medical library in neighboring Denver. I made copies of 

every single piece of research in Montagu’s book and brought them home. 

The more I learned about how animal mothers supply nurturing touch to 

their infants, and its crucial importance, the more excited I became. For 

example, cats have rough tongues and lick their newborns like crazy. Ev

erybody thinks it is to get them clean. But actually, they are massaging the 

babies to help their internal processes work, such as respiration, diges

tion, and circulation. Without that, the kittens die. I had read about fail

ure to thrive, when human babies get depressed and spiral downward even 

though they are receiving the best nutrition; when they lack nurturing 

touch, they begin to die. That was an “aha” moment for me.

My first child was born in September 1976, and I began massaging him 

every day. Having taught yoga for several years, I found that a number of 

its massage techniques and poses were easily incorporated into our daily 

massage routine— a routine based on my own combination of ancient 

Indian and modern Swedish methods along with techniques I knew as a 

yoga instructor. This joyful blend provided my son with a wonderful bal

ance of outgoing and incoming energy, of tension release and stimulation. 

Additionally, it seemed to relieve the painful gas he experienced that first 
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month. Gentle yoga like exercises ended our massage playfully and fur

ther helped in toning and relieving his digestive system.

I began massaging my baby immediately after he was born. You would 

think that all was roses and rainbows, but that was not the case. He had 

colic and was miserable, crying for hours at a time. He accepted the mas

sage, but when I started massaging his belly, he would fuss and sometimes 

cry.

Most parents would probably stop, assuming that he just “didn’t like” 

being massaged. I had the hunch, in part due to my research, that his colic 

was simply a result of an underdeveloped gastrointestinal system. I com

forted him, but didn’t stop massaging. I thought about how the digestive 

system works, and I thought about yoga postures that I knew were created 

especially for irritable bowel syndrome, to help relieve gas trapped in the 

colon.

I began changing the strokes I had learned in India. I had several mas

sage therapist friends, and asked them to show me what they would do 

with a client experiencing these problems. I even got several massages my

self, so that I could experience what the movements felt like. I designed a 

series of strokes that combined traditional Indian massage, whose strokes 

move from the center of the body outward to aid in releasing tension, with 

Swedish massage techniques, whose strokes move toward the heart to aid 

in circulation. I added some reflexology and modified yoga postures. 

Within two weeks, my son’s colic had disappeared.

By the time my baby was about five months old, I had developed a 

routine that I turned into a curriculum for a five session course. I wanted 

to share this wonderful art with other parents. I made a little flyer and 

asked local businesses to display it on their counters and in their windows. 

My first class was with five mothers and their babies in the front room of 

our little apartment. Since then, thousands of parents and infants have 

attended my classes and sought private instruction. Over the years, they 

have provided me with continual education and inspiration, for which I 

am most grateful.

In May 1977, Frédérick Leboyer’s book Loving Hands, a poetic obser
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vation of a woman in India massaging her baby, was published. The world 

was ready for infant massage, a term I coined myself. There was a huge 

surge of interest in pregnancy, birth, and babies. Drs. John Kennell and 

Marshall Klaus did research on bonding, which became the topic of the 

day. Once I began looking into bonding, I discovered that all of the ele

ments known to help with bonding were part of infant massage. So mas

sage was a way to continue the bonding process with both parents in the 

fourth trimester and beyond.

Soon I had fifteen to eighteen mothers and babies coming to classes 

(fathers would come later) that I taught twice a week. I began to make 

handouts for them, instructing them how to prepare for the massage, rec

ommending books, and showing research, and I came up with a feedback 

form for them to fill out in the last class. Every possible type of mother 

and baby attended my classes; I learned so much in those early years.

In the years since my first classes, interest in infant massage has ex

ploded around the world among parents and professionals alike. In 1978, 

I wrote a manuscript that I called Infant Massage: A Handbook for Lov-

ing Parents. Through many magical moments, it was published by Bantam 

Books of New York.

I began training instructors, then trained trainers to train instructors. 

We now have an international nonprofit organization, the first and largest 

of its kind, for the preservation and dissemination of this ancient prac

tice: the International Association of 

Infant Massage, with instructors in 

more than seventy countries. Many 

hospitals now train nursery staff to 

use massage and holding techniques 

with premature and sick babies and 

offer instruction to parents in an ef

fort to promote bonding and ease ba

bies’ discomforts. In addition, the 

benefits of this simple tradition, intu

itively developed and refined in the 
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“laboratories” of thousands of years of human experience, are being rec

ognized day by day in modern scientific research. (I have met with many a 

joke in this regard, teased gently as a Westerner who needs double blind 

studies to prove that grass grows if you water it!)

My children are grown now, and the impact of our experience with 

massage during their infancies has not diminished. The daily massages 

provided a foundation for physical, emotional, and spiritual harmony and 

closeness that we all carry with us for life.

I would like to share a letter I received from a mother who learned in

fant massage from this book when I first began teaching. It is not meant 

as medical advice; certainly if your baby has medical problems, you should 

work with your medical professionals and be sure the massage you deliver 

is appropriate for your baby’s needs. I share it with you to show you how 

profoundly this simple practice can affect a family. I thank the mother 

who sent me this priceless letter.

Dear Vimala,

I wanted to personally write and thank you for the invaluable 

contribution you made to my children.

My son was born addicted to a drug that I had been given to stop 

seizures from toxemia and premature labor. Additionally, I was treated 

several times with other intravenous drugs. Throughout the pregnancy, 

repeated physicians scolded me and my husband for continuing the 

pregnancy. We were assured that our baby would be handicapped, a 

“vegetable,” and so on. We fought hard and well as he survived to thirty- 

eight weeks gestation, born at a robust eight pounds, fifteen ounces. It 

was soon obvious that his nervous system was badly affected by the 

drugs and stress.

He cried endlessly or slept nonstop, missing feedings. If  he was 

startled, his little arms and legs would jut out and shake uncontrollably. 

The doctors suggested more drugs to calm him. They again asserted that 

his nervous system and probably his brain were irreparably harmed. A 

wonderful neighbor and breastfeeding professional came to our rescue. 
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She taught me your methods of  infant massage to calm him and showed 

me how to swaddle him to prevent jarring his sensitive nervous system. 

To make a long story a tad bit shorter, he grew to be an inquisitive and 

absolutely delightful toddler. The shaking subsided, and a brilliant 

intellect came forth combined with an energy that was tiring to us poor 

adults. Today, my supposedly “handicapped” child is in college, a 

National Merit Scholar, a recognized leader, a wonderful volunteer 

worker, and engaged to be married to a dynamic and equally bright 

young woman. He was nationally recognized as a teen and was offered 

more than $375,000 in scholarships. He works with severely handicapped 

adults and plans on being a physician.

My second son was also the product of  a terribly high- risk 

pregnancy. Drug therapies were a bit more advanced and, with the help 

of  diet, controlled the toxemia. He was born with noted neurological 

deficits. By the age of  five months, we were cautioned that he had begun 

to show the symptoms of  autism. He was highly irritable and, to put it 

simply, a challenging baby.

I once again drew on my experience with massage. The tension in his 

little limbs would melt away, and he remained in contact with the world. 

I kept him close to me, leaving him only with caregivers for short periods 

of  time who were willing to comfort him as needed, to hold him, 

massage him. Though still plagued with a few problems, he is a very 

bright and caring sixteen- year- old. He is already doing computer design 

for toy and software companies.

Without the help of  my neighbor who had studied your techniques, I 

do not believe that either of  these young men would be where they are 

today. I believe that their intellectual, physical, and emotional 

development is attributable to the comfort they received as infants. How 

can I ever thank you? Please know that this mother will be in your debt 

forever.

Sincerely,

A grateful mother
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Infant massage can promote the kind of parenting that this attentive 

mother was able to provide. Its benefits go far beyond the immediate 

physiological gains. As you massage your baby regularly, you will discover 

that you develop a bond with your child that will last a lifetime.

On Choosing the Right Word

Like many authors, I have encountered the male female pronoun prob

lem. When referring to a baby, do I say “he or she”? Or “he/she”? Or  

“s/he”? All of these seem clumsy and forced. So to get my own message 

across as simply as possible, I have chosen to refer to the baby as “he” 

some of the time and “she” some of the time— providing balance for all.

Another problem is in reference to the person massaging the baby. I 

have used “mother” much of the time as the primary masseuse in the 

book, both for the sake of convenience and because, in my experience, she 

is most often principally involved in this care. In addition, massage, as I 

see it, is a “mothering” activity, whether it is performed by mother or fa

ther, brother or sister, grandma or grandpa.

Since it is my sincere hope that fathers may be equally interested and 

involved, I have included a special section for them. To those fathers who 

read the book in its entirety and decide to massage their babies, I would 

simply ask them to change “mother” to “father” in their minds at the ap

propriate places.
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About References

Throughout the book, I cite research about various topics. I have decided 

not to footnote the book so that it doesn’t read like a thesis. I’ve tried to 

note the research in the “References and Recommendations” section, but 

I’ve probably missed a few of the studies I refer to in the book.

Enough said!
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