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Children and Massage
A Powerful Parental Ally
Shirley Vanderbilt 

Massage can cultivate a sense of well-being and security for children.
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"Every child, no matter the age, should
be massaged at bedtime on a regular
basis." So says Tiffany Field, Ph.D., of
the Touch Research Institute (TRI) in
Miami, Fla. Field and her associates at
TRI have worked diligently over the past
decade proving the benefits of massage
for children. But this is not a new
concept.

Infant massage has long been a common
practice in families of Eastern and
African cultures. Many indigenous
tribes use some form of bodywork to
soothe, relax and heal their little ones,
sometimes including scented oils and
herbal remedies as part of the
experience. With our modern
technology and hurried lives, we

frequently find ourselves lacking in
quality family time and touching each
other less. The ancient practice of
massage can serve to reaffirm a close
bond with our children, and to convey a
comforting sense of security and trust.

Touch is the first sense to develop in
humans. It is essential to our health and
well-being. Babies have been known to

fail to thrive and even die without an
adequate amount of physical contact.
Adults, as well, can become depressed
and ill if they are isolated from this most
basic of human needs. Children who
learn healthy views of touch and are
provided with positive tactile experience
by their caregivers are more likely to
grow up to be adults with healthy
self-esteem, a sense of appropriate
boundaries and long-lasting intimate
relationships.

TRI researcher Maria Hernandez-Reif,
Ph.D., says she regularly gives massage to
her own daughter. When asked if other
parents should do the same, she says,
"Absolutely, a daily massage at least.
That's what the studies show. Regardless

of whether it's an infant, a child with
illness, a preschooler, pregnant women,
or the elderly -- no matter who we
studied we have found that massage
benefits all age groups and individuals of
different conditions."



Giving your child a massage each day can help deepen the parent-child bond. 
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Kids Stress, Too
Massage is a wonderful stress-buster for
children. "Oftentimes when we think
about stress," Hernandez-Reif says, "we
think it's just an adult condition, only
adults have stress. But if you think about
it, even young infants and children are
prone to stress." A young child starting
school who is unfamiliar with the area or
children in the class will experience
stress. Family illness or financial
problems, divorce and even vacations
can produce emotional strain.
Hernandez-Reif notes that one of the
consistent findings in studies of the
benefits of massage therapy is a
reduction in stress and stress hormone
levels: "There is a relationship between
stress and the immune system. If stress
hormones are chronically elevated, the
[hormone] cortisol will destroy the
healthy immune cells that fight viruses
and tumors and keep the immune
system healthy. If you can reverse that,
you not only reduce stress but also
reduce stress hormones, allowing the
immune system to bounce back and do
its job, which is to heal the body and
keep it healthy."

As for children's behavioral response to
massage, she says, "They are happier and
in a better mood. We have observed they
appear more relaxed, calm and
oftentimes fall asleep during massage."
If it's the child's first massage, they may
squirm a bit because they are not
familiar with this type of touch. Due to
the discomfort and pain of medical
procedures inflicted on them, infants
and especially premature babies may
have developed a negative association
with touch. Given this new, positive
experience they relax and their bodies
quiet down.

Infant Massage
One of the best ways to give your baby
safe, positive messages about touch is to
give her massage on a regular basis. Early
infant massage may stimulate the
developing nervous system and brain,
and memory of that positive touch may
then be permanently registered in the
body cells. By improving circulation,
respiration, digestion and elimination,
massage promotes a sense of comfort in
your baby and makes her less prone to
colic. As the baby grows, the stroking of
massage prepares the body for sitting,
standing and walking by promoting

strength, motor coordination and
self-confidence. Infant massage is
becoming very popular with new parents
and a number of resources are now
available to get you started. In addition
to books and videos, you can find
certified infant massage therapy
instructors in local private practice and
at hospitals and clinics specializing in
holistic medicine.

TRI's guideline of 15- to 20-minute
sessions is a good rule to follow at home.
Longer sessions can be overstimulating
or even uncomfortable for a younger
child with a short attention span.

Once massage is established as a family
routine, it can benefit your child
throughout his growing years.
Preschoolers have shown better
performance on tests of their
intellectual and manual skills after a
15-minute massage. They also slept

better during naps, were less likely to be
overactive, and had better behavior
ratings.

For teens struggling with the growing
pains of adolescence, massage helps to
balance unstable hormones and can
relieve anxiety by producing a state of
relaxation. A supportive relationship
with a massage therapist who gives them
safe, unconditional touch can also
increase their feelings of self-acceptance
and self-confidence during those trying
years.

Touch is essential to a child's
development, sense of well-being, and
good health. Kids reach out for touch as
naturally as they do for food and water.
A nightly massage can enhance the
parent-child bond and ensure that
touch is a positive, nurturing part of
their human experience. And, as Field
says, "They love it."



Massage eases teen depression and anxiety.

Massage for Your Teenager?  
Bodywork Can Ease Adolescent Angst
 

While teens may be less likely than their
parents to go to a massage therapist,
there are plenty of reasons why this age
group should be encouraged to give it a
try. The benefits of massage are well
documented, among them relief of
muscle tension, lowered stress
hormones, increased sense of
relaxation, improved immune function,
and even a heightened ability to
concentrate, according to studies
conducted by the Touch Research
Institute at the University of Miami
School of Medicine. But for teenagers,
there's an additional payback.

The teenage body is in the midst of
transformation -- exponential growth
and development in a rapid period of
time. On the physical side, teens may be
at increased risk for aches, pains, and
injury. Many teens strain their bodies
with competitive sports, get erratic
sleep, and consume a less-than-optimal
diet. Massage can help muscles recover
from overuse, and help balance the body
and maintain that stability.

Perhaps even more crucial, teen massage
can help improve body image and sleep
patterns, and contribute to decreased
depression, anxiety, and stress. This
keeps a teen connected to her body, even
as it morphs in confounding ways.
"Many teens are self-conscious, and not
happy with their bodies," says Eeris
Kallil, massage therapist and shiatsu
instructor at the Boulder College of
Massage Therapy, in Colorado.
"Massage can help teens stay grounded."
Bodywork has also been reported to help
mediate eating disorders, a growing
concern among teens.

Another potential plus: A beneficial,
therapeutic relationship can develop
between bodyworkers and teenagers
during the years when adolescents need
adult confidantes, but keep parents at a
distance. The practitioner can become a
supportive, trusted adult in a teen's life.
And the session itself, according to
Kallil, can be a way to deal with all the
physical and emotional turmoil of this
tender age.



Children Benefit From Massage Therapy

 Does your child express discomfort, headaches, soreness
or muscle aches in the body? Maybe they should try a
Professional Massage Therapy session. Massage Therapy
can greatly benefit children experiencing muscular aches
from stress, carrying too many books, sports, tension,
headaches & social pressures.											
 I have seen children, as young as 8 years old, as clients
since I began my career 18 years ago. It's amazing how they
respond to healing touch!
Contact me today to discuss how Massage Therapy can
benefit your child.
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