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How many times have you seen well-meaning friends and family offering advice to new and
expectant parents? At some point we all have seen parents on the receiving end of someone saying,
“Don’t spoil your baby by holding him or her too much!” Baby products such as baby seats, carriers,
swings and toys also encourage parents to have less physical contact with their infants. However, rather
than resulting in a spoiled child, research shows that holding a baby makes it more likely he or she will
become a happier, healthier and more secure child.

Many studies of premature infants have shown that massage or gentle touch enhances growth
patterns and improves health and development. Touching these babies helps narrow the gap between
them and full-term babies. Some hospitals have volunteer “cuddlers” to touch and hold babies whose
parents are unable to be with them very much.

“Kangaroo care,” a method of skin-to-skin contact with the mother, is used for pre-term infants in
third world countries where they may not have incubators. Keeping the infant with mother at all times
skin-to-skin keeps its body temperature up. Recent studies have found “kangaroo care” may be helpful
for some premature babies for their development and to improve bonding with their mother. Many
mothers prefer this method to traditional hospital methods, and it has been shown to be a safe
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alternative for some preemies.

In full-term babies, researchers have found that even a small difference in touching by the
mother during the first hours following birth can have a significant effect on the baby and the mother-
infant relationship for a long time. Mothers with extra skin-to-skin contact and suckling during the first
hour after delivery breastfeed longer than those without the extra contact.

Improvements in breastfeeding duration and positive behaviors by the mother toward the child
were observed in a separate study as much as three years after extra skin-to-skin contact and suckling
the first hour after delivery. In other studies, babies had a closer relationship with their mother at a later
date when they received more contact immediately after birth. Healthy babies, separated from their
mothers during the first 90 minutes after birth, cry 10 times more than babies placed in body contact
with their mothers. Babies who have had surgery recover better with touch and comforting.

Carrying a baby helps develop the cerebellum, the part of the brain that regulates smooth
coordination of muscles and is involved in emotional behavior. This part of the brain is stimulated by
motion. Being rocked or carried is not just soothing, it is essential for complete brain growth. Effects
of such development extend well beyond infancy. In older children, touch can also have health benefits.
One researcher found that asthmatic children had better airflow and diabetic children’s glucose level
decreased during a month of massage therapy.

What about babies who are in daycare when their parents work? When possible, choose a care
person or facility that has the smallest infant-to-caregiver ratio. Many church-affiliated daycares have
volunteers who rock babies — a wonderful idea worth checking on. Working mothers may want to plan
on visiting their infant’s daycare during lunch hour — it’s a great way to work in extra time with baby.
Although many families cannot afford in-home nanny care, there are daycare options other than the six
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infants per adult caregiver (the maximum allowed by Arkansas law). Spend time looking for alternatives
in your area as soon as possible, preferably during pregnancy.

How can busy modern parents spend more time holding their babies when there are so many
demands on their time? One choice that many parents find helpful is a soft baby carrier or sling. This
lets parents do things around the house or shop at the grocery store while remaining in contact with their
baby. Fussy babies often find the movement of the parent to be soothing, and the closeness the carrier
provides comforting.

Remember that infancy passes very quickly and many of the things we think we need to be doing
really can wait until a later time. One way to adjust our view to one better for the baby is to view
gestation as being of 18 months duration (nine months in the womb and nine months in someone’s arms).
At about nine months, the baby usually becomes very active and doesn’t want to be held as much.

For more information about the importance of touch for infants and children, contact your local

health unit or the Arkansas Department of Health at (501) 661-2215.
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