
GUHES 2024; 6 (2): 97-106                                                                                                                                       Review 

DOI: 10.59124/guhes.1477908                                                                                     

Ceyda Sarper Erkılıç (Corresponding author); ORCID: 0000-0001-5663-9899 e-mail: ceydasarper@gazi.edu.tr   

Ayten Şentürk Erenel; ORCID: 0000-0002-0841-2099 e-mail: ayten.senturkerenel@lokmanhekim.edu.tr 

 

Citation: Sarper Erkılıç C, Erenel Şentürk A.  (2024). The effect of ınfant massage on postpartum depression and maternal attachment: A literature 

review. Journal of Gazi University Health Sciences Institute, 6 (2), 78-88.  https://doi.org/10.59124/guhes.1477908 

Journal of Gazi University Health Sciences Institute 

journal homepage: https://dergipark.org.tr/tr/pub/guhes 

 
 

The Effect of Infant Massage on Postpartum Depression and Maternal Attachment:  

A Literature Review 

 

Ceyda Sarper Erkılıç1*, Ayten Şentürk Erenel2  

  

1 Gazi University Institute of Health Sciences 

2 Lokman Hekim University Faculty of Health Sciences, Department of Nursing 

 

 

Article info: 

Received: 03.05.2024 

Accepted: 26.07.2024 

 

 

Keywords:  

depression,  

infant,  

maternal attachment, 

nursing,  

postpartum period                       

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Abstract 

 

The postpartum period can be both exciting and challenging for mothers. During this time, women 

may potentially experience postpartum depression (PPD) due to various factors such as hormonal 

changes, breastfeeding and sleep problems, increased stress load, infant care, and adjustment to 

maternal roles. PPD poses a serious risk to both maternal and infant health. Infant massage, with 

its positive effects on PPD and maternal attachment, has been encouraged as a practice taught to 

mothers in recent years. This review examines the effects of infant massage on mothers during the 

postpartum period. Findings suggest that infant massage may be an effective method in reducing 

PPD symptoms and strengthening maternal attachment. By enhancing the emotional bond between 

mother and baby, reducing stress, and increasing oxytocin levels, infant massage contributes to 

alleviating symptoms of PPD. It is important for nurses to educate and promote infant massage 

among mothers during the postpartum period. Infant massage may play a significant role in 

reducing PPD risk and enhancing mother-infant attachment. Further research could evaluate the 

long-term effects of infant massage and its effects on mothers from different demographic groups 

in more detail. This review demonstrates that infant massage is a beneficial practice for mothers 

during the postpartum period and highlights the importance of nurses promoting this practice. 
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1. Introduction 

The postpartum period is an exciting, yet equally 

challenging time in women's lives. New mothers 

experience immense joy with the birth of their baby, 

but they also face significant physical and emotional 

changes and adaptation. Factors such as hormonal 

changes, breastfeeding and sleep problems, increased 

stress load, infant care, and adjustment to maternal 

roles during this period can make women emotionally 

vulnerable and potentially lead to serious 

psychological disorders such as postpartum 

depression (PPD) (Klein et al., 2024). 

PPD is a serious mood disorder associated with 

biological changes in hormone levels and other 

postpartum-related factors (Yu et al., 2021). 

According to the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of 

Mental Disorders: DSM-5™ criteria, PPD is defined 

as depressive symptoms that begin during pregnancy 

or within four weeks following childbirth (American 

Psychiatric Association, 2013).  Postpartum 

depressive symptoms can persist up to 12 months after 

childbirth  (Centers for Disease Control and 

Prevention, 2008; World Health Organization, 2016). 

According to a comprehensive meta-analysis 

examining the prevalence of PPD worldwide, it was 

found to be 17.22% (Wang et al., 2021).  Another 

meta-analysis revealed that approximately one in eight 

women experiences depressive symptoms postpartum, 

with one in fifteen experiencing severe depression, 

and the prevalence is higher in low- and middle-

income countries compared to developed countries 

(Bai et al., 2023).  In Turkey, meta-analytical studies 

have indicated a prevalence of PPD ranging from 

21.2% to 25% (Karaçam et al., 2018; Özcan et al.,  

 

2017). Although the exact cause of PPD remains 

unclear, it is known to be influenced by biological, 

psychological, and psychosocial factors, along with 

various risk factors. Pregnancy and postpartum 

hormonal changes, age, history of previous 

depression, body image disturbance due to weight 

changes, low self-esteem, unwanted pregnancy, 

obstetric stressors, increased daily life stress with the 

addition of infant care, difficult infant temperament, 

poor marital relationship and inadequate social 

support, low socioeconomic status, and domestic 

violence are mentioned as factors predisposing to PPD 

(Cafiero & Zabala, 2024; Klein et al., 2024; Ozkan-

Sat & Söylemez, 2024; Sharma & Khera, 2024; 

Stewart & Vigod, 2019; Wang et al., 2024). Women 

experiencing PPD may exhibit frequent crying, 

appetite disturbances, sleep problems, feelings of 

helplessness, emotional instability, guilt feelings, 

anhedonia, indifference, low energy, fatigue, 

irritability, decreased concentration, memory and 

libido, along with symptoms such as decreased libido 

(Cafiero & Zabala, 2024; Sharma & Khera, 2024; 

Stewart & Vigod, 2019; Wang et al., 2024). 

Additionally, symptoms such as suicidal ideation 

can be observed in women with PPD. In a study, 

it was stated that the risk of suicidal behavior in 

women with PPD is three times higher compared 

to women without depression (Yu et al., 2024). 

Moreover, the disturbing thought of harming their 

babies in women with advanced PPD to psychosis 

is a worrying situation for maternal and infant 

health (Brockington, 2017; Spinelli & Bramante, 

2022).  
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The depressive symptoms experienced by the 

mother can affect her daily activities and have a 

negative impact on infant care. Furthermore, the 

depression experienced by the mother can have 

significant negative effects on her infant's 

emotional, behavioral, cognitive, and language 

development (Cafiero & Zabala, 2024; Saharoy et 

al., 2023). PPD can also affect maternal-infant 

attachment (Cafiero & Zabala, 2024). Maternal-

infant attachment forms the basis for healthy 

emotional development. A healthy bond 

established between mother and baby helps 

babies feel secure, emotionally satisfied, and 

adapt to the world (Epstein, 2023). The first year 

of motherhood involves getting to know and 

establishing a strong bond with the baby. During 

this process, the mother's ability to identify and 

provide appropriate responses to the baby's needs 

is directly proportional to her capacity for 

bonding with the baby. A mother who forms a 

healthy bond with her baby can respond 

appropriately to the baby's needs to the same 

extent (Lang, 2018; Shoghi et al., 2018). 

However, mothers experiencing PPD may 

struggle with the attachment process, which can 

negatively affect their baby's emotional 

development (O’Dea et al., 2023). Depression 

and maternal attachment are closely related 

concepts. Both through the effect of depression 

on the mother's attachment process and the effect 

of the quality of the mother's attachment on 

depressive symptoms, they are interrelated (Li, 

2023; Özşahin et al., 2020; Śliwerski et al., 2020). 

Therefore, it is important to address these two 

factors together, as a positive change in one can 

positively affect the other (Li, 2023).  

Infant massage has been encouraged as a practice 

taught to mothers in recent years due to its 

positive effects on both depression and maternal 

attachment (Geary et al., 2023). İnfant massage is 

a traditional practice used by mothers in many 

cultures for thousands of years (Hétu, 2023; 

Katona, 2021; McClure, 2017). Recent research 

has revealed numerous physiological and 

emotional benefits of infant massage for both 

mother and baby (Chan et al., 2018; Erçelik & 

Yılmaz, 2023; Midtsund et al., 2019; Moussa et 

al., 2021; Mrljak et al., 2022). This review aims 

to examine the effects of infant massage on PPD 

and maternal attachment experienced by mothers 

during the postpartum period. Additionally, it will 

help better understand the role of infant massage 

as a preventive approach to improving maternal 

health. 

2. Infant Massage 

Infant massage is essentially a technique performed on 

the baby's body using gentle touches, soft movements, 

and light pressure (Field, 1994; McClure, 2017).  

Infant massage has positive effects on both maternal 

and infant health with its physiological, emotional, 

and psychological benefits (Nousia, 2023). The roots 

of infant massage can be traced back to ancient times. 

In India, as part of Ayurvedic medicine, it is known 

that babies were massaged to improve their physical 

and emotional health (Field, 1994; McClure, 2017). 
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More commonly in Africa and Asia, infant massage is 

widely used to promote healthy development and 

strengthen immune systems by massaging babies for 

several months after birth. İnfant massage is also a 

common practice worldwide outside Africa and Asia 

(Auckett, 1979; Field, 1994; McClure, 2000). Modern 

applications of infant massage began to gain 

popularity in the West in the 1970s. Dr. Frederick 

Leboyer, observing Indian infant massage in 1979, 

shared his research and recommendations on the 

benefits of infant massage for mothers and babies in 

his book, contributing to the spread of infant massage 

in Western culture (Leboyer & Elbrecht, 2013). Two 

important figures in spreading infant massage in 

Western societies are Tiffany Field and Vimala 

McClure. Tiffany Field established the Touch 

Research Institute in Miami, United States, in 1992, 

and made numerous scientific contributions to the 

literature on the effects of touch and massage on 

human health (the University of Miami School of 

Medicine, 2024). Vimala McClure, on the other hand, 

founded the International Association of Infant 

Massage (IAIM) in the United States in 1976, 

providing guidance on the implementation and 

education of infant massage. She has been training 

infant massage educators and promoting the spread of 

infant massage worldwide through representations 

established in 100 countries (International Association 

of Infant Massage, 2024). The IAIM program, 

established by Vimala McClure, is based on the 

combination of Indian and Swedish massage, gentle 

yoga movements, and reflexology principles. The 

IAIM infant massage program is based on specific 

principles and techniques. The program teaches 

parents massage techniques while encouraging them 

to practice on their babies simultaneously, helping 

them to build a stronger bond with their infants. The 

training includes massage and relaxation techniques, 

understanding infant cues, and bonding activities. The 

program respects different cultural practices and 

traditions. The IAIM program consists of weekly 

sessions over 5 weeks and is conducted by certified 

instructors who regularly form groups for 

implementation (McClure, 2017). 

3. The Effects of Massage on Postpartum 

Depression 

When examining the effects of infant massage on 

PPD, it is observed that various psychological and 

physiological factors come together to contribute 

significantly to the reduction of depression symptoms 

and the improvement of the mother's well-being. 

İnfant massage is believed to affect PPD symptoms 

through a set of physiological mechanisms involving 

hormonal processes (Field, 2016). It has been found 

that individuals showing depression symptoms have 

low levels of oxytocin (Tuman et al., 2021). Gentle 

touches and skin contact during infant massage have 

been found to increase oxytocin levels in both mothers 

and babies (Moussa et al., 2021). The increase in 

oxytocin levels is believed to contribute to a decrease 

in anxiety levels and a transition to a calmer state of 

mind (Nagahashi-Araki et al., 2022), thus aiding in 

reducing PPD symptoms. A systematic review 

focusing on the effects of mother-led infant massage 

on PPD symptoms found that mothers who massaged 

their babies had lower depression scale scores 

compared to the non-massage group (Geary et al., 

2023). Another systematic review also indicated that 

mother-led infant massage reduced anxiety, stress, and 
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depressive symptoms, while enhancing mother-infant 

interaction (McCarty et al., 2023). 

Another hormone playing a role in the effects of infant 

massage on PPD is cortisol. Cortisol is a hormone 

released during times of stress. High levels of cortisol 

in the body can lead to stress, anxiety, and depression 

(Chojnowska et al., 2021). In a study, saliva samples 

were collected from mothers immediately after 

massaging their babies, and a significant decrease in 

cortisol levels was observed compared to saliva 

samples taken before the massage (McCarty et al., 

2024). The decrease in cortisol levels is thought to 

contribute to a reduction in stress and anxiety, and thus 

a alleviation of depression symptoms (Chojnowska et 

al., 2021). 

Serotonin and dopamine, known as happiness 

hormones, are also hormones that could potentially 

affect PPD. It is known that levels of serotonin and 

dopamine are low in depressive patients (Jauhar et al., 

2023; Mizuno et al., 2023). Serotonin and dopamine 

are hormones that contribute to mood improvement, 

pleasure, increased feelings of happiness, and coping 

with stress (Baixauli, 2017). It has been found that 

touches during infant massage increase serotonin by 

28% and dopamine by 31% (Field et al., 2005).  

During massage, activation of the vagal nerve occurs 

by stimulating pressure receptors under the baby's 

skin. Vagal activation stimulates the parasympathetic 

nervous system, leading to a decrease in the baby's 

heart rate, relaxation, and calming. A mother who 

relaxes and calms her baby through massage increases 

her self-confidence and can cope more effectively 

with daily challenges (Field, 2019).  

In addition to hormonal processes and activation of the 

vagal nerve, infant massage can also provide benefits 

for PPD through psychological effects. In a systematic 

review examining 8 eight articles on this topic 

conducted in 2023, it was reported that women who 

massaged their babies experienced a decrease in 

depression symptoms and depression scale scores, an 

increase in sleep quality, an improvement in overall 

mood, and were more motivated to engage in touch 

with their babies. The study also found that mothers 

developed closer bonds with their babies, experienced 

a decrease in feelings of guilt, and increased calmness 

and self-confidence (Geary et al., 2023). 

4. The Effects of Infant Massage on 

Maternal Attachment 

There is a strong relationship between PPD and 

maternal bonding (Li, 2023). The positive effects of 

infant massage on PPD can also be anticipated to 

extend to maternal bonding. A systematic review and 

meta-analysis have found that infant massage 

enhances mother-infant bonding (Zhang et al., 2023).  

When examining the effects of infant massage on 

maternal bonding, it is evident that it contributes to the 

strengthening of emotional relationships between 

mothers and their babies (Nousia, 2023).  One 

significant factor behind this strengthening is the role 

of oxytocin hormone. Oxytocin, known as the love 

and bonding hormone, promotes emotional bonding 

(Shorey et al., 2023). It has been observed that both 

mothers and babies experience an increase in oxytocin 

levels due to infant massage (Moussa et al., 2021; 

Shorey et al., 2023). The increased oxytocin levels 

facilitate mothers in forming stronger emotional bonds 
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with their babies (Li et al., 2022; Saharoy et al., 2023; 

Shorey et al., 2023). 

Effective communication between a mother and her 

baby enables the mother to interpret her baby's 

responses more accurately, understand her baby 

better, and respond more sensitively to her baby's 

needs. Massaging the baby contributes to the mother's 

ability to understand her baby. This, in turn, leads to 

the mother feeling more successful and increases her 

self-confidence. A study found that mothers who 

massage their babies have higher self-confidence scale 

scores compared to those who do not (Erçelik & 

Yılmaz, 2023). Mother's self-confidence also emerges 

as a factor that enhances the bond between the mother 

and her baby (Kadiroğlu & Güdücü Tüfekci, 2022). 

A decrease in stress levels during infant massage can 

lead to a more positive interaction between the mother 

and her baby, strengthening their bond (Bonacquisti et 

al., 2020; Lutkiewicz et al., 2020). Studies have shown 

that mothers who massage their babies are more likely 

to accept the maternal role, feel more competent in this 

role, experience an increase in the quality of time 

spent with their baby, have a positive impact on their 

own parenting skills, and strengthen their self-respect 

(Chan et al., 2018; Midtsund et al., 2019). 

5. The Role of Nurses in Promoting Baby 

Massage Practice During the 

Postpartum Period   

The postpartum period is a critical time during which 

nurses play an important role in providing care 

focused on maternal and infant health. İnfant massage 

emerges as a significant practice supporting the health 

of both mothers and infants during this period. Nurses 

play a vital role in promoting the implementation of 

infant massage in the postpartum period. Nurses can 

provide education to parents about the benefits of 

infant massage to contribute to strengthening the bond 

between mother and baby. These educational sessions 

can assist mothers in learning infant massage 

techniques and confidently applying them. 

Additionally, nurses can highlight the emotional 

relaxation and bonding benefits of infant massage by 

understanding the emotional challenges experienced 

by mothers in the postpartum period. It is crucial for 

nurses to provide counseling and guidance to ensure 

the proper application of infant massage. By listening 

to mothers' concerns and offering support tailored to 

their needs, nurses can facilitate the practice of infant 

massage. Furthermore, nurses can provide 

information about the physiological and emotional 

benefits of infant massage and emphasize its positive 

effects on maternal and infant health. In this way, 

nurses can contribute to increasing the implementation 

of infant massage in the postpartum period and play a 

significant role in supporting maternal and infant 

health (Erçelik & Yılmaz, 2023; Gürol & Polat, 2012). 

6. Conclusion 

This review has evaluated the effects of infant 

massage on mothers during the postpartum period by 

examining the existing literature and has reached 

significant findings. It emphasizes the potential 

positive impact of infant massage on postpartum 

depression (PPD) and maternal attachment. The data 

obtained indicate that infant massage may be an 

effective method for reducing PPD symptoms. This 

supports the use of infant massage for maintaining and 

improving maternal mental health. Additionally, a 



   GUHES 2024;6 (2): 97-106 

103 
 

positive effect of infant massage on maternal 

attachment has been observed. Mothers who perform 

infant massage tend to engage in more frequent and 

in-depth interactions with their infants. This could 

contribute to mothers forming a healthy attachment 

with their infants and could be associated with positive 

long-term child development. However, considering 

the studies conducted, more randomized controlled 

trials and long-term follow-up research are needed. 

Such studies could further evaluate the long-term 

effects of infant massage and its effects on mothers 

from different demographic groups in more detail. 

Educating mothers about infant massage and 

encouraging this practice during the postpartum 

period can play a critical role in reducing PPD 

symptoms and strengthening mother-infant 

attachment. Nursing practice can take a leading role in 

adopting infant massage as an intervention that 

supports both psychological and emotional well-

being. 
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