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“ I was so scared that she would be
too tiny to survive, as I had never
seen a premature baby before.”
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When your baby is born too early it can stir up all kinds of emotions.
Many parents describe the experience as living in a fog where
everything is strange and scary. You may feel as if you have handed
over the care of your baby to complete strangers. These feelings are
a normal part of coming to terms with this major event, so be gentle
with yourself as you begin to adjust to life as the parent of a sick or
premature baby.

FOR YOU R B A B Y, YO U M ATTER M O ST
Although your baby is in need of medical and nursing care, you are
a crucial part of their life. When your baby was growing inside you
they got to know your voice and the voices of all their close family, so
talking to your baby will calm and reassure them. Knowing you are
close and hearing your voice will release a hormone called oxytocin,
which is important for your baby’s brain development.

YOU AND YOUR BABY: SUPPORTING LOVE AND NURTURE ON THE NEONATAL UNIT

neonatal_leaflet_10.indd 3

© Unicef UK/Mead

Your m i l k p rote c ts
me fro m i nfe c ti ons .
Even if I’m not
read y to fe e d I
love to tas te s m al l
amoun ts , w hi c h
also h el p ke e p my
mouth c l e an.
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FE E D I N G A N D PROT E C T I NG YO UR B AB Y
One of the best things you (and only you) can do for your baby
at this time is to provide your breastmilk. Your breastmilk will not
only provide the nutrition to help your baby grow but also provide
antibodies to protect them from infection while they are in hospital
and for years to come. This protection is especially important for
premature babies.
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Your breastmilk is unique for your baby. The earlier you start to express
and the more often you express, the more milk you will produce for
your baby’s growing needs. Ask your midwife or neonatal nurse to help
you start.
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If your baby was born very early you may need to carry on expressing
for many weeks and at times this can feel relentless. Double pumping
will save time and increase your milk supply. Your nurse will help
you do this. If you have set up a good supply in the first couple of
weeks you can then be a bit more flexible about when and how much
you express. It should not affect your milk if you do less than eight
expressions in 24 hours on the odd day to give yourself a break.

K E Y PO I N T S
1. Start expressing within a couple of hours after

giving birth, even if your baby will only take
tiny amounts of milk
2.	Aim to express 8 –10 times in 24 hours

particularly in the first couple of weeks
3.	With each day, the amount of milk you

express should increase.
4.	Even if your baby is taking tiny amounts now,

they will need more as they get bigger.
5.	Ask your nurse or midwife to check your

expressing technique.
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You will have good and bad days along this journey. The following tips
can help boost your milk making hormones.

Ask the nurse or midwife to check that you are using
the best technique if hand expressing and that pump
equipment including funnel size is working for you.
Stay close to your baby when expressing, or have a
picture of your baby or a piece of their clothing nearby.
If you can, get someone to give you a nice back rub
before your express.
Close your eyes and imagine gently kissing your baby
from their toes up to the top of their head.
Have a big glass of water before you go to bed so you
will need to get up to go to the toilet in the night to fit in a
night time expression.
Express in clusters (two to three times close together) to
give you a bit of space. However don’t leave it longer than
five hours between expressions.
If your milk supply suddenly drops, don’t panic as it hasn’t
gone away! Spending time in skin to skin contact with
your baby, massaging your breasts or doing something
you enjoy will help you relax and your milk will start to
flow again.

For more information on expressing go to
unicef.org.uk/babyfriendly/resources/audiovideo/hand-expression
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S K I N TO S K I N C O NTA C T A ND KAN GARO O C ARE
“ Her heart rate and breathing just
seemed to settle and my husband said,
‘she only does that when she’s on you’.”
As soon as your baby is stable, they (and you) will really benefit from
spending time in skin to skin contact. This is a very special time for
you both and it helps to steady your baby’s heart rate and breathing
and keeps them snug and warm. Skin to skin contact also helps babies
grow and reduces their stress levels, and is the perfect way to soothe
and calm them after a medical procedure. Skin to skin contact can
also calm you, which can help if you have had a busy or stressful time
getting to the hospital. Spending lots of time in skin to skin contact
with your baby has been shown to shorten hospital stays.
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Hold m e i n s k i n to s ki n co n t a ct – t h is
w ill h e l p you m ake m o re m ilk fo r m e.
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H E LP I N G YO U R B A B Y’ S D E VELO P MEN T
Talking, reading or even singing quietly to your baby will soothe and
reassure them.
When holding your baby, look into their eyes: even if your baby can
only look back for a short while they will love this special contact. You
can also calm your baby by making sure that there are no bright lights
or loud noises in their space. You can also provide gentle touch. The
nurses will show you something called containment holding, which
will help your baby feel safe and comforted. Even if your baby is very
tiny they will love to look into your eyes when you hold them.
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I love to he ar
your vo i c e as
it make s m e
feel cal m and
safe, b u t p l e as e
sp eak s o f tl y as
loud noi s e s c an
b e sca r y.
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Your baby has a strong sense of smell and your smell in particular is
very familiar to them. Keeping a piece of muslin inside your bra and
then putting that in the incubator provides comfort for your baby when
you are not with them. Having something that smells of your baby is
also very comforting for you and helps keep them in your mind.
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G E TTI N G I N V O LV E D
The earlier you can start with everyday cares for your baby, such as
washing and changing nappies, the more confident you will become.
Take your time and talk to your baby throughout, telling them exactly
what you are doing as this will reassure them.
As you spend more time with your baby, you will begin to really get
to know them, learn how to comfort them and pick up on how they
are feeling. Trust your instincts and let the nurses know if you notice
anything that you are concerned about, as you know your baby better
than anyone else.
Remember, you can call the unit anytime when you are not
able to be with your baby.
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Wh en I am ti re d
an d n ee d ti m e
out, I le t yo u
kn ow by yaw ni ng ,
h iccup i ng ,
turn in g away or
p uttin g my hand s
up to my fac e .
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M OV I N G O N TO B RE A S T F E E D IN G
After all your effort expressing, it can be the perfect reward when your
baby begins to feed directly from you.
From around 32–34 weeks your baby will begin to manage sucking,
swallowing and breathing at the same time. However you can begin to
practise how to hold your baby for feeding long before they are able to
fully breastfeed.
Holding your baby in skin to skin contact will help you notice early
feeding cues (opening their mouth, poking their tongue out, turning
toward your breast). Letting them lick and nuzzle at your breast (after
you have expressed) is a good way of helping your baby get to know
the shape of your breast and smell of your milk.
Even after your baby has had a first breastfeed, it can still take time for
them to be fully breastfeeding, so it is best to take each day or even
each feed at a time.
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Be pat i e nt w i th
me as I m ay
take a w hi l e
to learn. E ve r y
d ay I wi l l g e t
stron g e r w i th
your mi l k and
togeth e r we w i l l
g et th ere .
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HEL PI NG YO U R B A B Y TO B REASTF EED
Try to get as comfy as possible.
Hold your baby close (skin to skin contact is perfect)
and calm and reassure them by talking gently.
Make sure baby’s nose and toes are facing the same
way so they don’t have to twist their head to feed.
Gently support baby’s head, making sure they can still
move their head forward and backward.
Express a little milk on to your nipple and let baby
lick this.
Encourage baby to open their mouth by gently
rubbing your nipple above their top lip.
When their mouth is wide open, bring baby closer so
that your nipple reaches back into their mouth.
You will feel a drawing sensation as baby begins to
feed but it should not be painful.
Look and listen to your baby and notice if they are
swallowing as this will tell you that they are getting
your milk.
If your baby doesn’t seem comfortable, try changing
the way you hold them. Ask the nurses to help you
find a position that suits you both.
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TAK I N G YO U R B A B Y H O M E
Although you have longed to take your baby home since the day they
were born, it is normal to feel anxious and a little scared about caring
for your baby without the support of the doctors and nurses.
Talk to the nurses about any fears you may have and how you can feel
more confident back at home. The unit should be able to provide a
room for you all to stay for a couple of nights so you can take care of
your baby by yourself but with nurses nearby.
If you are breastfeeding it can sometimes be tempting to give your baby
bottles to help you get home quicker, but you just need a few days and
a little patience. Breastfeeding will really help protect your baby from
infections, which will prevent them being re-admitted to hospital.
It may be that you need to continue expressing after your baby feeds
for a while to keep your milk supply going. If your baby is still having
some feeds of expressed breastmilk when you go home, you can
gradually increase the number of breastfeeds as your baby grows
stronger. Make sure you have contact details for places you can go to
get ongoing help with breastfeeding when you are at home.
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Everything in the hospital will have been very regimented, including
feeding and caring for your baby, but now you can begin to meet their
needs in a more responsive way. You will already know your baby very
well and be tuned into their likes and dislikes. Sometimes they may
want to feed or have a cuddle outside of their regime and this is fine.
As long as your baby is well and alert you can offer them a breastfeed
anytime they want. On average your baby will feed at least 8 –10 times
in 24 hours but they may also snack and have a comfort feed in
between. Think of feed and cuddle time as an opportunity for you to
sit down, rest and make up for the times you were not able to cuddle
them in the neonatal unit.

V I S I TOR S
Family and friends will be very excited when you take your baby home
and lots of people may want to come and meet baby. This can be tiring
for you as you adjust to being a new family, so if you feel tired, don’t be
afraid to say so – people won’t mind.
It’s okay to ask people not to come over if they have a cough or cold
and to wash their hands if they are going to touch baby. It is still best
to keep your baby close to you rather than have them passed around
visitors as this will help them feel safe and protect them from infection.
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I can ’t wai t to
come h om e . It
w ill fee l a b i t
stran ge at f i rs t
so keep m e
close to yo u .
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Bliss offers all families of premature and sick babies confidential
advice, information and support when they need it most.
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For further information and support
call 0500 618140, email hello@bliss.org.uk
or visit bliss.org.uk
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CON TACT U S
unicef.org.uk/babyfriendly
EMAIL: bfi@unicef.org.uk
TEL: 020 7375 6144/6052
WEB:

Charity Nos. 1072612 (England and Wales) SC043677 (Scotland)
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