
THE M ATIC B R IE F

Nurturing care for  
every newborn 

What is  
nurturing care?

What happens during early 
childhood (pregnancy to age 8) 
lays the foundation for a lifetime. 
We have made great strides  
in improving child survival,  
but we also need to create  
the conditions to help children 
thrive as they grow and develop. 
This requires providing children 
with nurturing care, especially  
in the earliest years (pregnancy 
to age 3).

Nurturing care comprises five 
interrelated and indivisible 
components: good health, 
adequate nutrition, safety and 
security, responsive caregiving 
and opportunities for early 
learning. Nurturing care protects 
children from the worst effects of 
adversity and produces lifelong 
and intergenerational benefits 
for health, productivity and  
social cohesion. 

Nurturing care happens when 
we maximize every interaction 
with a child. Every moment, 
small or large, structured or 
unstructured, is an opportunity 
to ensure children are healthy, 
receive nutritious food, are safe 
and learning about themselves, 
others and their world. What we  
do matters, but how we do it  
matters more.

When cared for in a nurturing 
environment, babies not only 
survive, they are also helped 
to thrive. However, too  
many infants are deprived 
of their right to receive 
nurturing care, including 
when they require inpatient 
hospital care. 

Every year an estimated 140 million 
babies are born, and among these 
about 30 million need inpatient 
hospital care with 8 – 10 million 
requiring neonatal intensive care 
(1). Since 1990, global newborn 
mortality has more than halved, 
but in 2019 an estimated 2.4 million 
newborns still died in the first 
month after birth (2). Babies who 
are born prematurely, have low 

birth weight or experience birth 
complications are at the greatest 
risk, not only of death but also 
of lifelong disability. Progress in 
reducing newborn mortality will be 
compromised unless investments 
are also made in nurturing care.

Birth is the critical transition for 
every newborn from being nurtured 
in the womb to being cared for 
in the outside world. Essential 
newborn care - with immediate 
skin-to-skin contact, warmth, 
hygiene, early initiation of exclusive 
breastfeeding and zero separation of 
caregiver and newborn - is designed 
to make this transition as smooth 
as possible and provide the infant 
with a nurturing environment in the 
first minutes and hours after birth, 
needed for the brain and body to 
grow and develop (3). 
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This Thematic Brief summarizes 
why nurturing care is essential 
for every newborn. It outlines the 
five components of nurturing care 
and contains examples of practical 
actions to create and strengthen 
nurturing environments for 
newborns, including those who  
are born too soon, small or sick. 

The first month of life is a once-in-
a-lifetime opportunity for children 
to begin the journey of unlocking 
their full potential. Policy-makers, 
health care managers, health care 
providers and parents can lead the 
transformation that is needed for 
every newborn to make the best 
start in life. In this Brief, six case 
studies illustrate what can be done 
to create a nurturing environment 
and enable caregivers to provide 
nurturing care for their newborns, 
starting in the health facility and 
continuing at home. 

after birth. When infants experience 
loving care from their parents and 
other caregivers, they have the 
best chance to survive and thrive, 
whether they are in a health facility 
or at home. But when newborns are 
deprived of such care, for example 
through separation from their 
caregivers or exposure to stress  
or pain, they become more 
vulnerable, with increased risk 
of dying or disability, including 
learning, visual and hearing 
problems. Therefore, nurturing  
care is vital for every newborn (1). 

During pregnancy, nurturing care  
is supported by a minimum of eight 
antenatal contacts with health 
professionals. Each contact provides 
an opportunity for counselling the 
woman and her family regarding 
healthy diet, prevention of tobacco 
and substance abuse, birth planning 
and breastfeeding promotion, as well 
as providing mental health support. 
Optimal antenatal care includes 
iron and folate supplementation, 
early ultrasound, where available, 
for gestational age assessment and 
early identification and management 
of risk factors for preterm birth 
including infections (8). 

Facts and figures

Globally, more than

  80% 
of births take place in  
a health facility with  
a skilled attendant (4).

� 
 
 

One of every ten infants  
is born preterm (5).

Direct causes of death  
are prematurity, birth 
complications, neonatal sepsis  
and congenital anomalies.

An estimated

  2.4 million 
newborns die every  
year, mostly from  
preventable causes (2).

 
 
 

One of every seven infants is born 
with a low birth weight (6). 

�Low birth weight contributes to  
60 – 80% of all newborn deaths (7).

The importance of 
nurturing care for 
newborns to survive 
and thrive

Neurodevelopment starts 
in pregnancy and rapidly 
accelerates after birth.  
By the end of 28 weeks of 
gestation the growing fetus 
can hear, and from birth 
babies can recognize their 
mother’s voice.

Neural connections are formed in 
the brain at an astounding speed in 
the early days and weeks after birth, 
creating the pathways for lifelong 
sensory functions such as hearing, 
seeing, speaking and understanding 
the environment. For this to 
happen, a newborn’s brain needs 
to receive appropriate stimuli from 
the close interaction that newborns 
have with their caregivers and the 
environment, starting immediately 

High quality care during childbirth 
positions the mother to provide 
nurturing care to her newborn. It 
involves the presence of a birth 
companion of her choice, and 
the avoidance of unnecessary 
procedures, including caesarian 
section. Evidence shows that a 
traumatic birth experience can 
affect a mother’s ability to bond 
with her baby and increase the risk 
of perinatal depression. Ensuring 
a positive birthing experience for 
every pregnant woman is a key 
aspect of supporting nurturing care, 
and is often best achieved through 
midwife-led care (8).



What are the nurturing 
care components?

Refers to health and well-being  
of children and their caregivers. 
Why both? We know that the 
physical and mental health of 
caregivers can affect their ability  
to care for the child.

GOOD  
HEALTH

ADEQUATE  
NUTRITION

SAFETY AND  
SECURITY

Refers to maternal and child 
nutrition. Why both? We know that 
the nutritional status of the mother 
during pregnancy affects her 
health and well-being and that  
of her unborn child. After birth,  
the mother’s nutritional status 
affects her ability to provide 
adequate care to her young child.

Refers to safe and secure 
environments for children and their 
families. Includes physical dangers, 
emotional stress, environmental 
risks (e.g. pollution), and access  
to food and water. 

Refers to any opportunity for the 
infant or child to interact with a 
person, place, or object in their 
environment. Recognizes that every 
interaction (positive or negative)  
or absence of an interaction is 
contributing to the child’s brain 
development and laying the 
foundation for later learning.

Refers to the ability of the caregiver 
to notice, understand, and respond 
to their child’s signals in a timely 
and appropriate manner. 
Considered the foundational 
component because responsive 
caregivers are better able to support 
the other four components.

OPPORTUNITIES FOR 
EARLY LEARNING

RESPONSIVE 
CAREGIVING
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In the first month of life, all five components  
of nurturing care need to be supported for  
every newborn.

Good health involves preventing 
and managing illness, including 
provision of evidence-based  
high quality care for sick or  
small newborns.

Adequate nutrition means 
optimizing exclusive breastfeeding 
or breast-milk feeding, including for 
very small and sick babies.

Safety and security means warmth, 
practising good hygiene, minimizing 
stress, and enabling the primary 
caregiver, most commonly the 
mother, to be with the infant in a 
quiet environment.

Early learning involves stimulating 
the baby’s brain gently, through 
touch, voice or simply close contact.

Responsive caregiving means being 
aware of the newborn’s signals, 
which can indicate readiness  
for a feed, pain or stress, and 
responding to them appropriately.



Creating a nurturing 
environment for  
all newborns

When health care providers 
partner with families to 
provide nurturing care, more 
newborns will survive and 
receive better care in the 
health facility and at home to 
ensure they can thrive.

A nurturing environment is enabled 
when maternal and newborn care 
services are organized around core 
principles of dignity and respect, 
information sharing, participation 
and collaboration. 

One approach is infant- and family-
centred developmental care 
(IFCDC), which creates a nurturing 
environment to respond to each 
baby’s needs and minimizes harm 
(Figure 1). IFCDC reduces stress 
for the newborn and the parents, 
increases bonding, benefits the 
child’s feeding and growth, supports 
the child’s neurodevelopment, helps 
to prevent disabilities, and facilitates 
early discharge from inpatient care.

Developmentally supportive 
elements of newborn care are 
optimizing nutrition, positioning 
and handling, safeguarding sleep, 
minimizing stress and pain and 
protecting the skin (9). This approach 
creates a sensory environment to 
respond to each infant’s needs and 
minimize harm, and is especially 
important for small or sick babies 
who need inpatient care. 

Provide early essential  
newborn care 

Newborn care begins in the first 
seconds, minutes and hours after 
birth and encompasses thermal 
care, immediate skin-to-skin 
contact with the mother, keeping 
mother and baby together with zero 
separation even after a caesarean 
birth, identification of small or sick 
newborns for special care, early 
initiation of exclusive breastfeeding 
or breast-milk feeding, hygiene 
and handwashing, dry cord care, 
delayed bathing, and immunization. 

Evidence shows that adherence to 
recommended essential newborn 
care practices substantially reduces 
newborn mortality risks and 
supports neurodevelopment (10).

Engage parents as partners 

Full participation of the family in 
newborn care begins immediately 
after birth with skin-to-skin contact 
of mother and baby for at least 
one hour after both vaginal and 
caesarean births. This contact 
establishes a physical and emotional 
environment for mother and baby 
that promotes physiological stability 
and encourages bonding. During 
this precious time, many babies will 
start searching for their mother’s 
milk, and early breastfeeding is 
initiated. Fathers should not be 
forgotten as equal parents and, 
with other family members, should 
receive attention and guidance 
on how to engage in the care of 
their infant. 

Implement the Ten Steps to 
Successful Breastfeeding 

The Baby-friendly Hospital Initiative 
(11) and the Ten Steps to Successful 
Breastfeeding support a nurturing 
environment in maternity facilities 
and equip caregivers with the 
confidence and skills to provide 
nurturing care for their newborn. 

Promote exclusive breastfeeding 

The importance of early initiation 
of exclusive breastfeeding for a 
newborn’s health and development 
cannot be overestimated. Breast 
milk contains all the nutrients 
needed in the first 6 months of life 
for most babies, including those 
who are small or sick and may 
require assisted feeding, including 
cup and nasogastric feeding. 
Breastfeeding also protects against 
common childhood illnesses, and 
reduces the risk of overweight 
and obesity in childhood and 
adolescence. Yet, current estimates 
are that only 42% of babies are 
exclusively breastfed in the first 6 
months of life (4). When small or 
sick babies require supplementary 
feeding the use of donor human 
milk from safe and affordable milk-
banking facilities is recommended; 
these may need to be set up.04

Figure 1. Components of infant- and family-centred developmental care (9)

  Partnering with families

Se
nsory environment

Minimizing
stress & pain

Protecting
skin

Safeguarding
sleep

Positioning
& handling

Optimizing
nutrition

LIGHTTOUCH

SOUNDSMELL

TASTE

Supporting caregiver-newborn interactio
ns



05

A model of infant- and family-centred care was 
developed and evaluated through a randomized 
controlled trial in a tertiary care setting, the neonatal 
intensive care unit of Atal Bihari Vajpayee Institute 
of Medical Sciences and Dr Ram Manohar Lohia 
Hospital, New Delhi, India. A culturally sensitive, 
structured audiovisual tool was developed to enable 
parent attendants to deliver a limited package of 
care to their sick neonates during hospitalization. 
The approach aided care delivery by staff, improved 
breastfeeding rates and reduced the duration of 
hospitalization, without an increase in nosocomial 
infections. It was found to be feasible and acceptable 
across diverse cultural, socioeconomic and 
demographic caregiver profiles.

The Ministry of Health piloted the approach in 
public health settings in 2014. Finding readiness 
for and acceptability of the innovation, Family 
Participatory Care (FPC) was approved for country-
wide scale-up. National operational guidelines and 
a training package were released in 2017. An impact 
assessment of FPC in 69 district Special Newborn 

Care Units showed a range of positive  
practices. In the units, enabling logistics, improved 
provider skills, parent participation in caregiving 
and improved follow-up after discharge were 
observed. Home care showed increased practice of 
kangaroo mother care (KMC) and rates of exclusive 
breastfeeding, more play and stimulation activities 
and better detection of danger signs and care-
seeking. FPC was shown to improve quality of sick 
newborn care at facility level, and has also improved 
family and community practices for child survival, 
growth and development. 

References: Sarin E, Maria A. Acceptability of a family-
centered newborn care model among providers 
and receivers of care in a public health setting: a 
qualitative study from India. BMC Health Services 
Research. 2019;19(1):184.

Verma A, Maria A, Pandey RM, Hans C, Verma A 
et al. Family-centered care to complement care of 
sick newborns: a randomized controlled trial. Indian 
Pediatrics. 2017;54(6):455-9.

IND I A :

Country-wide scale-up of family participatory care 



Promote responsive caregiving 
and early learning activities 

When caregivers hold their newborn 
baby often, make regular eye 
contact and gently talk or sing, it 
becomes easier for them to observe 
the baby’s signals and recognize 
when their baby is ready to feed 
or sleep. Learning to recognize, 
understand and respond to these 
cues with support from health 
care providers increases parents’ 
confidence and ability to continue 
responding to the newborn’s 
changing needs at home. Such 
support can be especially important 
for first-time parents. 

Support caregiver mental health 

Parents of newborns can become 
tired and overwhelmed and 
uncertain how to best care for their 
baby. Providing support, including 
paying attention to mental health, 
is important as one in six women 
worldwide experiences signs of 
depression postnatally which affects 
her capacity to care for her baby (12). 
All parents appreciate being asked 
how they are doing. When health 
care providers have empathetic 
listening skills, they can give simple 
and helpful suggestions for any 
emotional problems expressed, 
such as focusing on the relationship 
with the infant, ensuring adequate 
nutrition, enough sleep, relaxation 
and physical activity. 

Provide postnatal care after 
discharge from the facility 

Ongoing postnatal care is vital 
throughout the first month to 
ensure the mother-baby pair  
remains healthy in all aspects 
(physical, nutritional, mental and 
social). After an uncomplicated 
vaginal birth in a health facility, 
healthy mothers and newborns 
should receive care in the facility  
for at least 24 hours after birth.  
At least three additional postnatal 
contacts are recommended for all 
mothers and newborns, on day 3 
(48–72 hours), between days 7–14 
and six weeks after birth (13). 

Integrated care for mother and 
baby is key, whether at home or 
in clinic. Such care should include 
assessment of signs of illness in 
the mother and the baby, attention 

to thermal care, cord care and 
immunization, and support for 
exclusive breastfeeding. Counselling 
on responsive caregiving, 
communication and play with the 
newborn, and assessment and 
support for maternal mental health 
are two elements of postnatal  
care that are essential but 
sometimes forgotten. Additional 
follow-up visits may be needed 
for newborns who experienced 
complications or are born in families 
experiencing adversities.

Nurturing care for  
small and sick 
newborns

Every year around 20 million 
low-birth-weight (< 2500 
g) babies are born, among 
whom 15 million are  
preterm (5). 

Furthermore, an estimated 6.9 
million babies are affected by 
possible serious bacterial infection, 
or sepsis (14). 

Prematurity and sepsis cause over 
one half of all newborn deaths and, 
along with intrapartum events and 
congenital anomalies, are the leading 
causes of newborn deaths (4).

Being born too soon or too small, 
or being sick, necessitates extra 
care for these more vulnerable 
newborns. This care is best provided 
directly by the parents, in close 
partnership with health care 
professionals. About two thirds of 
these small or sick newborns do 
not need intensive care, but extra 
support for feeding, warmth and 
infection prevention, all provided in 
a nurturing environment. 

Promote zero separation 

Bonding between newborn and 
parents is impeded by unnecessary 
separation, especially for small or 
sick newborns. Parents who are 
separated from their infants are 
more likely to experience anxiety 
and feel helpless compared to 

those who participate as partners 
in the care of their baby. Being 
together enables them to learn 
how to respond to their infant’s 
needs. Continuous family access, 
with rooming-in and opportunity 
to practise skin-to-skin contact, 
is the best solution to ensure that 
parents are fully enabled to provide 
nurturing care of their newborn at 
all times. 

Implement developmentally 
supportive inpatient care 

The hospital environment 
influences the experience of care for 
newborns and their families when 
inpatient care is needed. The baby 
responds to sensory stimuli with 
physiological changes to heart rate 
and oxygenation saturations which 
may affect brain development. 
Stimuli such as bright lights, noise 
and painful procedures can be 
overwhelming for newborns with 
negative impact. Stimuli appropriate 
to the newborn’s condition and 
stage of development, such as 
gently massaging the baby, softly 
talking or singing, and being in skin-
to-skin contact, result in positive 
changes in vital signs, and the 
newborn engaging in eye contact 
and controlled limb movements. 

The Baby-friendly Hospital Initiative 
has been adapted for care of small 
and sick babies (15) and is aligned 
with the standards of the IFCDC 
approach (Figure 2). It promotes that 
parents be engaged directly in the 
provision of routine care and practise 
frequent skin-to-skin contact or 
KMC. Exclusive breastfeeding or 
breast-milk feeding is supported. 

IFCDC also reduces negative 
stimulation from loud noise and 
bright lights, clusters medical 
procedures in time, and respects 
the baby’s sleep cycles in 
scheduling care and feeding. It 
enables maternal presence during 
interventions, avoids pressure 
and noxious substances on the 
baby’s skin, and has protocols 
for emollients and careful use of 
adhesives for newborns. Families are 
facilitated in providing their baby 
with care that is attuned to different 
stages of development. 
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In the referral hospital of Uppsala University, the 
neonatal intensive care unit has a strong IFCDC 
ethos. As the lead neonatal nurse says, “what you 
do often, you will be good at”. Zero separation is 
practised directly after vaginal and caesarean births 
and even for preterm infants, who can be given 
respiratory support and have skin-to-skin contact 
with their mothers in the delivery room. 

Hospital teams have looked for practical solutions 
to keep mother and baby together. Infants who are 
not very ill are cared for on the maternity ward, but if 
they need to be transferred to the neonatal intensive 
care unit, families find a welcoming environment. 
Each cot has a bed for a parent next to it, and whole 
family togetherness is enabled through family rooms 
and absence of visiting restrictions for friends and 
relatives. A baby’s older sibling can even stay on the 
unit, with school and play areas available. The role 
of nurses has changed from directly caring for the 
newborn themselves to educating and supporting 
parents to do so. Skin-to-skin care is strengthened by 

not using clothing on the infant, as this  
was found to be a major obstacle. The IFCDC 
approach is supported by research findings as  
well as Swedish parental benefits, which mean that 
when a child needs intensive care, both parents can 
dedicate their time to the care of the baby as they  
do not need to work during the hospital stay. 
Maternity and paternity leave begin after the child  
is discharged. Strong support from society is needed 
to realize the right for all infants, even in intensive 
care, to have at least one parent always with them.  
In January 2020, Sweden was one of the first 
countries in the world to go beyond ratification of  
the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the 
Child to its full incorporation into Swedish law.

Reference: Roué J-M, Kuhn P, Maestro ML, Maastrup 
RA, Mitanchez D et al. Eight principles for patient-
centred and family-centred care for newborns in the 
neonatal intensive care unit. Arch Dis Child-Fetal and 
Neonatal Edition. 2017;102(4):F364-8.

SWE DE N :

Zero separation of small and sick 
babies and their caregivers 
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Support kangaroo mother care 

KMC is a very effective way of 
providing all components of 
developmentally supportive care 
for preterm and low-birth-weight 
babies, even when they are sick 
(16). It includes continuous or 
prolonged skin-to-skin contact of 
the baby with the mother, father or 
other primary caregiver; supports 
exclusive breastfeeding or breast-
milk feeding; and facilitates early 
discharge from a health facility. 

KMC strengthens parents’ positive 
perception of their small infant, 
their ability to detect and respond 
to their infant’s cues, and their 
confidence in giving care. It provides 
an appropriate sensory environment 
for the baby through soft touch, 
hearing caregivers’ voices and 
gentle stimulation. Newborns 
experience less hypothermia, less 
infection, more stable breathing  
and better sleep. 

KMC benefits families emotionally 
and even financially. It is associated 
with increased newborn survival, 
improved neurodevelopment and 
decreased length of hospital stay. 
Caregivers experience less anxiety, 
resulting in a lower incidence 
of postpartum depression. The 
cognitive, behavioural and social 
benefits for the infant are long-
lasting, including better school 
attendance, less antisocial 
behaviour, and higher hourly wages. 
These effects are magnified with 
a longer duration of skin-to-skin 
contact and the participation  
of fathers.

KMC is usually initiated in health 
facilities, but it has also been 
successfully supported by trained 
providers in the community. After 
discharge, KMC can be continued at 
home with adequate support and 
follow-up. Neonatal intensive care 
units can safely support KMC, as 
part of infant- and family-centred 
care (17). 

Transform neonatal intensive  
care units 

Engaging caregivers in routine 
care when newborns need special 
or intensive care is very important. 
These infants are particularly 
vulnerable, and their immature 
brains and bodies benefit from 
the proximity and loving care of 
the mother, father and/or other 
caregivers. Rooming-in of the 
caregiver must become the 
norm while aiming towards zero 
separation. Mother-newborn couplet 
care, meaning that the mother 
receives her own medical care while 
together with the baby in neonatal 
intensive care, has been practised in 
Scandinavia (18). New evidence from 
Ethiopia, Ghana, India, Malawi and 
Nigeria shows that this approach  
is also feasible and highly effective  
in low- and middle-income 
countries (17). 
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Figure 2. Standards for infant- and family-centred developmental care

Adapted from: European Foundation for the Care of Newborn Infants (10).

Supportive 
sensory environment

The hospital sensory
environment is adjusted 
to the infant’s sensory 
expectancies and 
perceptual competencies.

Management 
of the acoustic 
environment

A managed acoustic 
environment reduces stress 
and discomfort for infants.

Family support 
services

The family receives care in 
an environment where its 
socioeconomic, mental 
health and spiritual needs 
are supported.

Family access

Parents (and substitutes 
designated by the parents) 
have continuous access 
and are able to remain 
with the infant throughout 
the 24 hours.

Support for 
parental-infant 
bonding

The fostering of early 
bonding between parents 
and their newborn infant 
is pursued through 
strategies which promote 
early contact for the 
parental-infant dyad.

Education and training for IFCDC

IFCDC competence is ensured by providing formal education and recurrent training for hospital and unit leadership, 
health care professionals and other staff working or visiting the neonatal unit.

Case management and transition to home

An individual case management plan for each newborn infant is established, in collaboration with parents, to plan 
and coordinate needed investigations and procedures, ensure the acquisition of needed parental competencies 
prior to discharge and to plan follow-up and continuing care.

Very early and 
continuous skin-
to-skin contact

Skin-to-skin contact 
between mother or 
father and newborn infant 
is initiated as early as 
possible and maintained 
continuously.

Clinical consultation 
and supervision for 
health care professionals 
on supporting families

Health care professionals
receive counselling and 
regular clinical supervision 
in communicating with 
and providing emotional 
support for parents.

Parental 
involvement

Parents are members 
of the caregiving team and, 
with individualized support, 
assume the primary role 
in the provision of care of 
their infant, and are active 
partners in decision-
making processes.
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