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Syndrome & Infants



WITHDRAWAL SYNDROME?

Neonatal abstinence syndrome (NAS) is when a baby has symptoms 
of withdrawal from a medicine or drug that their mother was taking 
during pregnancy. Withdrawal symptoms in babies caused by 
opioids is called neonatal opioid withdrawal syndrome (NOWS).

NAS and NOWS happen because a baby has gotten used to having 
that medicine or drug in their body before they were born. After 
birth, the baby does not have that medicine or drug in their body 
anymore. The baby may have withdrawal symptoms while their 
body adjusts to living without the medicine or drug.

Not every baby exposed to medicines or drugs before birth will 
have NAS or NOWS. A baby with these syndromes can be affected 
in different ways. There is no way for doctors to know how much or 
how little a baby will be affected.

Medicine or drugs that can cause NOWS include: 
• Narcotic/opiate pain medication (like Norco, Percocet,   
 Oxycodone, Morphine) 
• Methadone 
• Subutex or Suboxone (Buprenorphine) 
• Heroin 
• Benzodiazepines (like Xanax, Valium, Klonopin) 

HOW TO PREPARE BEFORE 
BABY IS BORN

If your baby is at risk for NAS or NOWS, there are several 
things you should do before their birth: 

1. Your baby will stay in the hospital for a minimum of 5 days to  
 be watched for symptoms of withdrawal. They may stay longer  
 if they continue to need support adjusting to the world - some  
 babies need to stay in the hospital for 3-4 weeks. 
2. Consider making plans in advance with your support system  
 so that you can stay in the hospital with your baby as much as  
 possible. It is important for a baby going through withdrawal to  
 be near their parent.  
3. Choose a pediatrician to take care of your baby after you leave  
 the hospital. 
4. Talk to your doctor about breastfeeding before baby is born.  
 Breastfeeding helps baby with their withdrawal symptoms and  
 can help you both go home quicker. 
5. Plan to limit visitors so your baby has lots of quiet time to  
 recover. Babies with NAS can be overwhelmed easily, so it is  
 best to save lots of visitors until baby is feeling better. 
6. Pack clothing, snacks, chargers and other things for yourself 
 to be more comfortable in the hospital.

Members of your care team 
may use NOWS or NAS to refer 
to an infant’s condition.
The opioid-specific terms, “neonatal opioid withdrawal syndrome” 
and “NOWS” were adopted in November 2020 by the American 
Academy of Pediatrics and other groups. Used before that, but still 
used are the more general terms, “Neonatal abstinence syndrome” 
or “NAS.”



WHAT ARE THE SYMPTOMS OF NOWS?

In withdrawal, your baby may have some or all of these 
symptoms: 

• Irritability: Compared to other newborns, your baby is more  
 fussy.  
• Excessive crying: Your baby cries often and the cry is high- 
 pitched. It may be hard to soothe, calm, and comfort your baby  
 with usual measures like feeding, diapering and holding. 
• Trouble sleeping: Your baby sleeps less than other newborns,  
 with trouble settling down for sleep or sleeping only for a short  
 time. 
• Tight, stiff muscles: Your baby’s arms, legs, and back are  
 unusually stiff or rigid. 
• Trembling or twitching: Your baby trembles or twitches, or  
 seems jittery or shaky.
• Startles easily 
• Difficulty breastfeeding or taking a bottle: Your baby’s suck  
 may be weak, frantic, or both. This makes it hard for your baby  
 to get enough milk at feeding times. 
• Trouble gaining weight: After the first week, your baby gains  
 weight slowly or not at all. 
• Diarrhea, excessive spitting up 
• Fast breathing: Your baby breathes fast or has irregular or long  
 pauses between breaths. 
• Sweating 
• Excessive yawning and sneezing
• Skin problems: Your baby’s skin looks raw in places, often on  
 the face and diaper areas
• Seizures (rare)

HOW WILL MY BABY BE MONITORED?

Nurses will monitor your baby’s symptoms using a standard scoring 
system. The medical team will focus on how well your baby can 
nurse or take a bottle, if they are able to sleep, and how easily 
they can be consoled when crying. These three activities are very 
important to understand how baby is adjusting to the world. 

HOW CAN I HELP?

Hold your baby close
Spend as much time as possible with your baby. Sing or talk softly 
to your baby and keep them close. This closeness comforts your 
baby and may ease some symptoms of withdrawal. Hold your baby 
skin-to-skin, while breastfeeding or any time that you are awake and 
not sleepy. 

Always make sure baby is sleeping safely
A baby should always sleep in their own place next to the bed. Lay 
baby down to sleep flat on their back, and never on their side or 
their stomach. 

Keep a quiet and calm environment
Avoid too much of anything: visitors, bright lights, loud sounds, 
heat and cold, lots of toys and games. A baby in withdrawal needs 
rest, not excitement. Limit visitors and keep things quiet, voices, 
music, and phones should be soothing and low.

Keep a consistent routine
Stick to a routine. Your baby will feel reassured by a regular 
schedule of feedings, naps, and cuddles. Identify a few caregivers 
who will provide quiet, calm and consistent care for your baby.

Learn your baby’s cue for comfort and needs.  
Cues are certain behaviors that you can learn to interpret. They can 
include things like crying, smiling, arching the back, staring, and 
turning the head. It may help to write down your baby’s cues, how 
you respond and the baby’s reaction.



Learn comfort positions and pressures that soothe your baby 
Try different ways of holding your baby. A baby may feel more 
secure and comfortable held over your shoulder, curled in a 
C-shape, or with their side or tummy along your thighs as you 
sit. Experiment with massage and touch. Every baby responds 
differently so watch your baby’s reaction. If your baby doesn’t like 
something you are trying, stop and try something else. The nurses 
can show you positions and touches to try with your baby.
 
Be patient with your baby — and with yourself 
The newborn period can be intense, and withdrawal can pose an 
additional challenge. Reach out for support from your support or 
healthcare teams as you and your baby move through this process 
together.

Breastfeeding
Breastfeeding has tons health benefits for both you and baby, but 
it can also help your baby through their withdrawal. 

If you would like to breastfeed your baby, please talk to the medical 
teams caring for you and your baby about any medications or 
drugs you have been using to make sure they are safe during 
breastfeeding

Lactation consultants will be available to help get you and baby 
comfortable with breastfeeding. If you are unable to breastfeed, 
your baby will still benefit from being held close skin-to-skin.

Babies with NOWS or NAS may lose more weight than average  
babies because their body burns more calories during withdrawal. 
Your baby’s doctor may recommend changes to your feeding plan 
if your baby is losing too much weight.Try this to comfort baby

 
Many babies are soothed by firm, rhythmic strokes and pats. Try 
patting your baby’s back and bottom as you walk, sway, or rock. 
(Avoid light, feathery touch as this irritates many babies.)
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