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The Effects of Early Skin-to-Skin Contact with Premature Newborns 

 Preterm birth is defined as birth before 37 weeks of gestation (Bera et al., 2014). 

Premature neonates are born underweight, which can negatively affect their physiological 

functioning. These infants often struggle with development after birth. Their health is closely 

monitored by the healthcare team while the infants spend much of their time in incubators. Some 

research has identified a positive correlation in neonate health and the amount of skin to skin 

contact that newborn experiences. Skin-to-skin Contact (SSC), also known as Kangaroo Mother 

Care (KMC), is when the infant is in direct contact with the skin on the chest of their parent 

(Jones & Santamaria, 2018). This parenting method could improve the overall health and 

development of premature infants. 

Problem Statement and Research Question 

Premature birth is often linked to a plethora of health complications and risks. Globally, 

preterm birth is the largest cause of newborn deaths and the second leading cause of death in 

children under age five from pneumonia (Bera et al., 2014). Premature infants often spend the 

first few days of their life separated from their parents under the scrutiny of a neonatal intensive 

care unit. It has been shown that SSC improves neonatal physiological growth and stability 

(Jones & Santamaria, 2018). This safe intervention can prevent the abundance of complications 

that go along with preterm birth (Shattnawi & Al-Ali, 2019).  Premature infants have shown 

positive results in their growth when experiencing increased SSC (Sharma et al., 2019).  

Whether these findings can be universally applied to premature neonates warrants further 

research. Therefore, it is important to analyze the question, “In premature neonates, how does 

skin-to-skin contact compared with a lack of skin-to-skin contact affect physiologic parameters 

and growth and development.” 
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Theoretical Framework 

Kristen Swanson's Middle-range Theory of Caring explains caring as taking 

responsibility for another person and demonstrating commitment to that person. Swanson 

focuses on the responsibilities of perinatal nursing, and the care of whom that entails. This type 

of caring is utilized in the formation of meaningful, therapeutic relationships between nurses and 

patients and their families. Nonetheless, this theory applies not only to the mother and infant, but 

also to the nurse encouraging the parents to initiate and participate in KMC. SSC may not be a 

well-known form of care across different cultures and communities, and new parents might be 

hesitant for fear of harming their newborn. For this reason, the role of the nurse is also 

incorporated in Swanson’s Middle-range Theory of Caring.  

The implementation of SSC utilizes Swanson's concept of "Knowing". This is recognized 

in each of the studies, as they focus on the impact of SSC on premature infants growth and 

development. Specifically, one article focuses care on the physiologic aspects of the infants 

growth, and found that neonates are positively impacted when implementing SSC (Jones & 

Santamaria, 2018). “Being with” is also incorporated in this form of care. Skin-to-skin contact is 

the most intimate form of this concept between a mother and her child. The third aspect of 

Swanson’s theory is "Doing for”, which is also evident in SSC because it is aimed to comfort 

infants with physical touch to improve their development. Studies have shown that infants who 

have received SSC had improved breastfeeding rates and growth rates (Bera et al, 2014; 

Shattnawi & Al-Ali, 2019). “Enabling” incorporates the nurse and the mother. The nurse enables 

the mother to implement this type of care through teaching and demonstration. Lastly, 

“Maintaining the Belief” is another role of the nurse. By presenting information about the 
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positive effects of this caring technique, the nurse can help the mother to remain hopeful that 

KMC will be beneficial for her infant, both physically and mentally. 

Synthesis of Literature 

A PICO-question-guided literature review led to the discovery of four studies about early 

SSC with premature newborns (Appendix A). These four studies all concluded that this early 

SSC is a positive element in the development of premature newborns. Studies specifically looked 

at physical growth, breastfeeding and behavioral outcomes, and physiological parameters, such 

as vital signs.  

The studies conducted by Bera et al. (2014) and Sharma et al. (2019) looked specifically 

at physical development. The study conducted by Bera et al. (2014) analyzed the effect of 

kangaroo mother care on the growth and development of premature babies up to the age of 12 

months. It was found that the experimental group who received early SSC surpassed the control 

group in growth parameters, such as weight, length, and circumference measurements. The 

improvements in weight gain support the contact method of caring for premature newborns in 

both the study and review.  What about the findings of the Sharma et al. (2019) systematic 

review? You cite it in the first sentence and then do not mention how the findings are similar to 

the Bera et al. (2014) study. 

The study outlined by Shattnawi and Al-Ali (2019), as well as the  study by Sharma et al. 

(2019) analyzed the effect that KMC has on breastfeeding. The results from the systematic 

review by Sharma et al. (2019) showed that KMC has positive outcomes on breastfeeding rates 

of very low birth weight infants. Likewise, the study by Shattnawi and Al-Ali (2019) specifically 

inferred that mothers are encouraged to provide early and frequent SSC to promote exclusive 

breastfeeding. The results of the Sharma et al. (2019) systematic review supported kangaroo care 
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having positive outcomes on breastfeeding rates on very low birth weight infants. It is clear from 

the findings in these studies that rates of breastfeeding are positively impacted by KMC.  Need to 

refer to findings of studies, not what is stated in articles. 

Jones and Santamaria (2018) conducted a study with a slightly different focus on the 

effects of SSC on premature infants. Their study focused on the physiological parameters of 

neonatal infants in the NICU. For each neonate, one SSC session with their parent was studied 

and the neonates’ oxygen saturation, heart rate, respiratory rate, and temperature were recorded. 

Results showed that the neonates’ oxygen requirement during the SSC session was reduced 85% 

of the time and that overall there was a positive correlation of SSC and achieving target 

temperature and heart rate ranges (Jones & Santamaria, 2018). 

Conclusion and Implications for Practice 

The literature has shown that SSC, or KMC, has a significant impact on premature 

newborns and their health. SSC shows a positive correlation with developmental, behavioral, and 

physiological outcomes. Nurses and parents reported throughout all studies that SSC improved 

development. From these findings, it is plausible to assume that SSC in the NICU on a day-to-

day basis with all newborns can improve their overall health. This research encourages NICUs to 

use SSC routinely with their patients. The commonality of KMC in NICUs could improve the 

future outcomes of many neonates.  

The major limitation in the literature was that there was no standard amount or type of 

SSC. How parents incorporated SSC into their care and for how long varied among all groups 

therefore affected the reliability of the data. Some neonates who were receiving SSC were 

covered in a warm blanket with the infant’s head exposed while the mothers were encouraged to 

talk to the infant softly (Shattnawi & Al-Ali, 2019). Other parents choose their own type of SSC 
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(Jones & Santamaria, 2018). Not only were each of the studies somewhat different in terms of 

how the SSC was given, but all studies were also voluntary. While it would be unethical to 

randomize the SSC, allowing the mothers to self-select may have caused bias in the results.  

Swanson’s theory of caring intertwines with the focus of the research previously 

discussed in this paper. Nurses who educate parents on SSC understand how proper care is 

important to the life of an infant. When nurses understand this information, they are practicing 

the “knowing” concept of Swanson’s theory. By being emotionally present for new parents and 

advocating for SSC to be involved in infant care, nurses are enacting for someone as they would 

themselves. Therefore, nurses demonstrate the “being with” and “doing for” concepts of 

Swanson’s theory. By empowering new parents with proper caring practices and maintaining 

hope that the parents will raise healthy children, nurses are exhibiting the “enabling” and 

“maintaining belief” concepts on Swanson's theory.  

While there is compelling evidence as to why SSC is important to the growth and 

development of premature newborns, a larger study clarifying a positive correlation between the 

two is necessary. Research does show that SSC is beneficial to these newborns but determining 

the ideal duration and frequency of this method needs further research (Shattnawi & Al-Ali, 

2019). Nurses and parents should be educated on the positive effects of SSC on premature 

neonates, but further studies need to be done to determine the most appropriate measures to do 

so. Nevertheless, there is substantial evidence that skin-to-skin contact will overall be beneficial 

in the health and development of premature neonates. 
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Appendix A 

Evidence Table 

 

Author last 
name and 
year of 
publication 

Research 
Question/ 
Research 
Objective 

Sample 
 

Design Independent 
Variable OR 
Intervention 
OR 
Issue 

Dependent 
(Outcome)  
Variable 
 

Significant 
Results 

Limitations/ 
Gaps 

Strengths 

Bera, et al., 
2014 
 
 
 
 
 
 

How does 
kangaroo 
mother care 
affect the 
growth and 
development of 
low birth 
weight Indian 
babies up to 
the age of 12 
months? 

500 Mother/ 
Baby Pairs  

Controlled 
Clinical Trial 

Kangaroo 
Mother Care 

Growth and 
Development of 
Premature 
Infants up to 12 
Months of Age 

- DASII motor 
& mental 
development 
quotients, 
physical growth 
& development 
all significantly 
better for KMC 
babies as 
compared with 
conventional 
control group (p 
< .001) 

- Non-
randomised 

- More than 
10% of 
participants 
dropped out 

- Some of the 
mothers being 
unable to 
implement 
KMC properly 

- Validated 
instruments 
and techniques 
were used 
 
- Large sample 
size 
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Jones & 
Santamaria, 
2018 
 
 
 

What is the 
relationship 
between SSC 
duration and 
the neonate’s 
oxygen 
saturation, 
heart rate 
(HR), 
respiratory rate 
(RR), and 
temperature? 

26 Neonates Observationa
l Cohort 
Study 

Skin-to-skin 
Contact 

Oxygen 
saturation, heart 
rate, respiratory 
rate, and 
temperature 
 

- Oxygen 
requirement that 
the neonate 
needed 
during the SSC 
reduced in 22 of 
the 26 SSCs 
(85%) 
 
- Positive 
correlation of 
ranges with 
SSC (none 
statistically 
significant) 
 
 
 

- Measurement 
for the 
neonates’ 
oxygen 
saturation, HR, 
and RR 
was only 
available at 5-
minute intervals 
 
- Type of SSC 
being used for 
the study was 
chosen by the 
parents 
 
- No 
measurements 
taken when the 
neonate was not 
in SSC 

- Accurate and 
precise 
physiologic 
measurements  

Sharma et al., 
2019. 

How does 
kangaroo 
mother care 
affect very low 
birth weight 
infants? 

 

13 studies, 
evaluated 
the role of 
KMC in 
very low 
birth rate 
infants 

Systematic 
review 

Kangaroo 
Mother Care in 
very low birth 
weight infants 

Improved 
growth rate and 
breastfeeding 
rate of VLBW 
infants 

- KMC has a 
positive effect 
on the growth 
and increases 
breastfeeding 
rates of VLBW 
infants 
 
- Shown in all 
but one of the 

- Some infants 
may have spent 
more or less 
time in KMC 
than others 
 
- No control 
groups in any of 
the 13 articles 

PRISMA 
guidelines used 
to conduct 
review 
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studies within 
the review 
 
- No negative or 
harmful 
outcomes noted 
associated with 
KMC in VLBW 
infants 

Shattnawi, & 
Al-Ali,  
2019.  
 
 
 
 
 

How does the 
effect of short 
duration skin 
to skin contact 
on premature 
infants 
influence 
psychological 
and behavioral 
outcomes? 

89 stable 
premature 
infants; 48 
SSC and 41 
Comparison 
group  

Quasi- 
Experimental 
Control 
Group  

Short duration 
skin to skin 
contact  

Effect on 
physiological 
and behavioral 
outcomes; 
weight gain  

- SSC group 
demonstrated 
higher weight 
gain from day 
3-5 of 
practicing SSC 
 
 - Experienced 
significantly 
fewer numbers 
of apneas  
 
- Less likely to 
use formula 
feeding and 
more likely to 
use mixed 
feeding at 
discharge  
 
- Significant 
differences also 
with crying, 

Unethical to 
randomize, so 
allowing 
mothers to self-
select their 
group may have 
biased the 
results  
 
  
 
 

Well defined 
outcome 
measures 
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sleeping 
patterns, and 
mothers were 
less likely to cry 
in a continuous 
pattern and 
more likely to 
sleep better (all 
p < .05) 
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Appendix B 

Annotated Bibliography 

The following bibliography summarizes four articles that will be used in our Final 

Influence Paper about the effects of early skin to skin contact among premature newborns. Each 

summary discusses each article’s relevance to our Paper as well as their strengths and 

weaknesses. 

Bera, A., Ghosh, J., Singh, A. K., Hazra, A., Mukherjee, S., & Mukherjee, R. (2014). 

Effect of kangaroo mother care on growth and development of low birthweight 

babies up to 12 months of age: A controlled clinical trial. Acta Paediatrica, 103(6), 

643–650. https://doi.org/10.1111/apa.12618 

This controlled clinical trial included 500 mother and low birth weight baby pairs selected 

from a tertiary care teaching hospital with a Level III Neonatal Intensive Care Unit (NICU) 

facility between March 2008 and September 2011. The research objective was to determine how 

kangaroo mother care affects the growth and development of low birth-weight Indian babies up 

to the age of 12 months. Results showed that babies who received kangaroo mother care 

achieved physical growth at the same rate as the control group until age 40 weeks. After this 

marker, the infants receiving intervention surpassed the control group, despite being underweight 

at birth. The results also showed that Developmental Assessment Scales for Indian Infants 

(DASII) motor and mental development were also better in infants who received kangaroo care. 

This study did have some weaknesses, for instance, the study was non-randomised, more than 

10% of the original participants dropped out of the study, and some of the mothers were unable 

to implement the kangaroo care technique properly. A strength of the study was the fact that the 
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data was supported by other studies and that validated instruments and techniques were used in 

order to successfully answer the research question. This article will overall support our paper 

because it demonstrates that Kangaroo Care has a positive impact on the growth and 

development of premature babies. 

Jones, H., & Santamaria, N. (2018). An observational cohort study examining the effect 

of the duration of skin-to-skin contact on the physiological parameters of the 

neonate in a neonatal intensive special care unit. Advances in Neonatal Care, 18(3), 

208–214. https://doi.org/10.1097/ANC.0000000000000485 

The aim of this observational cohort study was to identify the relationship between skin-to-

skin contact (SSC) duration and the neonate’s oxygen saturation, heart rate, respiratory rate, and 

temperature. The neonates’ oxygen requirement during the SSC reduced in 22 of the 26 SSCs by 

85%. There was an overall positive correlation of oxygen saturation, temperature, and HR ranges 

with SSC. However, the measurement for the neonates’ oxygen saturation heart rate, and 

respiration rate were only available at 5-minute intervals and the type of SSC being used for the 

study was chosen by the parents and not the researchers. There were also no measurements taken 

while the neonate was not in SSC to compare to when then the neonate did have SSC. This 

research is beneficial because its aim was to observe the effects of SSC on neonates, which 

supports our PICOT question. 

Sharma, D., Farahbakhsh, N., Sharma, S., Sharma, P., & Sharma, A. (2019). Role of 

kangaroo mother care in growth and breast feeding rates in very low birth weight 

(VLBW) neonates: A systematic review. The Journal of Maternal-Fetal & Neonatal 

Medicine, 32(1), 129–142. https://doi.org/10.1080/14767058.2017.1304535 
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This systematic review of thirteen studies included randomized controlled trials, studies 

that had primary or secondary outcomes as the growth of infants or breastfeeding rates, and 

studies that researched very low birth weight (VLBW) infants or analyzed VLBW results in their 

study. Results showed that KMC has a positive effect on the growth of VLBW infants. It was 

also found to increase the breastfeeding rates in the VLBW infants. This was evidenced in all but 

one of the studies within the review and there were no negative or harmful outcomes associated 

with KMC in VLBW infants. The study did not measure the exact time infants were kept in 

KMC, so some of the infants could have been in KMC for seven hours per day and others could 

have been in KMC for only two. This study is useful to support the PICOT question because its 

purpose was to identify positive effects of KMC on VLBW infants, which are typically 

premature infants.  

Shattnawi, K. K., & Al-Ali, N. (2019). The effect of short duration skin to skin contact 

on premature infants' physiological and behavioral outcomes: A quasi-experimental 

study. Journal of Pediatric Nursing, 46, e24–e28. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pedn.2019.02.005 

This quasi-experimental study conducted in Northern Jordan at a University Hospital with 

a tertiary level NICU studied 89 premature infants; 48 of them were receiving the extra skin to 

skin contact while the other 41 newborns were receiving standard care. It was expected that early 

skin to skin contact would have a positive effect on physiological and behavioral outcomes such 

as weight gain. It was discovered that the control group demonstrated higher weight gain from 

days three to five after practicing early skin to skin contact. These newborns experienced 

significantly fewer apneas and they were less likely to use just formula feedings upon discharge. 

Since the mothers of the newborns self-selected which group they wanted to participate in, some 
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would say that there is bias behind the results. During this time, early skin to skin contact was 

not practiced regularly in the standard care in the NICU. Overall, this study supports the idea that 

early skin to skin contact improves both behavioral and physiological outcomes. 


