Understanding Premature Birth: A Guide for Parents and Caregivers

Highlights

A premature baby is born before the 37th week of pregnancy.

Premature birth can be caused by various factors, including multiple

pregnancies, infections, and pre-existing conditions like pre-eclampsia or
diabetes.

Babies born prematurely may need special care, including feeding assistance and
support for breathing and development.

Early medical intervention can significantly improve outcomes for premature
babies.
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What Defines a Premature Baby?

A premature baby is one born before the 37th week of pregnancy, while a typical
pregnancy lasts about 40 weeks. Advances in medical care mean that over 90% of
premature babies survive and grow up to develop normally. Premature births can
occur at various stages. Babies born between 32 and 36 weeks usually face fewer
complications but still require medical care, while those born before 32 weeks

may require intensive care and extended hospital stays.

Causes of Premature Birth

Premature birth can be due to several factors, and in many cases, the cause
remains unknown. Some common causes include:

A weak cervix that opens prematurely \("cervical incompetence™\).

Multiple pregnancies, such as twins, increasing the likelihood of premature
birth.

Pre-existing medical conditions like pre-eclampsia or diabetes that may
necessitate an early delivery.

Placental complications such as insufficiency or abruption.

Early rupture of the amniotic sac.

Health issues such as infections or high blood pressure.

A history of previous preterm births.

Signs of Premature Labour

It is crucial to recognize the signs of premature labour in order to seek
prompt medical attention. These signs may include:

Contractions that occur more frequently than usual.
Waters breaking or leaking amniotic fluid.
A noticeable change in vaginal discharge, such as blood or mucus.



A sudden decrease in fetal movement.

Increased pressure in the pelvis as though the baby is pushing down.
Cramping, nausea, vomiting, or diarrhea.

Persistent lower back pain.

Swelling in the face, hands, or feet, or visual disturbances, which may
indicate pre-eclampsia.

Steps to Take if You Experience Premature Labour Symptoms

If you experience signs of premature labour before the 37th week of pregnancy,
it is important to contact your healthcare provider immediately. With medical
intervention, premature labour can sometimes be slowed or stopped. If
necessary, you may be transferred to a hospital equipped to manage preterm
births.

Managing Premature Labour

Upon arrival at the hospital, the healthcare team may conduct a pelvic exam and
ultrasound. If premature labour is confirmed, medications may be used to slow
contractions and delay delivery. If birth seems imminent, corticosteroids may

be administered to help the baby’s lungs develop. In some cases, a cesarean
section may be required for delivery.

When Can | Hold My Baby?

The timing of holding your premature baby depends on their condition. If the
baby is stable, you may be able to hold them the same day. If the baby requires
intensive care, direct holding might not be possible immediately. Kangaroo care
\(skin-to-skin contact)) is often encouraged once the baby is stable.

Is Breastfeeding Possible for My Premature Baby?

Breastfeeding may take time for premature babies due to difficulties with
latching. However, expressing breast milk early is important. A lactation
consultant can assist with this process. If the baby cannot latch, breast milk
may be delivered through a feeding tube initially. Skin-to-skin contact can
help promote the baby’s alertness and interest in breastfeeding.



Appearance of a Premature Baby

Premature babies are typically smaller and more fragile than full-term babies.
Their appearance may vary depending on how early they were born:

Skin: Thin and translucent, making the baby more vulnerable to temperature
changes.

Eyes: Eyelids may be fused shut at birth, opening around 30 weeks.

Hair: Fine, soft body hair \(lanugo\), with little or no hair on the head.

Genitals: May be underdeveloped.

Development: May have difficulty regulating body temperature, breathing, and
heart rate.

Potential Development Delays in Premature Babies
Premature babies are at risk for developmental delays, including:

Breathing difficulties.

Heart problems.

Digestive and feeding issues.
Jaundice.

Increased susceptibility to infections.

Regular follow-up with pediatricians and specialists is vital to monitor and
support the baby’s development.

Understanding Your Baby’s 'Corrected Age’

To assess your premature baby’s development, their "corrected age" is used.
Subtract the number of weeks the baby was born early from their actual age. For
example, if your baby is 6 months old but was born 2 months early, their
corrected age would be 4 months. This corrected age is used to assess
developmental milestones until the baby reaches 2 years old.

When Can My Premature Baby Go Home?

Premature babies usually stay in the hospital until they are stable enough to
transition to home care. The healthcare team will provide guidance on how to



care for the baby at home. Routine checkups will be needed after discharge to
monitor ongoing health.

Coping with the Stress of Having a Premature Baby

Having a premature baby can be an overwhelming and stressful experience. Many
parents feel anxiety, guilt, or sadness, especially when the baby requires care

in the NICU. Seeking emotional support from family, friends, or a support group
for parents of premature babies can be helpful. Professional counseling may

also assist in managing the emotional challenges.

Tools and Assistance

Caring for a premature baby requires access to various resources and support.
Here are some essential tools and assistance:

Neonatal Intensive Care Unit \(NICU\): Provides specialized care and
round-the-clock monitoring for premature babies until they are stable enough
for home care.

Breastfeeding Support: Lactation consultants help with expressing breast milk,
feeding tubes, and assisting premature babies in latching to breastfeed.
Healthcare Providers: Neonatologists and pediatricians monitor your baby’s
growth, development, and medical needs.

Parent Support Groups: Offer emotional support, advice, and a network of
parents in similar situations.

Counseling Services: Professional counseling can help parents cope with the
emotional stress of having a premature baby.

Developmental Specialists: Pediatric specialists monitor developmental
milestones and guide parents in encouraging progress.

Home Monitoring Devices: Devices like pulse oximeters and baby monitors can
help track your baby’s health and ensure they're stable at home.

Specialized Feeding Bottles: Bottles designed for premature babies make feeding
easier, especially for those struggling with latching.

Home Care Training: Parents receive guidance on how to care for their baby at
home, including managing medications and equipment.

Early Intervention Programs: These programs support the early developmental
needs of premature babies through therapies and resources.

Emergency Services: It's important to know the nearest hospital or medical



facility equipped to handle premature babies in case of an emergency.

These tools and support systems help ensure the well-being of both premature
babies and their parents during and after hospital care.



