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Why was this study conducted? 
 
Neonatal opioid withdrawal syndrome (NOWS) often occurs when the mothers of unborn babies use 
opioids.  The number of babies with NOWS has dramatically increased in the last 10 years due to the 
opioid crisis in the US.  Doctors and hospitals have developed standard protocols on how best to care 
for these babies.  The goal of this study was to collect information on how hospitals care for NOWS 
infants and to use this information for future clinical studies on the best methods to care for them. 
 
What was done?  
 
In the fall of 2017, 54 sites within two research networks were surveyed.  The sites were asked about 
the protocols and practices they used to treat NOWS infants.  They were also asked how NOWS infants 
were diagnosed, what drugs they were given, what non-drug methods were used, and what areas of 
the hospital cared for NOWS infants.   
 
What was found?  
 
Sites could be divided into those that were NICUs (neonatal intensive care units) and those that were 
not ICUs (non-ICUs).  NICUs were more likely to have protocols for screening mothers and diagnosing 
NOWs.  They were also more likely to have protocols for how to give drugs for NOWS symptoms and 
encouraging breastfeeding.  NICUs were more likely to use non-drug methods to treat NOWS infants.  
Non-drug methods included swaddling, cuddling, massage, and low-stimulation environments.  
Morphine was the first drug of choice for NOWS symptoms at a majority of sites, regardless of their 
type. 
 
What do the results mean? 
 
Non-ICU sites need targeted training and standardized care plans for NOWS infants.  However, it is not 
clear which practices are the most beneficial.  Some variations in care may be best for some NOWS 
infants.  The long-term effects of drug therapy and non-drug methods in these infants are unknown.  
The variations seen in this study show the need for multisite clinical trials in infants with NOWS.  These 
studies will help define the best policies and practices to use with NOWS infants. 
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