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Why was this study conducted? 
 

Babies exposed to opioids in the womb may show signs of withdrawal after birth. This is called 
neonatal opioid withdrawal syndrome (NOWS). Babies with NOWS may tremble, have increased crying, 
or be more difficult to calm. They also may not sleep or eat well.  
 

In the U.S., there is not a standard way to care for babies with NOWS after they are born. That means 
U.S. doctors may be treating babies with NOWS in different ways. This study looked at the variation in 
the care provided to babies with NOWS in the U.S. 
 

What was done? 
 

The medical records of babies born between July 1, 2016 and June 30, 2017 and their mothers were 
reviewed at 30 U.S. hospitals. From these records, 1377 babies were selected for the study.   
 
For the babies, we looked at how many were given medicines for their NOWS symptoms and what they 
ate. We also looked at how long they were in the hospital, and who they went home with. For the 
mothers, we looked at what types of care they had during their pregnancy. 
 
What was found? 
 
The hospitals in this study varied in how they took care of pregnant women with opioid use and their 
babies.  
 
In the babies: 

• 6% to 100% received medicine for NOWS symptoms,  

• 22% to 83% were fed breast milk, 

• length of hospital stay was 2 to 28 days, and  

• 33% to 91% went home with their parents.  
 



In the mothers: 

• 6% to 100% were given medicine for their opioid use disorder,  

• 31% to 100% received adequate medical care during their pregnancy, and  
• 2% to 75% received prenatal counseling.  

 
What do the results mean? 
 

This study suggests that the care for pregnant women who use opioids and their babies differs widely 
in the U.S. This means that some mothers and babies may not be getting the best care. 
 
More research into the care we provide will help doctors find a standardized way to care for babies 
with NOWS. Standardized care will help all babies with NOWS get the best care possible. 
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