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ABSTRACT

Survival rates of very low birth weight (VLBW) infants have improved
dramatically. This results in long periods of time in the Neonatal Intensive Care
Unit (NICU) for the infant and the parents. The purpose of this study was to
examine the process of matemnal involvement with their VLBW infants while the
infants were in the NICU.

A grounded theory approach was utilized to develop a beginning theory of
the mother's involvement with her VLBW infant in the NICU. From a sample
obtained from a tertiary care unit serving a provincial population, twelve mothers
were interviewed. The substantive theory which emerged “Becoming a Mother in
the NICU" defines the process through which mothers proceed as they engage in
the mothering role in an unfamiliar environment. It defines three stages in the
process: a) caring from the margins, in which the mother as an interested
observer experiences a state of anomie, gives over the care of her infant to the
professionals; b) shifting the balance, as the baby's condition stabilizes, the
mother increases her sense of ownership and responsibility, and c) making
progress, where the mother more fully takes on her mothering role.

The findings of this study give a better understanding of some of the
conditions that promote or inhibit matemnal involvement with their VLBW infants
and what that process is like for mothers. Study findings also point to the
significant contribution that nurses make to facilitate matemal involvement with

their VLBW infants in the NICU.
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babies initially were not fed orally, the mothers participated in feeding by
providing the milk and by helping with the tube feedings. The mothers also
began to interpret cues from the babies. One of the mothers remarked that the
baby’s oxygen level stabilized when she talked to her. Another mother expressed
an almost spiritual contact with her infant. It was as if she knew the point when
she and her baby connected.

[Baby] her blood pressure was dropped and we

couldn’t get it back up....so | said she’s going to be

fine, she’s going to be fine. So | went out and | sat

down and | talked to her and | talked to her and |

talked to her and that night it went up.

One of the milestones in the mothers’ participation in her child's care was
when she finally got to hold the baby. Having that contact with the baby made
their relationship more real. Up to this time, the mothers had minimal
involvement. They had gone home from the hospital without a baby—there were
flowers and cards but the most important criteria for motherhood-—-the baby, was
missing. They feit empty.

| think it was a couple of weeks. Oh it was great to
know that they were coming along that we could
actually touch them. Because when they were there, |
mean | knew they were ours but it wasn't the same.
There was no contact and like it was a lot better to
have them up in our arms...

The moment of holding the baby for the first time was not ideal for all
mothers. Some mothers had felt that they had waited too long for the opportunity

to hold the baby. Assessment of readiness for holding the baby seemed to be
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