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“Mother’s Day can

be challenging and
emotionally fraught for
some, including mothers
with an infant hospitalized
in a neonatal intensive
care unit (NICU). With
the help of NICU staff
and providers, mothers
can anticipate and cope
with the challenges and
emotions that they may
experience this Mother’s
Day, on May 8th.”

Each year on the second Sunday in May,
people across the United States and
around the globe honor and celebrate
mothers (Our use of the term “mothers” in-
cludes anyone who identifies as a mother,
grandmother, gestational parent, or care-
giver.) on Mother’s Day. This holiday is full
of joy, celebration, pride, and gratitude for
many. There may be hugs, handmade and
store-bought cards, photos posted and
shared on social media, breakfast in bed,
family gatherings, flower bouquets, and
tokens of appreciation. Mother’s Day can
be challenging and emotionally fraught
for some, including mothers with an infant
hospitalized in a neonatal intensive care
unit (NICU). With the help of NICU staff
and providers, mothers can anticipate and
cope with the challenges and emotions
that they may experience this Mother’s
Day, on May 8th. This article will discuss
the emotions and challenges NICU moth-
ers may experience on the holiday and
suggest ways to acknowledge, support,
and celebrate NICU mothers and caregiv-
ers.

Parents in the NICU may grieve the loss
of anticipated postpartum plans and ex-
periences, such as caring for and bonding
with their baby at home. Mothers in the
NICU may also grieve the loss of expected
holiday events and experiences (1). Grief
is one of the many normal and common
reactions NICU parents may have. On
Mother’s Day and the days surrounding
this holiday, mothers in the NICU may feel
disappointed, disheartened, and sorrowful
if their expectations, visions, and anticipa-
tions for Mother’s Day do not match their
current reality—one that is often charac-
terized by long hours at their baby’s bed-
side and concern and worry about their
baby’s health and survival. Current re-
alities may also involve difficult decision-
making about treatment options and end-
of-life care. NICU parents may be juggling
multiple responsibilities, such as caring
for older children and work. Parents may
also experience physical separation from
their baby when the gestational parent is
recovering from childbirth, the baby is in
an isolette, the baby is undergoing a surgi-
cal procedure, or when parents leave the
hospital to go home or to their temporary
residence. Furthermore, by spending time
in the NICU, mothers may miss traditional
family gatherings and their usual Mother’s
Day celebrations (1). Not being present for
these events may exacerbate feelings of
isolation as many families begin to reunite

after separations due to COVID-19 restric-
tions.

Some mothers in the NICU may have dif-
ficulty or delays in forming their mater-
nal identity due to limited opportunities
for caregiving and interacting with their
infant, shared caregiving responsibili-
ties with NICU staff providers, disrupted
mother-infant bonding, perceived lack of
control, and increased psychological dis-
tress (2-5). Difficulty or delays in forming
maternal and parental identity are part of
an array of normal reactions and experi-
ences that a parent may have. In a qualita-
tive examination of NICU mothers’ percep-
tions of the development of their maternal
role in the context of NICU, the thematic
analysis revealed that some respondents
characterized themselves as mothers only
while they were in the NICU; they reported
not feeling like mothers when they left the
hospital because they were not with their
babies or serving as a primary caretaker
(3). Researchers have found that moth-
ers’ perceived loss of parental role was
one of the most stressful aspects of their
infant's NICU hospitalization (6,7)predic-
tors, and child outcomes associated with
NICU-related stress for mothers of infants
born very preterm (VPT. For mothers in
the NICU who have not yet fully developed
their maternal identity or perceive a loss of
their parental role, Mother’s Day may feel
conflicting and isolating. Of note, mothers
in the NICU who have experienced neona-
tal losses or are anticipating and planning
for neonatal loss may experience an inten-
sification of grief and have particularly dif-
ficult emotional experiences on Mother’s
Day.

We encourage NICU staff and providers
to thoughtfully acknowledge and celebrate
mothers and caregivers in the NICU this
Mother’s Day. Listed below are some sug-
gestions:

Acknowledge Mother’s Day

Staff and providers can communicate their
acknowledgment of Mother’s Day, even
when it may not be a “happy” Mother’s Day
for mothers and other caregivers in the
NICU. If this is the case, instead of wishing
mothers a “happy” Mother’s Day, one can
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express, “l am thinking about you today on Mother’s Day.”
Validate and reflect emotions

NICU staff and providers can help mothers and caregivers cope
with emotions that may arise during this holiday by validating and
reflecting on mothers’ expressed feelings. Offering opportunities
for parents to share their feelings by asking open-ended ques-
tions about how they are feeling and allowing time to listen to the
responses can be very empowering for parents. Responding with
statements that validate their experience also can be very helpful.
For example, one could respond to a mother who expresses grief
about the loss of expected Mother’s Day experiences by stating,
“it makes sense why you would feel especially sad and disap-
pointed today.”

Provide opportunities for caretaking

If possible, NICU staff and providers can find ways for parents
to interact with their babies more on Mother’s Day. For example,
mothers could be encouraged to take on a meaningful hands-on
caretaking task, like feeding or bathing their baby or changing a
diaper. Mothers also can be encouraged to engage in skin-to-skin
care.

Encourage mothers to communicate with their babies

On Mother’s Day, NICU mothers can communicate and bond with
their babies by reading them a book, story, or poem. Mothers
could write and share a personal letter to their babies about their
love, their family, and what it means to be their mother. Mothers
may also wish to sing to their babies.

Praise mothers’ efforts to care for their babies

On Mother’s Day (and regularly), NICU staff and providers are

encouraged to acknowledge and praise mothers’ efforts to care
for their babies in the NICU. A simple phrase like “you are doing a
great job” can be meaningful and impactful to mothers who may
be lacking confidence and feeling uncertain about their maternal
role.

Encourage mothers to attend parent support groups

NICU staff and providers can encourage mothers to attend par-
ent support groups on Mother’s Day. Peer sharing of positive
and negative maternal experiences in NICU support groups can
strengthen social relationships and networks, provide therapeutic
benefits, foster feelings of safety and comfort, and encourage par-
ent advocacy (3,9). On Mother’s Day, NICU parent support groups
can feature topics related to Mother’s Day. Mother’s Day themed
activities, such as scrapbooking, crafting, and even expressive
writing or journaling that allow for both positive and adverse feel-
ings can also be incorporated.

Create cards or keepsake gifts for mothers

There are several ways Mother’s Day can be celebrated in the
NICU. One way to celebrate the holiday is for NICU staff to take
a photo of each baby or each mother with their baby and put it
inside of a card that can be placed by the baby’s bedside. Staff
may also wish to create small keepsake gifts for mothers. At Den-
ver Health Medical Center, NICU nurses make keychains to give
to each mother (8). Each keychain contains a photo of the mom
with their baby.

Provide scent cloths for mothers

Small pieces of soft fabric with the baby’s and the mother’s familiar
scent can bring comfort to mothers and babies and help facilitate
bonding. The cloth can be placed in the baby’s bed and/or worn
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Figure 1:Heart-Shaped Scent Cloth
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against the mother’s skin to absorb scent and then exchanged.
The scent cloths can even be shaped like hearts (see figure 1).

Enlist volunteer assistance from past NICU graduate families

Staff and providers can consider enlisting volunteer assistance
from past graduate families of the NICU to help support and cel-
ebrate mothers in the NICU on Mother’s Day (1). Former NICU
mothers and caregivers with first-hand lived experience and ex-
pertise could write cards with encouraging and supportive mes-
sages to current NICU mothers and assist with running parent
activity groups.

It is important to remember that each mother in the NICU will ex-
perience Mother’s Day differently, and some families may not be
open to celebrating or participating in Mother’s Day activities.

As a final note, we would like to acknowledge NICU staff, provid-
ers, and readers this Mother’s Day. We recognize those who are
mothers, grandmothers, and caregivers. We recognize those who
have or have had infants hospitalized in the NICU. We recognize
those who have lost children and those who have lost mothers.
We recognize those with strained relationships with their mothers,
those with strained relationships with their children, those who
have chosen not to be mothers, and those who are yearning to be
mothers. We honor you all and wish you a peaceful Mother’s Day.
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