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Newborn Withdrawal Syndrome affects babies who are born to women who have been using 
addictive illegal or prescription drugs during pregnancy. These and other drugs pass through the 
placenta to the baby during pregnancy, and the baby becomes addicted to the drugs along with 
the mother. At birth, the baby is still dependent on the drug and may experience withdrawal 
symptoms. Drug dependent babies may show symptoms of withdrawal for several days until 
their bodies overcome neurochemical imbalances caused by the drug. After the first few days, 
withdrawal symptoms subside, but any unusual behaviors noted in drug-exposed infants after 
about 10 days should receive follow up attention immediately. 
 
It is critically important if you have problems with addictive substances that you be very honest 
with your health professionals who are caring for you and your baby. They need to know what 
drugs you have or are taking, for how long, and how much, so they can help you decided the best 
care and treatment for your baby. They can also guide you to resources in the community that 
can help you stop using. 
 
Legal Considerations 
In Idaho, a midwife must refer a woman with a known history of drug abuse to a physician for 
consultation or treatment of her drug addiction or dependency while she is receiving care from a 
midwife. 
 
General Signs of Drug Withdrawal in Neonates 
 ✤Tremors 
 ✤Jerky tremulous movements (muscle activity of limbs) 
 ✤Irritability (excessive crying, sometimes a high-pitched cry) 
 ✤Poor feeding 
 ✤Sleeping problems 
 ✤Sweating 
 ✤Overactive reflexes 
 ✤Explosive diarrhea 
 ✤Rigid muscle tone 
 ✤Skin abrasions 
 ✤Increased respiratory rate  
 ✤Repetitive sneezing, stuffy nose 
 ✤Repetitive yawning 
 ✤Vomiting 
 ✤Fever 
 ✤Hyper alertness 
 ✤Difficult to soothe 
 ✤Suck frantically as if in an effort to soothe themselves (can lead to overfeeding and  
  spitting up) 
 ✤Arching the back and pulling away when held 
 ✤Splotchy skin, mottling 



 ✤Seizures 
 
Complications of Maternal Drug abuse for the Baby 
 ✤Birth defects 
 ✤Low birth weight, poor growth before birth 
 ✤Stillbirth 
 ✤Premature birth 
 ✤Small head circumference 
 ✤Increased risk of Sudden Infant Death Syndrome (SIDS) 
 
Long Term Effects on Baby when Mom Abuses Drugs 
 Birth defects (for example: heart defects, cleft lip, club foot, urinary tract defects) 
 Learning disabilities 
 Language delays 
 Attention problems 
 Depression 
 Growth retardation 
 Behavioral problems 
 Cerebral Palsy 
 
Diagnostic Testing Your Doctor Might Request 
 ✤Urine drug testing for mother 
 ✤Urine drug testing for baby 
 ✤Meconium drug testing for baby 
 ✤Hair testing (not usually recommended, but available) 
 ✤STI Testing for mother 
 ✤HIV Testing 
 ✤Hepatitis B and C testing 
 ✤Neonatal Abstinence Scoring of Symptoms (to determine severity symptoms and  
  therapies that might be used to help the baby) 
 
How Your Baby Might Be Treated for Drug Withdrawals  
Many researchers believe that pharmacologic therapy should be avoided if possible because of 
the risks of treatment. Indications that pharmacological therapy might be necessary includes 
seizures, poor feeding, diarrhea and vomiting resulting in excessive weight loss and dehydration, 
inability to sleep, and fever related to infection. 
 
A physician might use drugs like morphine or methadone to treat infants with severe symptoms. 
 
Things You Can Do To Help Your Baby 
 ✤Swaddling to decrease sensory stimulation 
 ✤Gentle rocking 
 ✤Reducing noise and lights 
 ✤Frequent small feedings of a special very nutritious formula (extra calories are needed  
  to compensate for the over activity of the infant, diarrhea, vomiting, crying,  
  sleeplessness, and drooling) 
 ✤Carefully keeping track of the baby’s temperature 
 ✤Homeopathic remedies nux vomica and opium 



  
Educational Measures to Consider 
 The effects of drug use on woman’s body 
 The effects of drug use on the baby’s body 
 The long-term effects of maternal drug use on baby physically, emotionally, and   
  spiritually 
 The effects of drug use during breast Feeding 
 Contraceptive Counseling 
 
When Referral to a Doctor is Required 
✤Any woman suspected of abusing drugs during pregnancy including prescription drugs, illicit 
 drugs, or tobacco is probably not a candidate for home birth and will immediately be 
 referred to a physician 
✤Idaho law forbids a midwife to care for a woman who has a history of drug abuse unless she is 
 currently being seen by a physician for her past or present dependency or addiction. 
✤Any infant that is believed to be drug affected will be immediately referred to a pediatrician. 
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