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Restoring Connection in the NICU and Beyond

An Introduction to NICU Psychology Through the Lens of Relationships
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* Mental Health in the NICU

*  Why Connection Matters in the NICU

* How NICU Hospitalization Disrupts Connection

* The Role and Scope of NICU Psychology

* Restoring Connections

* Supporting Connection with Healthcare Teams and Communities

* Emerging Targets & Future Directions
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Loneliness is the unpleasant experience that = :

that occurs when a person’s network of social . B

. .
. .
relations is deficient in some important way, . % .

either quantitatively or qualitatively. p o
Perlman and Peplau . .

Loneliness can arise when connection is .
insufficient across multiple relationships (social ek $ 2

loneliness) — or when a singular, highly 2

meaningful relationship (intimate loneliness) . .

fails to provided the needed form of connection.

Cacioppo et al., 2015
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Psychological Landscape of NICU Admission w
PMADs = Perinatal Mood and Anxiety Disorders UNMC
PMADs:
PREGNANT OR POSTPARTUM * Most common complication of pregnancy
PEOPLE EXPERIENCE A and postpartum
MENTAL HEALTH CONDITION
pusnins g * Mental health (suicide + overdose) is

leading cause of mortality for
postpartum women

Many individuals remain unidentified
and untreated
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Psychological Landscape of NICU Admission
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In Nebraska, compared to White mothers PPD is

~2x as prevalent in African American, American
Indian, and Asian/Pacific Islander.

People from racial and ethnic minority groups
experience a greater burden of risk factors for
preterm birth than do their White counterparts.
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Psychological Landscape of NICU Admission

Perinatal Mental Health in Fathers:
Underrecognized but Common

Paternal perinatal depression and anxiety are significantly underrecognized

.
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PREVALENCE OF PREVALENCE OF IMPACTS CHILD WHEN BOTH PARENTS WHY IT MATTERS
PATERNAL DEPRESSION PATERNAL ANXIETY OUTCOMES ARE DEPRESSED
PRENATAL PRENATAL P“’f"‘:d ok m is ;th et esn;m:’
associated wi rse L d
9.76% |E3.4%-25% | “ccemomass

fathers are not okay!
behavioral outcomes.
1.7 - 3.2%
. POSTPARTUM - POSTPARTUM ‘L by 3.2% l
m OF COUPLES

e 8.75% 2.4%_ 51% Increased risk for + 5 S
tonaliBehavioral ) - Routine screening and
Meta-analytic data estimate Ran i 4 : May amplify negative support for fathers can

- ges vary by disorder and developmental etocts oilchiliien 3 St fo
these rat X improve outcomes for
i amsesec challenges. and the family. generations.

due to the absence of routine screening for fathers.

It matters that our
at ~2% of couples.

®

University of
Nebraska

Recognizing and supporting fathers is essential for
healthier families and better outcomes for children.

Medical Center
Healthy fathers. Strong families. Thriving children. @
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High Risk Period / High Risk Exposures
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Psychiatric Admissions
» 22x more likely in month following childbirth

~ UNMC
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Pre-Existing Bipolar Disorder

* 20% postnatal relapse

Postpartum Psychosis
+ 1-2/1000

Anxiety ~20%; ~42% NICU

» Compared to 9% in general population

PPD in mothers ~17%; ~33% NICU population
» Compared to 8.3% MDD in general population

PPD in fathers ~8%; ~17% NICU population

* Moderate correlation between PPD in mothers and fathers
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Impact of Perinatal Mental Health Concerns w
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Whole family effects
Family Functioning Child Development
@ Parent-infant bonding: Attachment and Relationships: ¢
2-4x more bonding difficulties Less sensitivity and responsiveness $
"4~ Parenting strain: Social-Emotional Development: &3
@ High parental stress Emotional regulation, behavior, anxiety Q
L)
9 Partner relationships: Sleep: 72
z Maternal and paternal depression are correlated More sleep difficulties and awakenings ‘Rz,
+
Breastfeeding continuation: Language and Cognition: 5
3 weeks earlier discontinuation Increased risk for developmental delays i-
Lower rates of breastfeeding
Increased risk of child maltreatment: Motor Development:
:\@ ¢ Harsher parenting practices Small but measurable increased risk of delays “ 2
ﬁ';‘% PMADs are a risk factor, not an indication S
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The NICU as a Disruption of Connection

Expected pathway:

i ) "
Yo
Pregnang;l” i Birth @

Proxmﬁ’)? '/;% Careglvu?g e, Familyn
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Overview of NICU Environment

Medical Setting

High-acuity environment designed for
premature and medically fragile

newborns.

Complex medical equipment and
constant monitoring create unique

atmosphere.

Emotional Climate

Parents experience shock, grief,

uncertainty, and hope simultaneously.

Families have to learn to understand
the medical language (healthcare

navigation)

Families navigate medical decisions

under extreme stress.
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Multidisciplinary Team

Neonatologists, nurses, respiratory
therapists, social workers collaborate
daily.
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Visual Reality of the NICU

Extremely Preterm
Micro-preemie (<28wk GA or <800g)

24 Wee S https://www.bing.com/images/
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Visual Reality of the NICU
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Connection Framework

Parent &d Infant

Parent kd Parental Identity
Parent &d Partner

Parent & Family

Parent &d Community

Parent kd Healthcare Team

_ Infant

Healthcare

_ Team |
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Parent <> Infant

—
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disrupted access
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Parent ¢ Parental Identity
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Birth Parent <> Parenting Partner (Non-Gestational Parent)

Q
)

Parenting
Partner
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Parent ¢ Community and Healthcare Team
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Loneliness / Unmet Needs for Connection

> Psychol Health Med. 2019 Jul:24(6x667-679. dok 10.1080/13548506.2018.1554251
Epub 2018 Dec §

Maternal loneliness: concurrent and longitudinal
associations with depressive symptoms and child
adjustment

llona twoma ' 2 3 4 Marie Korhonen ' %, Kaija Puura 1 2, Raili K Salmelin 2 ©

Affiliations 4 expand
PMID: 30514104 DOk 10.1080/13548506.2018.1554251 &

> Perspect Public Health. 2021 Jut141(4)214-225. dok 10.1177/17579139211018243

Experiencing loneliness in parenthood: a scoping
review
R Nowland ', G Thomson 2, L McNally 2, T Smith 2, K Whittaker 2

Affiliations 4+ expand
PMID: 34286652 PMQID: PMC8580382 DOL: 10.1177/17579139211018243 2
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What Does a NICU Psychologist Do?
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What Does a NICU Psychologist Do?

Screening &
Assessment
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Problem-Solving Transition and

/ Continuity of
" Care
Referral &
Counseling . Follow-Up
Coping /
Skills
Psychotherapy DN Enlisting
and PMAD Support Systems —~
Treatment \ \
Communication
Relational Work

Dyadic
Support ‘
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Does if Work?

Journal of
and Health Prom

» J Educ Health Promot. 2021 Sep 30;10:337. doi: 10.4103/jehp.jehp 1620 20&

Original Research

The effectiveness of early intervention on paternal stress for

lationship b indful an | stress and mather —
Infant bonding in li ive €3 volume 118, Issue 5 Lt | NOvEMBER o1 o infants admitted to a neonatal intensive
Ashraf 1, 23hra Abedini “®. zohre Knataiinia® | T 0 Reducing Premature Infants’ Length of Stay and

Improving Parents' Mental Health Outcomes With the
Creating Opportunities for Parent Empowerment (COPE)
N Care Unit P ARandomized

8 MN RN, Kuan-Chia Lin PhD, Chien-Huei Kao PhD RN

» Author information > Article notes » Copyright and Li

PMCID: PMC8552262 PMID: 34761023

PEDIATRICS

://doi.org/10.1111/].1365-2648.2012.06097.x | Citations: 43

Controlled Trial 7

REVIEW article

Front. Psychot. 06 January 2025 This article is part of the Research Topic wgh

= 1 y
= NEONATAL NURSING

Articles & Issues v Collections CE for Authors v Journal Info v Special Issue Guidelines

Psychological Implications of Preterm L, b
Birth

View all 12 articles > elnyk, PO,

Six weeks that changed the preterm infant Artice history Jenrone ARTicLEs
brain: lessons learvned from tr.‘e Family cie The Effectiveness of an Intervention Program
Nurture Intervention randomized controlled < for Fathers of Hospitalized Preterm Infants on

e Paternal Support and Attachment 1 Month
After Discharge

Chen, Yi-Ling MN, RN; Lee, Tzu-Ying PhD, RN; Gau, Meei-Ling PhD, RN; Lin, Kuan-Chia PhD

trials

@ rovertd tudi' Michaet 1. Myers' Martha G. Wetch®*

Author information®

The Journal of Perinatal & Neonatal Nursing 33(2%p 160169, April /June 2019. | DOI:
10.1097/JPN.0000000000000406
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Future Directions

* Father-inclusive neonatal mental health
* Loneliness as a measurable clinical construct

* Improved continuity of care for medically complex
families (antepartum — NICU — outpatient)

* Implementation science:
* screening, increasing access by increasing
number of embedded psychologists in Nebraska
NICUs
* telehealth to reduce barriers and increase
connection
* sustainability
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Key Take-Aways: The Connection Framework

NICU psychology is the
application of psychological
science to protect and restore
the relationship through
which infants and families
develop and eventually
thrive.

Loneliness may be one
mechanism linking these
disruptions in connection to
the mental health outcomes
observed in the NICU

Healthcare
Team

W
UNMC

MUNROE-MEYER
INSTITUTE

Copyright: Dr. Cara Solness, MMI

26

13



Recommended Reading

9/16/26

Y

oures

Behavioral Health
Services with High-Risk
Infants & Families

Mertng the Needs of Potients, Forniles, ond
Prowiders i Fetal Neoron isterive Care Unit,
O Neonon Fofow LY Semngs

UNMC

‘/; 4 PR ETE(I\’I [E Understanding the INSTITUTE
4 / o
. PRIMER NILU

- e e T

: )
Handbook of <
INFANT MENTAL =)
HEALTH | 225 =
y Charles H. Zeanah, Jr. Jeanifer Gunter, MD Arease Aol v ’x.

Episode 2

Dr. Cundiff on
How Social
Relationships

Shape Physical
Health

Hosts A
(%)

[ . o i

Health Psych Currents Podcast - Society for Health Psychology
(20:30-22:45)
(24:08-25:25)

Copyright: Dr. Cara Solness, MMI

27

Questions

w UNMGC  Munroe-Meyer Institute

W
UNMC

INSTITUTE

University of Nebraska Medical Center

Cara Solness, PhD

Licensed Psychologist
NICU * Neonatal * Perinatal * Complex Medical Care

Director, THRIve at MMI Clinic

Embedded Psychologi icine NICU
Nebraska Medicine Antepartum
Children's Nebraska NICU

Consultant

Behavioral Health Impl ion and Sy Design
Specializing in complex medical care

csolness@unmc.edu
®) 402-559-3685

Breakthroughs for Life®
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