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NEONATAL 
 ABSTINENCE 
 SYNDROME

A  G U I D E  F O R  F A M I L I E S

Congratulations on the birth of your new baby!
This is a happy time for you, but all parents face 
challenges in the baby’s first year. During pregnancy, 
almost every substance in your blood can pass to your 
baby. Neonatal abstinence syndrome, or NAS, is when 
a baby has withdrawal symptoms because the mother, 
during pregnancy, took certain drugs or medicines 
– usually opioids, such as heroin or methadone, or 
prescription drugs, such as Vicodin or Percocet.

It happens when the baby is born and is suddenly cut off 
from the medicines or drugs in the mother’s body. Within 
1-5 days, the baby may start to show signs of withdrawal.

It’s hard to know which babies will have withdrawal 
symptoms. Some babies withdraw even though their 
mothers only took small doses of medicines for a brief 
time during pregnancy. Others may show signs because 
their mothers took large amounts of drugs for a long time 
while pregnant. No matter the reason, this guide was 
written to help you learn about  
NAS and how to help your  
baby be healthy.

What to Expect When the Baby Leaves the 
Hospital
Parent and family support can make a big difference in 
how fast a baby with NAS gets better. Babies can continue 
to have mild symptoms of withdrawal for up to 6 months 
after leaving the hospital.

Once at home, your baby may continue to experience the 
following:

• Problem feeding
• Slow weight gain
• Crankiness
• Sleep problems
• Sneezing, stuffy nose and trouble breathing

Your baby’s doctor and nurse will teach you ways to take 
care of your baby. Asking questions helps you help your 
baby
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As a parent you have a very special role.

Your love and care are most important to your baby at this 
time.

As you care for your baby, you can closely watch your 
baby’s behavior. If you notice symptoms, tell your nurse. 
We want to know your concerns and what you have 
observed.

How can I help my baby?
Whether or not your baby needs medicine,  
you can help by:

• Spending as many hours as possible with your baby
• Comforting and holding your baby
• Staying close to your baby; not waking or picking up 

the baby if asleep
• Making skin-to-skin contact with your baby
• Feeding your baby whenever he or she looks hungry
• Keeping things quiet and calm around your baby (few 

visitors, low noise, dim lights)
• Breastfeeding if approved by your doctor

What happens if my baby is given medicine  
for NAS?

• Medicines like morphine or methadone will help your 
baby be calm and comfortable

• Medicine will reduce your baby’s risk of having 
seizures

• As your baby starts to get better, the dose of 
medicine will slowly be lowered and then stopped.

How long will my baby need treatment?
NAS can last from one week to many weeks. It is hard 
to know how long it will last. The length of withdrawal 
depends on the medicines or drugs – and the amounts – 
your baby was exposed to during pregnancy. 

If advised by your physician:

Breastfeeding may help your baby. It is generally safe for 
mothers to breastfeed if they are in a stable treatment 
program. If the mother is continuing to use alcohol or 
illegal drugs, breastfeeding is not safe for your baby. You 
must be in a stable treatment program

What is withdrawal? 
At birth, your baby no longer gets the drug(s) he or she 
was used to getting from you during pregnancy. When 
the effects of the drug(s) suddenly stop, your baby may 
develop symptoms called withdrawal. 

Not all babies go through withdrawal in the same way. It is 
not possible to predict which babies will have withdrawal 
or how long it will last. Your baby may need to stay in the 
hospital for a few days to several weeks, depending on 
the treatment he or she needs for withdrawal.

When will my baby show signs of withdrawal? 
Most babies show signs of withdrawal, or NAS:

• Between 1 and 5 days after birth
• Depending on how much and what kind of medicine 

or drug you took and for how long
• Depending on whether or not you used other kinds 

of substances as well, such as alcohol, tobacco, or 
additional drugs

It is very important to tell your nurse and your baby’s 
doctors about all medicines and drugs used during your 
pregnancy.

What are the signs of withdrawal?
• High pitched cries or crankiness
• Stiff arms, legs and back
• Trouble sleeping
• Shaking, jitters, lots of sucking 
• Vomiting due to overeating 
• Fast breathing and/or stuffy nose
• Sneezing or yawning a lot
• Skin irritation on diaper area due to loose, watery 

stools
• Skin irritation on face, back of head, arms, legs or a 

combination, due to restlessness
• Poor weight gain after a few days of life
• Seizures (also called convulsions, they are hard to 

spot and can last seconds or minutes. Your baby’s 
arms and legs may suddenly start jerking or your baby 
may go stiff. You may also see eye rolling, staring, lip 
smacking, sucking or a change in skin color)

• Seizures are a late sign of NAS
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