Grandparents in the NICU:

Your special role

Your grandchild has arrived, but he needs special care
in the newborn or neonatal intensive care unit (also
called NICU). Your joy over your grandchild’s birth
may be mixed with worry about his health. You also
may be worried about how your son or daughter is
dealing with the baby’s stay in the NICU. As a parent
and a grandparent, you have a very important role
during this time.

What are common emotions?
You may have mixed feelings after your grandchild is
born. You may feel:

* Concerned about your grandchild’s medical condition

* Angry about the difficulties your grandchild and your
own child are facing

* Worried about how everyone in the family is coping

* Frustrated by not being able to help or ease your
family’s distress

* Pride and joy over the latest addition to your family

How can | support my grandchild’s parents?

The birth of a sick baby can put stress on relationships
between family members. Your own child is experiencing
many strong feelings during the baby’s NICU stay. Here
are a few things to keep in mind:

Listen carefully to your grandchild’s parents’ feelings
and acknowledge them. Do this even if you don’t feel the
same way they do.

Be patient. Your grandchild’s parents are under stress
and may sometimes be overwhelmed and short-
tempered.

Reassure your grandchild’s parents that this is not their
fault. Many NICU parents, especially mothers, tend

to blame themselves for their baby’s condition. Often
nothing could have prevented the baby’s condition.

Respect your grandchild’s parents’ decisions. Your
grandchild’s parents have to make many decisions about
their baby’s care. Some of these decisions are very difficult,
and your son or daughter may ask for your advice. While
your advice is important to them, they may not always
accept it. Even if you don’t agree with their decision,
know that your grandchild’s parents are trying to do what
they think is best for their baby.

Tell your grandchild’s parents that you admire how
they love and care for their baby. Your kind words and
support make a difference in helping them cope.

What can | do to help?

Your support outside of the NICU is just as important as
inside the NICU. Whether you live nearby or far away,
you can do lots of things to help your family while your
grandchild’s in the NICU. Here are some ways to help:

Celebrate your grandchild’s birth. Send or give cards and
gifts, as you would with any new baby in your family.
Your grandchild’s parents may be thankful for items
they can use during the baby’s NICU stay, like photo
frames and albums and baby clothes.

Offer to take care of other children. Siblings of the new
baby may be worried about their new brother or sister
and upset over not being able to be with their parents.
Your love and support can make this time easier for
them. Parents may be better able to cope if they know
their older children are well cared for and happy.

When Zoe arrived very early, there was so
much fear and confusion. Once she was in
the NICU things calmed down, but then |
realized | wasn't sure of my role. It was a relief
when the staff treated me like part of Zoe's
support system. It meant a lot to me that as
Zoe's grandmother, | didn’t have to introduce
myself each time | went to the hospital or
explain how much | cared.

— Patricia, grandmother of a premature
baby
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Ask what you can do to help. The parents may
appreciate help with chores around the home. This
can give them more time to spend with their baby and
any older children. You can offer to do things like:

* Prepare meals

* Go grocery shopping
* Clean the house

* Do laundry

* Take out the trash

* Sort mail

* Care for pets

Give your grandchild’s parents time to be alone. The
parents may not cope in the same way that you do. They
may prefer to spend time alone in the NICU or even at
home, while their baby is in the hospital. Let them know
it’s OK to be alone during this time. You’ll be there for
them when they’re ready.

Ask about the best time to visit your grandchild in the
NICU. Offer to spend time with the baby. Ask how often
the parents would like you to be there. Some parents
may prefer to spend time alone with their baby. Some
parents feel more comfortable leaving the NICU if a
trusted family member stays with the baby. Check with
the NICU staff to make sure you can be with the baby
without the parents.

Offer to go to meetings at the hospital and to take notes.
These meetings can be with your grandchild’s health care
providers, the NICU social worker or hospital financial
staff. Taking notes can help parents remember what the
providers said.

Call or text regularly. If you don’t live close by, let your
child know that you care.

Share updates about the baby. Ask if the grandchild’s
parents want help sharing information about the baby’s
condition with other family members and friends. This is
something you can do even if you live far away. Find out
exactly whom the parents want to contact and share only
information that the parents ask you to.

Things to remember:
* The NICU stay may be emotional for you as a parent
and a grandparent.

* Your support, patience and encouragement can help
your grandchild’s parents during the NICU stay.

* You can support your grandchild’s parents by being
there for them emotionally.

* Doing little things like going grocery shopping can
make a big difference for your family.
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