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Purpose
The purpose of this research study was to 
test the physiological safety of a nurse-led 
intervention that featured movement in a 
swing and lullaby music for infants with 
neonatal abstinence syndrome (NAS) in 
the Neonatal Intensive Care Unit (NICU). 

This study contributes new knowledge about the 
safety of a structured nonpharmacological 

intervention for infants with NAS and provides 
the foundation for further interprofessional and 

nurse-led studies of the therapeutic use of 
movement and music in this vulnerable 

population.

Implications for Practice
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The study setting was a 17-bed, Level III 
NICU in the Midwest. Through a one-group 
pre-post-test design, a convenience sample 
of term infants with NAS (n = 18) received 
three one-hour interventions of lullaby 
music and vertical rocking in a swing. 
Outcome measures were heart rate, 
respiratory rate, oxygen saturation, 
behavioral state, and frequency of emesis. 
An IRB-approved protocol set safety 
ranges for outcome measures and 
conditions under which interventions would 
be discontinued. 

The movement-and-music intervention tested in this study was physiologically safe for this sample. 
Further study of similar interventions in diverse samples is indicated to address the limitations of this 
study and strengthen non-pharmacological strategies for care of newborns with NAS. 
Limitations included:
• Non-random sample from a single medical center
• Open-bay design NICU, with variable environmental light and noise conditions
• Variability of nutritional sources (human milk, infant formula, or a combination)
• Variation in lullaby choice, swing movement pattern and speed, and incline of swing

Music Therapy in the NICU
Current literature primarily focuses on 
premature infants and has found music:
• Stabilized cardiac/respiratory status
• Reduced crying
• Improved behavioral and motor 

functioning
• Increased positive parental 

interactions
42% of music therapists report working 
with infants with NAS in NICUs. 

Movement Interventions for NAS
Limited research exists related to use of 
swings or other movement interventions. 
However, slow and rhythmic movements 
may improve the symptoms of 
neurological excitability and behavioral 
dysregulation common in infants with 
NAS. Neonatal health care professionals 
commonly report using swings despite 
lack of research-based evidence. 

Results

No participants were withdrawn from 
the study due to adverse changes in 
outcome measures during intervention 
sessions. Total mean heart rate, 
respiratory rate, and behavioral state 
showed improvements over 
intervention sessions. 


