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JAMA PATIENT PAGE

Caring for a newborn baby

The JAMA Patient Page is a public service of JAMA and the AMA.  The information and recommendations appearing
on this page are appropriate in most instances; but they are not a substitute for medical diagnosis.  For specific
information concerning your personal medical condition, JAMA and the AMA suggest that you consult your
physician.  This page may be reproduced noncommercially by physicians and other health care professionals to share
with patients.  Any other reproduction is subject to AMA approval.  To purchase bulk reprints, call 212/354-0050.

aring for a newborn is one of
the greatest challenges a parent
or caregiver faces.  A new baby

is completely dependent on loved ones
to care for him or her.

A study in the September 22/29,
1999, issue of JAMA reports that full-
term babies born in Ohio covered by
Medicaid who were discharged from
the hospital following a short stay did
not fare badly.  Although the percentage
of babies discharged just a day after a
vaginal delivery and within 2 days of a
cesarean birth have increased, this did
not result in an increased rate of
readmission to the hospital.

Additional Sources:  American Academy of Pediatrics’ Caring for Your Baby and Young Child:  Birth to Age 5,
AMA’s Complete Guide to Your Children’s Health
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INFORM YOURSELF:

To find this and previous JAMA Patient
Pages, check out the AMA’s Web site at
www.ama-assn.org/consumer.htm.
Previous JAMA Patient Pages were
published on prenatal care (May 27,
1998) and on immunizations (July 7,
1999).

Mi Young Hwang, Writer
Richard M. Glass, MD, Editor
Jeff Molter, Director of Science News

WHEN TO SEE A DOCTOR:

• Excessive crying.  It’s normal for your
baby to cry when he or she is hungry,
needs to be burped, is cold, or needs a
clean diaper; however, if the baby’s cries
sound peculiar or last for an unusual
length of time, it could be a medical
problem.

• Abnormal sleep.  A newborn will spend
most of the time sleeping.  However, if
the baby is rarely alert, does not wake up
for feedings, or seems too tired or
uninterested to eat, see your child’s
doctor right away.

• Infection of the umbilical cord.  If you
notice that the stump becomes infected
(pus or red skin at the base of the cord,
or crying when you touch the cord or
skin next to it), alert the baby’s doctor.

IMMUNIZATIONS:

Your baby needs to get a number of
vaccinations within the first year that
protect against 10 major childhood
diseases.  The baby should receive most of
the immunizations before his or her second
birthday.  Be sure to work with the baby’s
doctor to stay current on the recommended
immunization schedule.

SLEEP:

Good sleep is essential for your baby’s
health.  Always place your baby on his or
her back to sleep to reduce the risk of
sudden infant death syndrome (SIDS).
Make sure the crib mattress is firm and
covered by a sheet with no pillows or
blankets that could block the baby’s mouth
or nose.  Talk to the baby’s doctor about
what position is best if you have any
concerns.

BATHING:

A newborn only needs to be bathed 2 or 3
times a week during the first year.  You
should only give sponge baths during the
first 2 weeks or until the umbilical cord falls
off.  You can then bathe the baby in a
basin filled with 2 inches of warm water.
Be sure to support the baby’s head at all
times during the bathing.  Never leave your
baby unattended in the bath. 

FEEDING:

You should decide whether to breastfeed or
bottle-feed before your baby is born.
Breast milk provides the best nutrition for
your baby and helps build stronger
immunity to illnesses.  However, if you
decide or your doctor recommends that
you do not breastfeed for any reason,
bottle feeding your baby is a good
alternative.  You should feed your baby on
demand.  A newborn usually needs a
feeding every 2 to 3 hours in the first
month and less frequently as he or she
grows older.  Each feeding should last no
more than 10 to 20 minutes.

FOR MORE INFORMATION:

• American Academy of Pediatrics
Caring for Your Baby and Young
Child:  Birth to Age 5 ($15.95) or Your
Baby’s First Year ($6.99)
800/433-9016 (7 a.m. to 5 p.m. CT;
Visa/MasterCard accepted)
847/228-5005 (outside the United
States or Canada)
or www.aap.org

THINGS TO DO:

• Give your baby lots of love and
attention.  You can’t “spoil” a baby at
this age.

• Whenever you travel in a car, place
your baby in safety seat that is
installed correctly in the back seat
facing the back.

• Create a safe environment for your
newborn by child-proofing your home.

• Take your baby for all the
recommended checkups and
vaccinations.

• Don’t allow smoking or smoke around
your baby.

• Keep your baby out of the sun
(sunscreen shouldn’t be applied to
infants younger than 6 months).
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