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Postgraduate Certificate in Neonatology

Neonatal Nutrition and Feeding

Neonatal nutrition and feeding are critical aspects of neonatal care that require specialized knowledge and
skills to ensure optimal growth and development in newborns. Understanding key terms and vocabulary in
neonatal nutrition is essential for healthcare professionals working in neonatal units to provide appropriate
care and support to neonates. This explanation will cover a range of important terms related to neonatal
nutrition and feeding, including definitions, examples, practical applications, and challenges.

1. Neonatal Nutrition:
Neonatal nutrition refers to the provision of nutrients essential for growth and development in newborns
during the neonatal period, which encompasses the first 28 days of life. Proper neonatal nutrition is crucial
for supporting organ development, immune function, and overall health in neonates. Neonatal nutrition
may involve enteral feeding (via the gastrointestinal tract) or parenteral nutrition (via intravenous
administration) depending on the neonate's condition and ability to tolerate oral feeding.

2. Preterm Infants:
Preterm infants are newborns born before 37 weeks of gestation. These infants have unique nutritional
needs due to their immature organ systems and limited nutrient stores. Preterm infants often require
specialized nutrition support to promote growth and development, including fortified breast milk or
preterm formula to meet their increased energy and nutrient requirements.

3. Low Birth Weight (LBW):
Low birth weight refers to newborns weighing less than 2500 grams at birth, regardless of gestational age.
LBW infants may be born preterm or full-term but are at increased risk of nutritional deficiencies and
growth faltering. Providing appropriate nutrition support is essential for promoting catch-up growth and
preventing complications in LBW infants.

4. Small for Gestational Age (SGA):
Small for gestational age infants are newborns who have a birth weight below the 10th percentile for their
gestational age. SGA infants may be constitutionally small or growth restricted due to maternal factors or
intrauterine conditions. Nutritional management of SGA infants aims to support catch-up growth and
optimize long-term outcomes through tailored feeding strategies.

5. Breastfeeding:
Breastfeeding is the recommended method of feeding for all newborns, including preterm and low birth
weight infants, due to its numerous health benefits. Breast milk provides essential nutrients, antibodies, and
growth factors that support neonatal growth and development. Healthcare professionals play a crucial role
in promoting and supporting breastfeeding in neonatal units to ensure optimal nutrition for newborns.

6. Human Milk Fortification:
Human milk fortification involves adding additional nutrients, such as protein, calories, and minerals, to
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breast milk to meet the increased nutritional requirements of preterm infants. Fortification is commonly
used to enhance the nutrient content of breast milk for preterm infants who are unable to meet their needs
through unfortified breast milk alone. Commercial fortifiers or specialized fortification protocols may be
used to achieve optimal growth in preterm infants.

7. Pasteurized Donor Human Milk:
Pasteurized donor human milk is human milk that has been collected, processed, and pasteurized to ensure
its safety and quality for feeding preterm and sick newborns. Donor human milk serves as an alternative to
mother's milk when direct breastfeeding or expressed breast milk is unavailable. Healthcare professionals
must follow strict guidelines for handling and administering donor human milk to minimize the risk of
contamination and ensure safe feeding practices.

8. Parenteral Nutrition:
Parenteral nutrition is the intravenous administration of nutrients, such as carbohydrates, proteins, fats,
vitamins, and minerals, to neonates who are unable to tolerate enteral feeding or have increased nutrient
requirements. Parenteral nutrition provides essential nutrients directly into the bloodstream to support
growth and development in neonates with gastrointestinal dysfunction or inadequate oral intake. Close
monitoring and adjustment of parenteral nutrition are essential to prevent complications such as liver injury
or metabolic disturbances.

9. Enteral Feeding:
Enteral feeding involves delivering nutrients directly into the gastrointestinal tract through a feeding tube or
oral route. Enteral feeding is the preferred method of nutrition support for neonates who are able to
tolerate oral feeding and have functional gastrointestinal systems. Healthcare professionals must assess
neonatal feeding readiness, monitor feeding tolerance, and adjust feeding regimens to ensure optimal
nutrient intake and promote gastrointestinal maturation in newborns.

10. Trophic Feeding:
Trophic feeding, also known as minimal enteral feeding, involves providing small volumes of milk or formula
to stimulate gut function and promote feeding tolerance in preterm or sick infants. Trophic feeding may be
initiated shortly after birth to support intestinal maturation and reduce the risk of feeding intolerance.
Gradual advancement of feeding volumes is essential to prevent complications and promote successful
transition to full enteral feeding in neonates.

11. Feeding Intolerance:
Feeding intolerance refers to the inability of a neonate to tolerate enteral feeding due to symptoms such as
abdominal distension, vomiting, diarrhea, or apnea. Feeding intolerance may result from gastrointestinal
immaturity, sepsis, necrotizing enterocolitis, or other medical conditions that affect feeding behavior.
Healthcare professionals must promptly identify and address feeding intolerance to prevent complications
and ensure adequate nutrition delivery in neonates.

12. Necrotizing Enterocolitis (NEC):
Necrotizing enterocolitis is a serious gastrointestinal condition characterized by inflammation and necrosis
of the intestinal wall in preterm infants. NEC is a life-threatening complication that can lead to bowel
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perforation, sepsis, and mortality if not promptly diagnosed and treated. Nutritional strategies, such as
human milk feeding, probiotics, and slow advancement of enteral feeds, may help reduce the risk of NEC in
high-risk neonates.

13. Gastroesophageal Reflux (GER):
Gastroesophageal reflux is the involuntary regurgitation of stomach contents into the esophagus,
commonly observed in neonates due to immature gastrointestinal function. GER may cause symptoms such
as spitting up, irritability, or feeding aversion in newborns. Healthcare professionals should differentiate
between physiologic GER and pathologic gastroesophageal reflux disease (GERD) to implement appropriate
management strategies and optimize feeding outcomes in neonates.

14. Total Parenteral Nutrition (TPN):
Total parenteral nutrition is a comprehensive intravenous feeding solution that provides all essential
nutrients required for growth and development in neonates. TPN is indicated for neonates with severe
gastrointestinal dysfunction, malabsorption, or inadequate oral intake to meet their nutritional needs. Close
monitoring of metabolic parameters, such as blood glucose levels and electrolyte balance, is essential to
prevent TPN-related complications and optimize neonatal outcomes.

15. Growth Monitoring:
Growth monitoring involves regularly assessing neonatal growth parameters, such as weight, length, head
circumference, and body composition, to track growth trajectories and detect growth faltering. Growth
charts specific to preterm infants or small for gestational age infants are used to evaluate growth patterns
and identify deviations from expected norms. Healthcare professionals play a key role in interpreting
growth data, identifying growth trends, and implementing appropriate nutrition interventions to support
optimal growth and development in neonates.

16. Energy Requirements:
Energy requirements refer to the amount of energy needed to support metabolic processes, growth, and
physical activity in neonates. Preterm infants have higher energy requirements than full-term infants due to
their rapid growth and metabolic demands. Calculating energy requirements based on gestational age,
weight, and growth status is essential for designing individualized nutrition plans and optimizing energy
intake in neonates.

17. Macronutrients:
Macronutrients are essential nutrients required in large quantities to support growth and development in
neonates. The three main macronutrients are carbohydrates, proteins, and fats, which provide energy,
structural components, and regulatory functions in the body. Balancing macronutrient intake through breast
milk, formula, or parenteral nutrition is critical for meeting neonatal nutrient requirements and promoting
optimal growth outcomes.

18. Micronutrients:
Micronutrients are essential nutrients required in small quantities to support various metabolic functions,
enzyme activities, and immune responses in neonates. Micronutrients include vitamins, minerals, and trace
elements that play key roles in growth, development, and overall health. Providing adequate micronutrient
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intake through breast milk, fortified formula, or parenteral nutrition is essential for preventing nutrient
deficiencies and supporting neonatal well-being.

19. Iron Deficiency Anemia:
Iron deficiency anemia is a common nutritional disorder characterized by low hemoglobin levels due to
insufficient iron intake or absorption. Preterm infants are at increased risk of iron deficiency anemia due to
limited iron stores and rapid growth requirements. Iron supplementation or fortified feeds may be
prescribed to prevent or treat iron deficiency anemia in neonates and support optimal cognitive and
physical development.

20. Vitamin D Supplementation:
Vitamin D supplementation is recommended for all newborns, including breastfed infants, to prevent
vitamin D deficiency and support bone health. Neonates born to vitamin D-deficient mothers or with
limited sun exposure are at increased risk of vitamin D insufficiency. Healthcare professionals should
provide vitamin D supplements according to recommended dosages and guidelines to ensure adequate
vitamin D status in neonates and promote optimal bone mineralization.

21. Hypoglycemia:
Hypoglycemia refers to low blood glucose levels below the normal range in neonates, which can lead to
neurologic symptoms, seizures, and long-term complications if left untreated. Preterm infants, small for
gestational age infants, and infants of diabetic mothers are at increased risk of hypoglycemia due to limited
glycogen stores and immature glucose regulation. Monitoring blood glucose levels, providing early feeding
support, and administering intravenous glucose as needed are essential for managing hypoglycemia and
preventing adverse outcomes in neonates.

22. Neonatal Jaundice:
Neonatal jaundice is a common condition characterized by yellowing of the skin and eyes due to elevated
bilirubin levels in the blood. Physiologic jaundice typically resolves within the first week of life and does not
require treatment. However, prolonged or severe jaundice may indicate underlying liver dysfunction or
hemolytic conditions that require medical intervention. Monitoring bilirubin levels, promoting adequate
feeding, and implementing phototherapy as needed are essential for managing neonatal jaundice and
preventing complications in newborns.

23. Feeding Challenges:
Feeding challenges in neonates encompass a range of issues that may impact feeding tolerance, nutrient
intake, and growth outcomes in newborns. Common feeding challenges include feeding intolerance, poor
sucking reflex, oral aversion, swallowing difficulties, and gastroesophageal reflux. Healthcare professionals
must assess feeding behaviors, address underlying causes, and implement individualized feeding strategies
to overcome feeding challenges and promote successful feeding outcomes in neonates.

24. Multidisciplinary Approach:
A multidisciplinary approach to neonatal nutrition and feeding involves collaboration among healthcare
professionals from various disciplines, including neonatology, nursing, dietetics, speech therapy, and
lactation support. Multidisciplinary teams work together to assess neonatal nutrition needs, develop
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comprehensive nutrition plans, monitor feeding progress, and address feeding challenges in a holistic
manner. Effective communication, coordination, and teamwork are essential for providing optimal nutrition
care and support to neonates in neonatal units.

25. Family-Centered Care:
Family-centered care is a philosophy of care that recognizes the importance of involving families in
decision-making, care planning, and care delivery for neonates in neonatal units. Engaging families in
neonatal nutrition and feeding practices helps promote bonding, empower parents, and enhance neonatal
outcomes. Healthcare professionals should communicate effectively with families, provide education and
support, and respect family preferences to ensure a family-centered approach to neonatal nutrition care.

In conclusion, understanding key terms and vocabulary in neonatal nutrition and feeding is essential for
healthcare professionals working in neonatal units to provide high-quality care and support to newborns. By
familiarizing themselves with these terms, examples, practical applications, and challenges, healthcare
professionals can enhance their knowledge and skills in neonatal nutrition and contribute to improved
outcomes for neonates under their care. Continuous education, training, and collaboration are essential for
healthcare professionals to stay updated on best practices and deliver evidence-based neonatal nutrition
care in clinical settings.
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