
Original Papers

Preterm discharge effects: Relationship between the maternal experience 
and newborn’s psychobiological regulation

Ausilia Sparano*
Agnieszka A. Nieznanska
Daniela De Berardinis
Valentina Panetta
Rosa Ferri
Rocco Agostino

The purpose of this study is to investigate how the past experiences of mothers and their potentially traumatic events 
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Introduction

The maternal relationship in the early developmental 
stages facilitates the newborn’s modulation of the biological 
processes: sleep-wake cycle, heart rate, respiration and 
digestion (Hofer, 1996). This relationship exists between 
�P�R�W�K�H�U���D�Q�G���F�K�L�O�G���L�Q���W�K�H���¿�U�V�W���P�R�Q�W�K�V���R�I���O�L�I�H�����/�L�F�K�W�H�P�E�H�U�J����
1995). Children develop the ability to self-regulate their 
biological needs such as hunger-satiety, sleep-wake, 
and emotions on the basis of reciprocal regulation and 
the mother’s capacity to recognize and respond in an 
empathic way to these needs (Emde, 1988; Stern, 1985). 
The experience of prematurity may therefore affect the 
psychobiological, behavioral and cognitive development of 
�W�K�H���F�K�L�O�G�����$���P�R�U�H���G�L�I�¿�F�X�O�W���W�H�P�S�H�U�D�P�H�Q�W���K�D�V���E�H�H�Q���D�V�F�U�L�E�H�G���W�R��
�S�U�H�W�H�U�P���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q���W�K�D�Q���W�R���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q���E�R�U�Q���D�W���W�H�U�P�����/�D�Q�J�N�D�P�S��
et al., 1998). Because of neurobehavioral organizational 
problems, a preterm infant may have less regular sleep-

wake and nutritional cycles (Als, 1992, Hughes et al., 
2002).

Sometimes, among the mothers of children born 
�S�U�H�W�H�U�P�� ���9�/�%�:������ �W�K�H�� �P�H�P�R�U�\�� �R�I�� �S�U�H�W�H�U�P�� �G�H�O�L�Y�H�U�\��
continues even eight to nine months after the birth of their. 
This period might be accompanied by maternal depression 
and may inspire feelings of fear, horror, nightmares or 
helplessness. As a consequence women who experienced 
preterm delivery may develop symptoms of posttraumatic 
�V�W�U�H�V�V�� �G�L�V�R�U�G�H�U�� ���3�7�6�'���� ���$�I�À�H�F�N�� �H�W�� �D�O������ ������������ �%�D�L�O�K�D�P����
2003, Kersting et al., 2004), especially among those who 
had complicated pregnancies due to preeclampsia (von 
Pampuset et al., 2004). The incidence of PTSD related to 
delivery varies from 1.5% (Ayers, Pickering, 2001) to 5.6% 
(Creedy, Shochet, Horsfall, 2000). In the case of preterm 
birth, the incidence of PTSD varies from 34% (Soet et al., 
2003) to 55% (Ryding et al., 1998).

However, not every mother who experienced preterm 










