
Skin to skin promotes maternal attachment behaviours
Hormones known to influence attachment behaviours are 
increased by skin to skin contact. Oxytocin increases relaxation, 
attraction, facial recognition, and maternal care-giving 
be haviours, all necessary to ensure infant survival. Oxytocin is 
increased during skin to skin contact and levels spike whenever 
the newborns hand massages the mother’s breasts. At three 
months, mothers with early skin to skin contact kiss their babies 
more and spend more time looking into their baby’s face. At 
one year they demonstrate more touching, holding, and 
positive speaking behaviours. They also breastfeed their babies 
longer. 

Skin to skin contact protects baby from the negative 
effects of separation
From a baby’s perspective, separation from mom is life 
threatening. Separation causes first protest and then despair. 
It has been found that separated infants have 10 times the 
number of cries and 40 times the duration of crying. Because 
crying is the cultural norm in the developed world, many see 
it as normal behaviour, yet frantic crying is not good for 
newborns. It impairs lung functioning, increases intra-cranial 
pressure, and increases stress hormones. 

Skin to skin contact supports optimal brain development
The human brain of a newborn is only 25% the size it will be in 
adulthood. Skin to skin contact activates the brain and 
contributes to the maturation of this brain structure. Cultures in 
which babies were carried on mothers’ bodies throughout the 
first year after birth were found to be more peaceful cultures 
and those that did not were more violent cultures. An 
association exists between longer duration of breastfeeding 
(greater than 2½ years) and low or absent suicide rates. There 
is a sensitive period during infant brain development when 
pleasurable touch and movement are necessary and 
protective against depression and violence. 

Skin to skin contact increases breastfeeding rates and 
duration
It is the newborn that initiates breastfeeding – not the mother. 
To do this, the baby needs to be in the correct place and that 
is skin to skin on the mother’s chest. All newborn mammals are 
born knowing how to breastfeed, but this is a place-dependent 
competence that requires skin to skin contact. 

Skin to skin contact after caesarean births
Mothers are often stable immediately after the caesarean if 
the baby is skin to skin with them immediately after birth in the 

theatre. The mother’s perception of pain is diminished and her 
anxiety is significantly decreased, resulting in increased stability 
of her heart rate and blood pressure. In addition, moms and 
babies keep each other warm, resulting in increased 
temperature stability for both. 

Practical tips
Be sure the mother’s gown is untied and she has no bra on 
when in theatre, so that the gown can be easily lowered to 
uncover her chest when baby is born. After the baby is delivered 
and the cord clamped (leave the cord about 20cm long so 
the clamp doesn’t interfere with the baby), the receiving nurse 
will dry the baby making sure that baby is vigorous and crying. 
She will then place baby on the mother’s chest in a transverse 
position with baby’s head on one breast and the abdomen on 
the other breast, and then cover the baby with a warm towel. 
A beanie is not required and often seems to irritate the baby, 
interfering with normal rooting. When the surgery is complete 
and the drapes removed, the baby can carefully be repo si-
tioned to a more vertical position so that his head is between 
the mother’s breasts, without having to take baby off the chest. 

Enjoy having your baby skin to skin as much as possible – the 
benefits are lifelong!

To find out more about skin to skin and how to 
put it into action, attend childbirth education 
classes.
To find childbirth educators in your area, 
go to www.expectantmothersguide.co.za or 
download the ExpectantMothersGuide App
from iStore or Google Play. You can even 
download podcasts or MP3 to listen to while you are travelling.

How the sponsors tie in with skin to skin
Huggies – When babies are skin to skin with mom, they wear 
nothing but a nappy
Creche Guard – probiotics help establish a good gut 
microbiome. Even more essential to use when baby is born via 
caesarean
SnuggleRoo – a shirt to keep baby in a comfortable and 
secure position skin to skin – “wearing your baby”
Bio-Oil – A specialist skincare product that helps improve the 
appearance of scars and stretch marks and leaves the skin 
feeling soft and supple
Baby City – where all these products can be bought
Expectant Mothers Guide – information for you to support you 
through your pregnancy up until your baby is 2 years of age 

For nine months during pregnancy, mother and baby have 
been inseparable. The uterus has been the place where the 
unborn developing foetus has been warmed, fed, loved and 
pro tected, which is what he needs in order to develop. After 
birth, when placed skin to skin, the mother’s body and breasts 
take over the function of the uterus and placenta in providing 
warmth, protection, nutrition and support for optimal oxy gen-
ation, as well as close and continual proximity to the mother’s 
heart and voice. The first hour after birth is a once in a lifetime 
opportunity for both the baby and the parents. It is the golden 
hour or sacred hour during which a family is formed. Something 
special happens during this time – we need to honour, cherish 
and protect this special time for new families and let them 
have it without interruption.



Stage 4 – Activity. The newborn begins to make increased 
mouthing and sucking movements as the rooting reflex 
becomes more obvious. This stage begins about 8 minutes 
after birth. The newborn has more stable eye movements, 
looks at the breast and then at mom and back to the breast, 
increased mouthing and suckling movements will occur. He 
will massage the breast with one or both hands.
Stage 5 – Rest. At any point, the baby may rest. This does NOT 
mean he has become disinterested in the breast and needs 
help latching. Just let him rest. He will continue in his own time.
Stage 6 – Crawling. The baby approaches the breast during 
this stage with short periods of action that result in reaching the 
breast and nipple. This begins about 35 minutes after birth and 
is accomplished through leaping, sliding, pushing and crawling.
Stage 7 – Familiarisation. The newborn becomes acquainted 
with the mother by licking the nipple, touching and massaging 
her breast. This begins around 45 minutes after birth and can 
last for 20 minutes or more. During familiarisation, the baby 
may touch the mother’s breast, mouth on his own hand, lick 
the breast, look at the mother, make sounds to get the mother’s 
attention, lick the nipple, protrude his tongue, look at other 
people in the room, or massage his mother’s breast. 
Stage 8 – Suckling. The newborn takes the nipple, self-
attaches and suckles. This early experience of learning to 
breastfeed usually begins about an hour after birth. If the 
mother has had analgesia or anaesthesia during labour, it 
may take more time with skin to skin for the baby to complete 
the stages and begin suckling. 
Stage 9 – Sleep. The baby and often the mother fall into a 
restful sleep. Babies usually fall asleep about 1½ to 2 hours 
after birth. 

Do NOT force baby to the breast. Allow him to proceed 
through the nine stages at his own pace. More information on 
this can be found at healthychildren.cc/skin2skin.htm

Gut microbiome formation
At birth, the gastro-intestinal tract is virtually sterile. It rapidly 
becomes colonised with micro-organisms. Colonisation 
patterns are affected by the type of birth and feeding methods 
to which baby is exposed. In a vaginal birth, the baby’s 
microbes are obtained from the mom’s vaginal and faecal 
flora and then from the breasts as he is placed skin to skin with 
the mom and latches onto the breast. These are the good 
bacteria that we need in order to have a healthy and efficient 
immune system. We are full of microbes – 80% of all antibody-
producing cells are in the gastro-intestinal tract. The gut is the 
most important part of the immune system. We have 
approximately 1,5kg of microbes in our body. We have 10x as 
many bacterial cells as human cells. 

In a caesarean birth the baby is more exposed to hospital 
bacteria than any good bacteria from the mom. So it 
becomes very important for your baby to be placed skin to 
skin immediately with the mom while in theatre. If this is not 
possible, let dad have the baby skin to skin with him. A vaginal 
swab can be taken before the birth and the baby’s face and 
hands swabbed with this to help the baby get the good 
microorganisms from mom. Probiotics are also essential to 
help establish this good gut microbiome.

Release of oxytocin during skin to skin contact
Oxytocin, also known as the “Love Hormone” is very important 
both for the mom and baby after birth. This release of oxytocin 
is enhanced through skin to skin contact with your baby. It: 
• Decreases the sensation of pain
• Changes the memory mom has of labour so she 

remembers it more positively
• Decreases stress levels in both mom and baby
• Inhibits the stress of being born for the baby

If mother and baby are separated after birth, the positive 
effects on maternal/infant interaction and the anti-stress effects 
normally caused by skin to skin contact after birth will not 
develop. The best way to provide oxytocin is by skin to skin 
contact and breast feeding. This leaves the mother feeling 
relaxed, calm and content.

Skin to skin contact provides physiologic stability
Being skin to skin with mother stabilises the newborn’s breathing 
and oxygen levels; increases glucose levels reducing hypo-
glycaemia; warms the infant maintaining optimal temperature; 
reduces stress hormones; regulates blood pressure; decreases 
crying and increases the quiet alert state. Thermal synchrony 
is when the mothers chest temperature changes in response 
to the temperature of the baby’s skin, keeping it warm. 

Being skin to skin is the best way for a baby to adjust to life 
outside the womb. It increases physiologic stability, promotes 
optimal psycho-emotional well-being, and supports structural 
and functional infant brain development. In skin to skin contact, 
the mother’s body helps the baby to regulate physically and 
emotionally. Social intelligence begins in this first hour as well.

The first impression of life outside the womb, the welcome 
reception the baby receives immediately after birth, may 
colour his perceptions of life as difficult or easy; hostile or safe; 
painful or comforting; frightening or reassuring; cold and lonely 
or warm and welcoming. 

So what can you as a mom about to give birth do?
Ask for your baby to be put skin-to-skin on your chest at birth. 
All the observations that need to be done to your baby can 
be done while baby is on your chest. Leave your baby on your 
chest without any interruptions, and be on baby time – not on 
hospital time. Even if you are not wanting to breastfeed, place 
your baby skin to skin.

Baby’s 9 Instinctive Stages 
Ann-Marie Widstrom, a Swedish researcher on skin to skin 
contact between mother and baby, describes the nine 
observable newborn stages that occur in the first hour or two 
after birth when a baby is placed immediately skin to skin with 
his mother. These are innate and instinctive for the baby. 

Stage 1 – The Birth Cry. This distinctive cry occurs immediately 
after birth as the baby’s lungs expand. 
Stage 2 – Relaxation. Relaxation begins when the birth cry 
has stopped. The baby is skin to skin with the mother. The 
newborn’s hands are relaxed. 
Stage 3 – Awakening. The newborn exhibits small thrusts of 
movement in the head and shoulders which usually begins 
about 3 minutes after birth. His eyes will probably be open.


