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Developmental Care 

Non-Nutritive Sucking 

Aim  

To be able to offer Non-Nutritive Sucking (NNS) as a developmental intervention in response to the behavioural cues of 

the neonate when bottle or breast-feeding is not available. Non-Nutritive Sucking produces sucking opportunities on a 

pacifier or dummy, no nutrient is delivered (Spence, 2000).  NNS may also be achieved by encouraging the baby to suck 

on his/her hands, or by providing mouth care. NNS should only be given on informed parental consent.  

Action Rationale 

Consult parents before giving baby a pacifier, 

explaining the advantages for pre-term babies. 

Some parents have strong views about pacifiers and prefer 

not to give their baby a pacifier.  

If a baby shows digestive discomfort, has difficulty 

tolerating feeds and does not thrive, consider the 

use of a pacifier during tube feeds.  

NNS during feeds stimulates enzyme production and aids 

digestion. Also increases insulin secretion, promotes 

glucose absorption and thus weight gain.  

If breast or bottle feeding is not possible, when a 

baby shows interest in sucking, offer pacifier to the 

baby. 

It is a pleasurable experience for settling and comforting 

the distressed baby. Helps the pre-term baby regulate 

himself/herself.   

Sucking can help a baby cope with painful 

procedures and to recover afterwards. Most 

effective when used with sucrose.  

Sucking has been shown to modify distress during painful 

procedures.  

If the baby is restless or agitated, base strategies on 

baby’s cues. Routinely offering a pacifier to keep a 

baby quiet may not be appropriate. Try other 

helpful strategies.  

Helpful strategies may include reducing noise, light, 

activity; containment; changing the baby’s position or 

nappy; guiding hands to mouth so that the baby can suck 

finger or thumb.  

Discourage prolonged, habitual use of pacifier.  This is associated with developmental and dental problem; 

e.g. speech problems.  

Use NNS prior to and during tube feed.  To achieve a quiet awake state and thus associating a full 

stomach with sucking.  

Select the pacifier that is most appropriate for the 

baby (refer to Types of Pacifier).  

The pacifier should promote normal sucking, using wide 

jaw and tongue extension causing negative pressure.  

Never use a teat stuffed with cotton wool.  This is dangerous as fibres may be ingested.  

Parents are given information on NNS prior to 

discharge.  

To prevent SIDS.  

Oral suction only when clinically necessary.  So that baby does not associate negative experience when 

given a pacifier.  

Provide individual sterilising pots for pacifier.  To keep pacifier hygienic and not lying in incubator/cot.  

Types of Pacifier 

• Traditional long pacifier. These can be used to help the babies open their mouths wider.  

• Orthodontic pacifier. These encourage babies to use a wider mouth and utilise the interior of the tongue, which 

lifts and presses the teats against the palate.  

• Small pacifiers. These are used for small and premature babies, but they tend to be long, which dissuades tongue 

movement.  

• Firm pacifiers. They can be used to push down tongues when the babies keep them up against the roof of their 

mouths. May cause nipple-teat confusion in babies whose mothers have very soft breast tissue.  

• Large ball-type pacifier. Avoid if possible, it encourages little tongue movement.  
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