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DOCTOR OF OCCUPATIONAL THERAPY

An Occupational Perspective:
Supporting the Paternal Role and Transition Home From the NICU
Bryana Salazar; Susan MacDermott OTD, OTR/L; Becki Cohill OTD, OTR/L, Karen Park OTD, OTR/L

BACKGROUND
In 2018, the Center for Disease Control and
Prevention (CDC) reported that on in ten births
were affected by prematurity (CDC, 2019). There
has been evidence to show that fathers showed
a delayed onset of post-traumatic stress disorder
related symptoms four months after discharge,
whereas these symptoms decreased in mothers
following discharge (Shaw et al., 2009).
Occupational therapists have an understanding
of how an occupational imbalance from
unanticipated caregiver roles can affect physical
and mental health (Reitz & Scaffa, 2020).

PURPOSE
The purpose of this study is to identify
occupational therapy's role in supporting
paternal wellness and mental health through
routines and occupations, following the
transition from the NICU back home.

PROBLEM
Many studies have considered the implications of
having a child admitted in to the NICU and have
explored the psychological effects that mothers
and fathers experience during admission.
However, the research is limited that focuses on
the disruptions of paternal routines and
occupations after discharge. It is important to
explore the difficulties of transitioning home in
depth from the father’s perspective as
occupational therapy can play an integral role in
providing support.

Themes
THEMES

Adjusting Expectations

• One thing I would say it's not like it's over when they come
home you have this traumatic experience and you have to be so
careful with everything and like I even when you go home it’s
like don't have visitors over you have this immunocompromised
baby so things are so different. (Father E)

Changes in Priorities

• I don't have a lot of engagements outside of work and being a
dad. I don't really know that I'd have time for them if I did. It's
pretty it just sorta consumes all of my time between those two
between working and being a dad that's pretty much all I have
(Father D)

The Unexpected Toll of
the NICU: Mental Health
& Emotions

• I feel like you almost have to be machine like in those situations
and just take one day at a time…You don’t think about yourself
you know what I mean you cant think about yourself in that
situation. So you don’t think, Oh do I need help? Am I going to
be okay? Just 100% not about me. (Father E)

The Unexpected Toll of
the NICU: Strong Dads
and Validation

• Feeling like I'm never supposed to leave when that’s not really…
like right now my wife’s here and the nurse is here like I could
go anytime I wanted to, but it’s hard to feel like it’s okay to get
out of the house and go somewhere else and not be right
there. (Father J)

Coping and Healing:
Outlets for Emotion

• The conversations I was having were tough that I didn’t want
my wife to hear so I was surprised at how therapeutic writing
that (referring to a Facebook page utilized to give updates
about his child) was and again I'm not a reader I'm not a writer,
but as I was sharing that stuff they kept it from being locked up
inside of my head and lock up inside of myself. (Father F)

Coping and Healing: Social
Media

• Now we have some Facebook groups and stuff like that and I'm
coming across other groups that other dads are starting and
seeing the numbers and how fast these things are growing you
know… I mean and there's something going on right now where
dads or NICU dads are really wanting to share their experiences
and I don't think anybody realizes how big the void really is.
Father I

Fathers and Healthcare
Providers

• We really love our pediatrician and she’s really great about
checking on both of us and that’s one of the reasons we really
like her a lot and it’s not one of those, Oh dad how are you
doing and then brushes it off she’s like are you okay do you
need anything. She legitimately cares. (Father A)

METHODS
Thirty-two survey responses (n=32) were
collected from a 20-question survey and eleven
fathers (n=11) completed a semi-structured
interview. Fathers were recruited by purposive
sampling through social media outlets, the
student’s mentor connections and outreach to
programs that serve NICU families. Interviews
were audio recorded and manually transcribed.
Transcriptions were uploaded onto Dedoose
where they were coded. Braun and Clark’s
(2006) thematic analysis was utilized to establish
themes.

DISCUSSION
The results of this study add to the limited
research exploring the experiences of fathers
post-discharge. These findings suggest that the
NICU experience is a lifelong experience that
impacts fathers even after discharge. Fathers feel
a sense of duty to support their families and may
neglect their own self-care while doing so due to
associated feelings of guilt. Increasing forms of
validation can help fathers engage in self-care.
This study also highlighted the ways in which
healthcare providers can promote inclusivity by
understanding family dynamics, considering how
communication is delivered and asking fathers
how they are coping.

FUTURE IMPLICATIONS
Findings from this study suggest that occupational
therapists can play an important role in helping
fathers adjust to the transition home due to their
unique perspective on roles and routines to help
find occupational balance in their new and busy
role by suggesting ways in which fathers can
engage in wellness and self-care. OT’s are in the
perfect role to create future programming
addressing the needs of fathers.

