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Essential Role of the Neonatal Therapist 

Position Statement

Position statements articulate the National Association of Neonatal Therapists’ (NANT) official 
stance and recommendations on the provision of services, practice of neonatal therapy, or the 
role of neonatal therapy.  These statements are based on relevant scholarly evidence and aim 
to communicate NANT’s position to its members, other healthcare professionals, patients and 
families served, and external entities or associations.

Position Statement: 

Neonatal therapists (NT) are essential members of the interprofessional team due to a distinct 
combination of specialized educational preparation, training, and competencies.1-3 Through 
integrated engagement with the neonatal team, NTs are instrumental in preventing or 
mitigating iatrogenic complications and optimizing neurodevelopmental outcomes for high-risk 
infants.4-9

Background:

A neonatal therapist is an occupational therapist (OT), physical therapist (PT), or speech-
language pathologist (SLP) who specializes in working with high-risk infants in the Special Care 
Nursery (SCN) and Neonatal Intensive Care Unit (NICU). Neonatal therapy is a complex 
subspecialty that incorporates theories and scopes of practice from all three respective 
disciplines.4-9 These professionals provide crucial support and interventions to help infants 
grow, develop, and thrive during their critical early stages of life. Their work involves 
collaboration with parents and the interprofessional team to address the unique needs of each 
infant and family, promoting optimal developmental outcomes.10-15 Neonatal therapists are 
skilled in the use of evidence-based practices to assess and treat a range of developmental, 
medical, and functional challenges facing high-risk infants. 

Rationale:

The neurodevelopmental complexities of high-risk infants require specialized support and 
intervention.  In 2023, the American Academy of Pediatrics published Standards for Levels of 
Neonatal Care: II, III, and IV which stated that levels II, III, and IV NICUs provide on-site services 
by qualified neonatal therapists.16 The standards also stipulated that neonatal therapy 
certification was preferred and that NTs have dedicated hours for level III and IV NICUs.16 
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Neonatal therapists deliver holistic direct patient care and consultative services to high-risk 
infants.3 Using an integrated, neuroprotective, family-centered model, NTs provide highly 
specialized and individualized therapeutic interventions in the NICU.1,3 These interventions 
support optimal long-term development, prevent adverse sequelae, and nurture the infant-
family dyad.3,10-15 

Neonatal therapists address six core practice domains and deliver therapeutic care for the 
neonatal population served. These domains,1,2 each of which impacts short and long-term 
outcomes, include:  

1. environment
2. family/psychosocial support
3. sensory system
4. neurobehavioral system
5. neuromotor and musculoskeletal systems
6. oral feeding and swallowing

Neonatal therapy employs preventative, habilitative, and/or rehabilitative approaches, as 
appropriate, in collaboration with the interprofessional team.3 This unique perspective helps to 
guide the management and care of patients and families in the NICU. 

Recommendations: 

• NICUs and SCNs have access to neonatal therapy services as put forth by the American
Academy of Pediatrics published Standards for Levels of Neonatal Care and the National
Association of Neonatal Therapists. 1, 2, 16

• Neonatal therapists are assessed as competent to provide care specific to the neonatal
population in the six core practice domains1,2, and as such:

o Undergo thorough specialized NICU orientation, training, and continuous mentoring
to develop the necessary competencies

o Seek neonatal therapy certification
o Maintain and expand discipline-specific knowledge and skills

• Ongoing neonatal therapy competencies are specific to the NICU population.2

• Organizational practices and service delivery models support the NTs integrated role, unit
census, and patient acuity.3 Facilities provide an annual operational review of neonatal
therapy personnel to maintain adequate coverage to address the specific needs and volume
of the patient population served. 3,16,17
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Summary

Neonatal therapists provide essential services to the high-risk infant population. When integrated 
into the NICU care team, neonatal therapists utilize the full depth and breadth of their education, 
skills, and perspectives to mitigate adverse sequelae and optimize neurodevelopmental 
experiences and outcomes for high-risk infants and families. 
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Disclaimer:  The content of any position statement may not be comprehensive or relevant to all 
situations or individuals. This statement should not be used to advocate for legal action, assume 
legal responsibility breaches, or establish grounds for civil liability.
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