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Background
The presence of lullabies has been observed around the world, in all cultures and historical peri-
ods. however, nowadays it seems that there has been a decrease in the knowledge and practice of 
lullabies in several contexts (esteve-Faubel, esteve-Faubel, cavia-naya, & Benlloch, 2014; doja, 
2014). it has been reported that in portugal a small number of mothers and educators know and 
use this repertoire in order to lull their babies (canez, 2008; castro, 2013). We studied the case 
of a portuguese neonatal intensive care unit (nicu) in order to observe this specific context.

Aims
This study aims to produce more scientific data in the context of Infant Directed Singing in the 
case of pre-term infants in portuguese nicu, as a complement to the limited existing literature. 
our purpose was to understand what and how these mothers sing to lull their babies, focusing 
on lullabies as a specific behavior of mother-infant interaction.
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Method
We used a quantitative method, with a study case, where 36 mothers sang without words to their 
hospitalized preterm infants born between 32 and 37 weeks of gestation, in kangaroo Supported 
diagonal Flexion positioning (Buil, carchon, apter, laborne, gratier, & devouche, 2016). We 
parametrize the repertoire and analyze its characteristics, namely the melodic contours, range 
pitch, melodic intervals, rhythm, tempo and form. The participants also responded to a question-
naire regarding the habits of singing to their baby.

Results
The repertoire sung by the participants was mainly based on pre-existing, highly mediated melo-
dies such as Brahm’s Lullaby, Twinkle Twinkle Little Star or Happy Birthday. Few mothers chose to 
sing portuguese play songs or lullabies. The improvised singing was highly repetitive and mostly 
by whole tones. older and more educated mothers sang more pre-existing melodies and younger 
mothers tended to improvise.

Conclusions
This study showed that these mothers tend to sing more adult songs and children’s mediated 
songs to their hospitalized babies than traditional portuguese play songs or lullabies suggesting 
that, as shown in other studies (grasina, 2017) mothers are not familiar with the portuguese 
repertoire. it is possible that the sociological changes of a family in portugal (leandro, 2006), 
as well as the development of automatic reproduction devices that replace mother’s voice, led to 
this fact (Baker & Mackinlay, 2006). The characteristics in the improvised repertoire, which may 
be related to an attempt to please and calm the baby, were also common to a comfortable chant 
for a female voice. Further studies should tell us the vocal and physiological response of preterm 
infants to these songs.

References
achté, k., Fagerstrom, r., pentikainen, j., & Farberow, n. (1989). Themes of death and violence in lullabies of 

different countries. OMEGA, 20 (3), 193-204.
Baker, F., & Mackinlay, e. (2006). Sing, soothe and sleep: a lullaby education programme for first-time moth-

ers. British Journal of Music Education, 23, 147-160.
Buil, a., carchon, i., apter, g., laborne, F. X., granier, M., & devouche, e. (2016). kangaroo supported diago-

nal flexion positioning: new insights into skin-to-skin contact for communication between mothers and 
very preterm infants. Arch Pediatr, 23, 913-920.

canez, a. n. M. (2008). Canções de Embalar: cultura e tradição: um estudo sobre (con)textos da maternidade e 
(e)terna lírica popular. instituto de estudos de literatura Tradicional. lisboa: edições colibri

castro, M. i. r. (2013). alguns aspectos históricos conceptuais, Sociais e Musicais da canção de embalar. 
Revista Portuguesa de Educação Artística, 61-67.

doja, a. (2014). Socializing enchantment: a socio-anthropological approach to infant-directed Singing, 
Music education and cultural Socialization. International Review of the Aesthetics and Sociology of Music, 
45, 115-147.

esteve-Faubel, j. M., esteve-Faubel, r. p., cavia-naya, v., & Benlloch, M. T. (2014). Women’s Songs: The lullaby 
in the Spanish autonomous region of valencia. Western Folklore, 69-116.

grasina, ana alexandra gonçalves. (2017). Canções de embalar, fantasias maternas e interação precoce, instituto 
Superior Miguel Torga, coimbra.

leandro, Maria engrácia. (2006). Transformações da Família na história do ocidente. Theologica. 2.ª série, 41, 
51-74.

Keywords: infant-directed singing, lullabies, mother’s voice, pre-term infants, music in nicu.


