NUS

National University
of Singapore

PRESS RELEASE
FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE | 3 JANUARY 2024

Mobile application helps improve parents’ emotional well-being and
infants’ overall development

Singapore, 3 January 2024—The arrival of a newborn is a delightful occasion for many parents,
but the transition to parenthood can be challenging. Adjusting to new or additional parenting
responsibilities often results in increased stress levels and sleep deprivation for both mothers
and fathers. This is also exacerbated by the lack of support for the new parents and issues
related to the health of the newborn.

However, an app providing helpful information and tips from doctors and other infant care
experts on caring for the newborn is proving to be a boon for stressed and anxious parents.
The app, developed by the Alice Lee Centre for Nursing Studies at the Yong Loo Lin School
of Medicine, National University of Singapore (NUS Nursing), provides information catered to
local parents, through videos, podcasts, and written articles that were developed by local
experts. These experts comprised obstetricians, psychiatrists, nurses, and midwives from
NUS Nursing, NUS Medicine, the National University Hospital, National University Polyclinics,
KK Women’s and Children’s Hospital, and Singapore General Hospital. The content provided
on the Supportive Parenting Application (SPA) includes information on parental self-care,
parenting, and baby care, such as tutorials on baby bathing, bonding with the newborn and
breastfeeding, as well as tips on coping with psychological and emotional challenges after
birth. The SPA also has a discussion forum for parents to post personal queries and respond
to other parents’ queries, as well as a chat function for parents to converse with someone from
the study’s pool of 29 trained peer volunteers (who are parents themselves with similar socio-
demographic and parenting backgrounds), for emotional support.

The app’s effectiveness was studied amidst the COVID-19 pandemic by Associate Professor
Shefaly Shorey and her team at NUS Nursing. Over a period of 3 years, the team observed
its effectiveness on parental outcomes—including postnatal depression, anxiety, parental
bonding, parental self-efficacy, perceived social support, and parenting satisfaction, as well
as infant developmental outcomes. During the perinatal period, which refers to the time from
the start of pregnancy to a year after giving birth, the team found that both fathers and mothers
who used the mobile app showed better parental outcomes, especially in perceived social
support. Parents who used the app had significantly higher help-seeking scores than those
who did not use the app during the post-childbirth period. Due to increased struggles from
coping with additional parenting responsibilities after childbirth, most parents screened higher
for depressive symptoms scores. However, depressive symptoms in mothers who used the
app gradually decreased over time after one month postpartum. This reduction in depressive
symptoms was maintained until the last follow-up at nine months postpartum. In contrast,



depressive symptoms among mothers who did not use the app started to increase post-
childbirth.

Infants whose parents had used the app also fared better in most developmental outcome
measures. The chances of these infants being at risk for certain developmental delays were
lower compared to infants whose parents did not use the app—including cognitive (5.5% vs
23.8%), motor (9.1% vs 19.0%), communication (1.5% vs 4.4%) and social (18.2% vs 20.0%)
skills.

Assoc Prof Shorey said, “Despite the difficulties that accompanied their parenting journey,
especially during the COVID-19 pandemic, mothers and fathers were able to receive timely
and useful support from the resources provided through the mobile app. Our study proved that
the mobile health intervention was a good source of evidence-based yet localised information
and reliable support, to help parents care for newborns and their own emotional and overall
well-being.”

The research team began their study in February 2020, when they recruited 200 pregnant
women and their husbands, who ranged from 26 to 41 years old, from at least 24 weeks of
gestation (third trimester of pregnancy). The team conducted questionnaires, newborn
assessments, and interviews with the parents up to one year postpartum and published their
findings in five separate papers in the Journal of Medical Internet Research and Journal of
Clinical Nursing, from 2021 to 2023. The SPA was found to be a dependable information
source for parents, especially during the COVID-19 period when access to resources and
tangible support was limited.

The study also examined the experiences of peer volunteers in providing support to others
and their usage of SPA. It was found that providing peer support helped improve the mental
and emotional well-being of those who had experienced postnatal depression in the past.

Technology-based interventions developed by healthcare professionals, providing peer
support and information localised for the context of parents in Singapore, as well as sections
specific to fathers, can altogether supplement the care provided by healthcare professionals
to provide more holistic perinatal support for parents, and help them and their infants achieve
better parental and developmental outcomes respectively.

The research team plans to extend the project by further enhancing the SPA and evaluating
it among parents with psycho-social disadvantages and vulnerable backgrounds such as low
socio-economic status and those having children with special needs. The NUS Nursing team
hopes that the SPA and its content can be made available for local parents in the coming
years.
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About National University of Singapore (NUS)

The National University of Singapore (NUS) is Singapore’s flagship university, which offers a
global approach to education, research and entrepreneurship, with a focus on Asian
perspectives and expertise. We have 16 colleges, faculties, and schools across three
campuses in Singapore, with more than 40,000 students from 100 countries enriching our
vibrant and diverse campus community. We have also established more than 20 NUS
Overseas Colleges entrepreneurial hubs around the world.

Our multidisciplinary and real-world approach to education, research and entrepreneurship
enables us to work closely with industry, governments, and academia to address crucial and
complex issues relevant to Asia and the world. Researchers in our faculties, research centres
of excellence, corporate labs and more than 30 university-level research institutes focus on
themes that include energy; environmental and urban sustainability; treatment and prevention
of diseases; active ageing; advanced materials; risk management and resilience of financial
systems; Asian studies; and Smart Nation capabilities such as artificial intelligence, data
science, operations research and cybersecurity.

For more information on NUS, please visit nus.edu.sg.

About the NUS Yong Loo Lin School of Medicine (NUS Medicine)

The NUS Yong Loo Lin School of Medicine is Singapore’s first and largest medical school.
Our enduring mission centres on nurturing highly competent, values-driven and inspired
healthcare professionals to transform the practice of medicine and improve health around the
world.

Through a dynamic and future-oriented five-year curriculum that is inter-disciplinary and inter-
professional in nature, our students undergo a holistic learning experience that exposes them
to multiple facets of healthcare and prepares them to become visionary leaders and
compassionate doctors and nurses of tomorrow. Since the School’s founding in 1905, more
than 12,000 graduates have passed through our doors.

In our pursuit of health for all, our strategic research programmes focus on innovative, cutting-
edge biomedical research with collaborators around the world to deliver high-impact solutions
to benefit human lives.

The school is the oldest institution of higher learning in the National University of Singapore
and a founding institutional member of the National University Health System. It is one of
Asia’s leading medical schools and ranks among the best in the world (Times Higher
Education World University Rankings 2024 by subject and the Quacquarelli Symonds (QS)
World University Rankings by subject 2023).

For more information about NUS Medicine, please visit https://medicine.nus.edu.sg/.
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