Giving Back

(iBab
Cuddlers’

For a sick baby, these volunteers know there’s
no better medicine than the human touch
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AST CHRISTMAS, INSTEAD OF
spending the morning with his family,
CIliff Preston sat in a hospital holding a
screaming baby.
And he didn’t want to be anywhere else,
Preston is a volunteer baby cuddler at the UF
Health Shands Hospital neonatal intensive care unit,
proving that sometimes even the most technologically
advanced medical equipment is no match for basic human
contact.

The cuddler program, which has been in place at UF
Health Shands for about 20 years, helps the hospital’s
youngest patients cope with surgeries and stress. Prema-

ture babies that could weigh only

a couple of pounds when born

XOC%%%:;.BE&IE can spend months in the hospital,
sed often hooked up to feeding tubes

Cuddlers are assigned to and respirators.

the NICU after contacting

Volunteer Services at
352-265-0360,
submitting an application
and being interviewed

“I try very hard to get in there on
the holidays,” Preston says. “Christ-
mas morning there is really a
special time. It gives you a perspec-
tive for the whole day and makes

you appreciate everything you
have. The babies don’t know what
day it is; the need is still there.”

Cuddlers are trained to hold and comfort the babies,
which lowers the babies’ anxiety and aids in their recovery,
says registered nurse Karis Johnson. The cuddlers’ three-
hour weekly shifts also removes some burden from the
parents and hospital staff drawn in multiple directions.

Cuddlers are assigned to the NICU after contacting
Volunteer Services, submitting an application and being
interviewed. Johnson says there is usually a waiting list
to volunteer as a cuddler. Those who get in, like Preston,
deeply cherish the experience.

“Ilike the notion of being able to take a baby that doesn’t
have a clue in the world of what’s going on and making

108 GAINESVILLE MAGAZINE | FEBRUARY -MARCH 2014

The cuddler volunteer program,
which has been in place at UF
Health Shands for about 20 years,
helps the hospital’s youngest
patients cope with surgeries and
stress.

that time better for them,” he says. “It’s only an hour or
two, but in that little bit of time, [ can make them a little
bit happier.”

Preston, 58, has been cuddling babies since 1992, stop-
ping by UF Health for a few hours in the morning before
moving deeper into campus for his job at UF’s Computer
Enterprise Systems.

“When I started cuddling, I thought if I did it for a year
or two, that'd be great,” he says. “Now it’s hard to imagine
not doing it. It's what I do, part of who [ am.”

Each week when Preston arrives, he goes through a two-
minute hand scrub before going to whatever child needs
comforting. If the NICU is quiet, he might help retrieve
supplies or pick up laundry. Or, more likely, the nurses
direct him to a baby before he can even say hello.

“It’s not often that there’s nothing to do,” says Preston,
who is married with grown stepchildren. “It gets interest-
ing when the babies start working together. Some days, |
might not hold a baby for two hours. Others, I wish there
was four of me.”

The “step-down unit” of the NICU, where the infants
are more stable, can hold about 30 patients. Nurses care for
three or four patients each, according to registered nurse
Karis Ferguson.

“It always tugs at your own heartstrings to hear a baby
who needs to be held, and I'm over with another patient,”
Ferguson says.

Similarly, parents also can’t spend 24 hours a day at their
infant’s bedside. Families that come to UF Health
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Cliff Preston, a
volunteer baby
cuddler, holds Eric
Hensley in the
NICU of UF Health

Shands Hospital.
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