
 

Why are parents told to put their baby to bed
'drowsy but awake?' Does it work?
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Most new parents and caregivers will know the phrase "put your baby
down when drowsy but awake." But some parents may find this just
doesn't work for them. As soon as the baby goes into the cot, they start
screaming!
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Has the advice to "put your baby to bed drowsy but not asleep"
worked for anyone, ever?

(This is a rhetorical question; don't @ me with how wonderfully
your baby sleeps. I'm cranky as hell.)

— Shalailah Medhora (@shalailah) May 16, 2022

Talking with other parents about how to get a baby to sleep can be as
divisive as talking religion or politics. It can feel as though there is only
one "right" way of doing things.

But as researchers and clinicians supporting families with child and baby
sleep, we can reassure you no one way suits all babies or families.

A baby's natural temperament, age and feeding pattern are among many
factors that influence its sleep. Babies often change their sleep patterns
as they get older, and it can take time for them to learn how to settle into
sleep.

A baby's environment also influences how it sleeps—siblings, noise,
what the family did that day and stress may all play a role. In turn, family
circumstances can affect how a baby's sleep is perceived.

Understanding normal baby sleep

Sleep happens in cycles. We start out awake, then fall into light sleep and
then deep sleep, before moving into wakefulness and so on. For adults,
one of these cycles lasts around 90 minutes. For babies and children, it is
around half this time.

Every time we go into a light sleep cycle, we may wake briefly. A baby
must learn to link sleep cycles to sleep longer. If a baby learns to self-
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settle, they can link their sleep cycles on their own. If not, they may need
help after every light sleep cycle.

Before about six months of age, babies typically wake regularly during
the night to feed and get enough nutrients to grow.

After the first few months of life, falling asleep will involve
associations—things that are familiar to us—and these associations are
learned. If a baby's sleep associations are with feeding or being in a
caregiver's arms, they may need this association to fall back to sleep.

It's the same for us as grown-ups; if we wake, it can be hard for some of
us to get back to sleep if we are missing our usual pillow or blanket, or if
a light gets turned on or we can hear a noise.

When thinking about babies and sleep, it's important to differentiate
between the first and the second half of the first year of life. The reason
is a key milestone in the baby's development sometime beyond around
four months of age: the understanding of object permanence.

This is when the baby knows a caregiver is still around even when they
are not visible or in the room with them. This means that if the baby
wakes up at the end of a light sleep cycle and cannot go back to sleep by
themselves, they will cry or call out.

Does the 'drowsy but awake' advice work?

Some babies will find it harder to self-settle than other babies. The
"drowsy but awake" technique is often recommended as a way to help
babies develop self-settling techniques.

The idea is to get them used to feeling drowsy when in bed to set up the
association between bed and sleep.
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Parents can use responsive settling techniques (such as holding or
patting) to help their babies and children get ready for sleep.

While the "drowsy but awake" technique hasn't been rigorously studied
on its own, it has been well studied in the context of sleep training.

So what's the evidence for sleep training?

Sleep training methods that reduce the level of support (incorporating
the "drowsy but awake" technique) can help babies build independence
in self-settling. The evidence is based on healthy babies, who are
typically six months and older.

One of the most widely known sleep training methods is called
"controlled comforting" (also known as "controlled crying"). Parents put
their baby to bed tired but awake, and leave them to settle for short,
increasing periods of time, even if they cry. Parents choose which time
intervals are best for their family—for example, two minutes, then four
minutes, six minutes, then eight minutes; or two, five, ten minutes; or
two, five, five, five minutes.

A more gradual method is called "camping out." A caregiver lies on a
camp bed or sits in a chair next to their baby's cot to settle the baby
when they cry. Over a couple of weeks, the caregiver gradually moves
the chair or bed away from the cot and out the door, until the baby is
falling asleep without the parent in the room.

Studies show these techniques help parents with their child's sleep and
their own well-being. However, the research is lacking when it comes to
cross-cultural context, understanding the perspective of fathers, in
children below six months of age, and in families experiencing higher
social and economic adversity.
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Not every technique works for every baby or every family. If caregivers
want to try a new sleep approach, it's important to have a plan A and
plan B. Try plan A with the "ideal" situation but escalate to plan B
quickly if plan A doesn't work. Parents can decide whether to try again
another time.

What can I do to establish healthy sleep habits?

Babies and children thrive on routines. Positive bedtime routines can
help children get ready for sleep. This means doing the same things
every time before bed, so the baby knows it is sleep time. These may
include things that help the baby calm down, like a warm bath or reading
a story while keeping the environment calm and soothing to promote
sleep.

Learning new routines is often easier for babies and children when they
have more energy (typically earlier in the day) and harder when they are
more tired.

For more information about children's sleep and how to manage it:

the Raising Children Network website gives all the current
evidence on children's development and sleep by age group and is
government-funded and non-profit
the Sleep with Kip website offers a range of clinically validated,
evidence-informed resources to help understand and support
families with sleep. It includes a 90-second "sleep quiz," which
once completed will provide recommendations for simple,
actionable sleep strategies to support your child's sleep, plus
information on sleep cycles and the science of normal sleep.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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