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Back-to-sleep campaigns promoting safe sleep for infants have
helped to reduce deaths from Sudden Infant Death Syndrome (SIDS)
over the last 2 decades. However, the numbers of sleep-related deaths
from causes such as suffocation have continued to rise. Sudden
unexpected infant deaths—called SUIDs—due to unsafe sleep are a
leading cause of preventable death under age 1 year, and occur at a
rate of 12 per day in the United States.

In May 2011, the C.S. Mott Children’s Hospital National Poll on
Children’s Health asked parents of children up to 3 years old about
their infants’ sleep positions (past or present) and for their opinions
about safe places for their infants (less than 1 year old) to sleep.

Risky Sleep Settings for Infants

Two common reasons for SUID due to unintentional infant
suffocation are placing babies in sleep areas with soft bedding
(pillows, plush blankets, stuffed toys) and parents falling asleep with
infants. In this Poll, the most common soft bedding reported was
plush blankets, reported as “often” (20%) or “sometimes” (27 %) used
by parents. Meanwhile, 73% of parents have fallen asleep with their
infants; 17% of parents say they “often” have fallen asleep with their
infant and another 24% report “sometimes” falling asleep, 32% say
“rarely”, and 27% say they “never” sleep with their infants. Among
parents who fall asleep with their infants, 30% report that they intend
to sleep with their children.

Most parents (89%) believe that placing an infant in a crib on
his/her back is a safe sleep position. However, 17% believe that an
infant is safe on his/her stomach even if not able to roll over. More
concerning is that 40% of parents believe it is safe for an infant to
sleep in an adult bed with one other person (Figure 1).

Figure 1. Parents’ Opinions on Safe Infant Sleeping Positions
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Many Infants at Risk in Unsafe
sleep Settings

Report Highlights
9 out of 10 parents believe that placing an infant in a crib
on his/her back is a safe sleep position.

7 out of 10 parents report falling asleep with their
infants—some intentionally, but most unintentionally.

4 out of 10 parents believe it is safe for infants to sleep in
a bed with another person.

Implications

Although back-to-sleep campaigns have greatly increased
public awareness about the safety of infant sleep positions, the
incidence of SUIDs due to unsafe sleep has increased over the
same period. This pattern raises questions about parents’
current habits regarding their infants’ sleep.

In this Poll, most parents indicate they have heard the
back-to-sleep message—with 9 out of 10 believing that infants
sleeping in a crib on their backs are safe. However, large
subgroups of parents place their infants in unsafe sleep
settings—either with soft materials that can put infants at risk
for suffocation or by sleeping with infants. Despite the back-
to-sleep campaign one-fifth of parents still believe that an
infant is safe sleeping on his stomach in a crib even if he
cannot roll over.

These Poll results indicate that efforts to inform parents
about safe sleep settings for children must continue if rates of
SUIDs due to unsafe sleep are to decrease in the US. One
helpful approach may be to build on the back-to-sleep
message with additional advice to parents regarding risks such
as plush toys and soft bedding. Parents should be informed
about the dangers of falling asleep with their infants or
sharing a sleep space and encouraged to provide their infants
their own sleep spaces (crib or bassinette) to minimize risks of
smothering.

Overall, health care providers and parents alike may better
protect infants from SUIDs if they remember that unsafe
sleep is a preventable cause of death. Keeping infants safe
while sleeping provides a daily opportunity to protect children
in ways that are easy to understand and practice.
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