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Night-waking of 
infants and toddlers

Supporting parents to understand 
the wide range of normal infant 
sleep patterns can help them to 
develop realistic expectations and 
helpful strategies to cope with 
disrupted sleep. 

Normal infant sleep
While it is biologically normal for infants and toddlers to wake during 
the night, many new parents find themselves ill-prepared to adjust to 
broken sleep and the demands of night-time parenting. Night-waking 
is a commonly reported concern for parents, even when the sleep 
behaviour of an infant falls within the normal range (Paavonen et al, 
2020). Research into normal infant sleep has found that:
• night-waking is normal infant behaviour, and most infants 

require parental assistance to go to sleep and resettle during the 
night for at least the first year of life (Brown & Harries, 2015; 
Paavonen et al., 2020).

• the circadian rhythm, which regulates the day-night sleep cycle, 
emerges gradually over the first few months of life (Jenni & 
Carskadon, 2007). Its development is influenced by light, noise, 
and activity levels.

• there is significant variability in the sleep needs and patterns 
of different infants, and in the same infant from day to day. An 
Australian study of infant and toddler sleep by Teng et al. (2012) 
found that:
• infants under 3 months typically sleep between 11 and 18 

hours a day. From 3 to 8 months, this may decrease slightly to 
11 to 16 hours a day.

• in general, the duration of daytime sleep gradually decreases 
as the infant gets older, while total night-time sleep and the 
length of the longest sleep episode gradually increases.

• most infants wake at least once per night throughout the first 
year of life.

• regular night-waking becomes much less common beyond the 
age of 2.

Breastfeeding and sleep
It is important for parents to understand that infants and toddlers 
wake during the night for many reasons. Sleep patterns are 
not a reliable indicator of whether an infant is getting enough 
breastmilk and regular waking of her infant should not be taken 
to mean that a mother has an inadequate milk supply. Parents can 
learn more about the many causes of infant wakefulness in the ABA 
booklet, Breastfeeding: and sleep.

Breastfed infants and those in sleeping arrangements that allow 
sensory exchanges between the caregiver and infant may be more 
likely to wake parents during the night; however these arousals are 
often short and not disruptive to the overall quality and quantity 
of sleep (Mosko et al., 1997a). It has been suggested that the 
increased arousability of breastfed infants and the opportunity for 
parental monitoring may contribute to the protective effect that 

Resources for families
• Breastfeeding: and sleep booklet
• Breastfeeding: and crying babies 

booklet
• Breastfeeding and co-sleeping web 

article
• Bed-sharing and your baby: the 

facts leaflet

Further reading

Brodribb, W. (Ed.). (2019). Settling and 
sleep. In Breastfeeding Management 
in Australia (5th ed., pp. 95-104). 
Australian Breastfeeding Association. 

Breastfeeding and sleep, ABA 
Professional feature article

Position Statement on Safe Infant 
Sleeping, Australian Breastfeeding 
Association.

Sleep Position Statement, Australian 
Association for Infant Mental Health.
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breastfeeding has against the risk of sudden infant death syndrome 
(SIDS) (Horne et al., 2004; Mosko et al., 1997b; Carlin & Moon, 
2017). Furthermore, breastfeeding mothers who bed-share tend to 
do so in a characteristic way that provides safety benefits for the 
infant (Ball, 2006).

Despite common misconception, there is no difference in the 
overall length of sleep between breastfed and formula-fed infants. 
However, mothers who are exclusively breastfeeding get more 
sleep, on average, than mothers who supplement their infants 
in the evenings (Doan et al., 2014) or who do not breastfeed 
(Srimoragot et al., 2022).

Sleep concerns
Parents with concerns about their infant’s sleep may benefit 
from adjustments to their expectations and guidance on practical 
strategies to help them to manage their individual sleep challenges.
• Identify the parent’s main concern. For example, are they 

worried that their infant may not be getting enough sleep, or 
that their infant’s behaviour is not appropriate for their age? 
If so, reassurance that night-waking is common and normal, and 
that their infant will outgrow it on their own, may be all that 
is required.

• Discuss ways to minimise the length of night wakings. A 
breastfeed is often an easy way to soothe an infant back to sleep. 
It may also help to simplify the nappy-change routine, have the 
infant sleep in the same room as the parent(s), use dim lights 
or keep noise to a minimum. Many mothers find lying down to 
feed and safe bed-sharing helpful.

• Parents can make sure they are getting enough rest themselves 
by sleeping as much as possible when the infant does (including 
during the day).

• Invite parents to think about how they can share the 
responsibility of overnight parenting. Having someone bring 
the baby to the breastfeeding mother or take on the task of 
nappy changes and resettling can help the mother to get more 
sleep overall. 

• Encourage tired parents to accept all offers of support or practical 
assistance from others. Taking a short daytime nap or just resting 
while someone else cares for the baby can be refreshing.

• Meeting other parents and learning about their experience of 
night-waking may be reassuring. Encourage parents to connect 
with their local ABA group or get involved online. A call to 
the National Breastfeeding Helpline on 1800 686 268 can 
also provide reassurance, support and practical suggestions for 
parents of wakeful babies.
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