
Each year in the U.S., about 3,500 infants die suddenly and 
unexpectedly in their sleep. In about half of these deaths, 
doctors can’t find a medical reason to explain why, even after 
a complete review. When the doctor doesn’t have answers, 
the death is called sudden infant death syndrome (SIDS).

Experts say that all babies are at risk, especially those under 
1 year of age. Babies are most vulnerable to SIDS up to 4 
months old. One of the critical pieces to SIDS risk reduction 
is how the baby sleeps. Babies who are sleeping should be 
on their back. Research has revealed many risk factors for 
sudden infant death, and sleep position is the most important 
one. A baby shouldn’t sleep on their belly or side.

Why does sleep position matter? Sleeping on the belly lowers 
an infant’s blood pressure and reduces their ability to get 
oxygen to the brain. Between 2 and 4 months old, especially, 
the reflex to breathe to get more oxygen is repressed when an 
infant sleeps on their belly.

Researchers also suspect that a brain condition may be a 
cause of SIDS. They have been studying the part of the 
brain that controls breathing and heart rate during sleep. 
They think these babies may not have the reflex to awaken 
when breathing becomes impaired.

OTHER R ISK FACTORS

What causes SIDS may not be known, but several things 
raise the risk. In addition to sleep position, research shows 
that soft bedding above or below your infant is a danger. 
There is no need to have a blanket. Instead, dress your 
baby in sleep clothing, such as a onesie, that’s designed 
to keep them warm. This keeps them safer. Make sure 
they’re dressed appropriately for the environment. But 
don’t overbundle. Check for signs that they’re too hot, like 
sweating or if their chest is hot to the touch. 
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It’s important to prevent your baby’s nose and mouth from 
becoming covered. The area around them should not have 
any clutter—no toys, no bumpers.

Experts also advise that you keep your baby in the same 
room, but not in your bed with you. When you’re done 
feeding, place your baby in their safe area, such as a cradle 
next to your bed.

HELP PROTECT YOUR BABY FROM SIDS 

 » Always place babies on their back to sleep, for naps and 
at night.

 » Use a firm and flat sleep surface, such as a mattress in a 
crib. Cover the surface with a fitted sheet.

 » Do not use any blankets, bumpers, toys, or other soft 
items in the sleep area.

 » Breastfeed your baby if you can.

 » Share your room with your baby. Keep your baby close 
to your bed in a crib or other surface made for infants 
for the first year, or at least the first 6 months.

 » Don’t smoke or let others smoke around your baby or 
in your baby’s environment.

 » Get regular health checkups and recommended 
vaccinations for your baby.
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