
Sleep is an important part of the life of a 
newborn baby, infant or toddler and therefore 
your life too!

Sleep deprivation is a form of torture (literally 
– it’s used in interrogations) and can affect your 
memory, fine motor skills, decision-making, 
emotions and just about anything else you can 
think of.  If you are a parent of multiples then 
this really is going to be multiplied, so here are 
some safety tips and a quick breakdown on 
different approaches to getting your babies to 
sleep.

Safety is the first consideration.  New Zealand 
used to have one of the highest rates of 
Sudden Unexplained Death in Infancy (SUDI), 
also known as cot death or SIDS (Sudden 
Infant Death Syndrome).  We still have one of 
the highest rates but by discovering the four 
risk factors below and then removing them 
from our babies’ sleep environment we have 
decreased the number of babies dying from as 
many as 10 per 1000 to 2 per 1000 per year.

Safe sleep - the four essentials:

1. Sleep baby on its back.

2. Breast feed baby.

3. Have a smoke-free environment.

4. Have a protected safe sleep space; not in 
bed with parents or siblings.

The first 3 essentials are very well accepted 
but number 4 has a bit more controversy 
surrounding it.  The problem is, sleeping with 
your baby is nice, and a newborn baby is used 

to having close physical contact with their 
mother.  Multiples are also used to having their 
twin nearby.  Some argue that bed-sharing 
improves breastfeeding.  The bottom line is 
sleeping with your baby does increase their 
risk of dying, especially in the first 3 months of 
life and you need to weigh up that risk when 
making your sleep decisions.

The risks around bed sharing and sleeping 
arrangements are about smothering and 
suffocation. Often children who die are found 
to have slipped into a space where they 
have trouble breathing, or tragically, were 
smothered by parents or siblings.

If you choose to sleep siblings in a shared cot 
ensure that they have a separate space with no 
pillows, soft toys or bumpers that could cover 
their face.  Make sure the cot mattress fits the 
cot with no gaps, and that the side of the cot 
isn’t broken/faulty and could allow baby to slip 
through.  As they get bigger and able to roll 
think about what would happen if one rolled; 
would the other become trapped? 

If you are a mum who really wants to bed 
share, have a mattress on the floor in a warm 
bedroom.  Try to reduce bed coverings and 
pillows as much as possible.  Don’t drink 
alcohol or take drugs that make you sleepy 
and less likely to be aware of your baby and try 
to move baby onto their back and away from 
your arm/breast so their face is clear.  Some 
mothers adopt a position where the baby is on 
their back and mum’s arms are stretched out 
above the head and then bent with her hand 
touching the baby’s side so she is aware where 
baby is.
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Now to approaches to getting to babies to 
sleep.  Newborn sleep patterns are vastly 
different to a toddler’s sleep patterns and you 
need to adjust your expectations accordingly.  
Newborns up to 6 weeks of age need to be 
feeding every 3-4 hours.  If they are premature 
or small then they may need even more regular 
feeding.  If you have more than one newborn in 
your house it is going to get tricky if you want 
some sleep too.  Before they arrive make a plan 
for who can be there to support you.  You need 
to catch up on some sleep at some time, with 
grandmothers being a great resource for help 
during the day and fathers playing an integral 
role overnight.  If things are getting tough 
trusted agencies such as Karitane and Plunket 
can provide advice and practical overnight 
support, even if it is just for one night to get 
your reserves back.

Of course it sometimes just falls on mums to 
tough it out – but remember: mothers who 

aren’t completely sleep-deprived tend to make 
safer decisions for their babies, so sometimes 
putting yourself first is actually best for your 
kids.

Once baby is older their sleep pattern will 
change so that they sleep more through the 
night and less during the day.  This is called a 
diurnal rhythm.  To encourage this right from 
the start make an obvious difference between 
night feeds and day feeds.  Try not to turn the 
light on for a night feed and use as little talking 
and interaction as possible.

Depending on you and your babies’ personality, 
you will come to an arrangement regarding 
sleep.  Some babies love sleeping and will 
calmly be put down on a schedule and sleep 
for hours overnight from an early age.  Others 
will resist sleep with all their might and use any 
excuse to wake up.  Some mothers are happy 
to listen to their babies’ cues and fit in around 



their needs (which you really have to do to a 
certain extent) whereas other mothers will feel 
comfortable with some crying.

Methods to encourage your baby to sleep 
through the night are on a spectrum, from 
controlled crying to attachment parenting.

Controlled crying involves putting baby to bed 
and letting them cry - then revisiting them after 
5 mins to reassure them that you are still there 
but not picking them up - before leaving again.  
The time between visits is gradually increased.  
However, baby shouldn’t be left to cry for 
longer than 25 minutes.

Natural parenting involves responding to the 
babies’ as they need it, breastfeeding when 
they wake or cry.

With multiples and to keep your sanity you 
need to find a comfortable place somewhere 

on this spectrum.  I personally believe that 
a baby’s cry is a communication whether 
that be for hunger or a request for comfort.  
Responding to this and providing a cuddle and 
/ or breast feed lets baby know you are there 
for them.  With multiples you can try tandem 
feeding, expressing and having another carer 
give expressed milk to the sibling while you 
feed, or comfort the sibling in the same room 
while settling the first sibling so that they both 
learn you are there for them.  

By the time a baby is 12 months old there is 
no need for them to be feeding over night 
and if they are, you need to break the habit 
by teaching them to self soothe and sleep 
soundly.  Once again it is finding the limits that 
you are happy with.  But remember, respect 
your babies, respect yourself and your partner 
and you are the boss!


