
The Magic & Science 
of Infant Sleep: 
Infant sleep biology, anthropology, 
and hormones!



“Sleep Problems”/ Nothing Wrong With Baby

Actual Sleep problems in infants, like sleep 
disorders, are rare. The problem that families are 
having with sleep are due to the differences in:

•the way adults sleep vs. how our babies sleep
•the changes to adult sleep brought on by our 
culture and electricity.

•the fact that we are primate mammals and our 
culture asks babies to sleep like nesting animals. 

…… And yet, families still need to figure out how to 
balance needs of parent within their culture and 
the needs of baby. 



The evolutionary anthropology of infant sleep
• Humans are primates. Primates are designed in the first 

months+ to be physically attached to the primary caregiver. 
Babies evolved to expect this.  

• But unlike other primates, we were born with larger heads and 
poor muscular control. Humans developed ways to carry baby.





Dangerous Conditions
Move Babies Away from 

Sleeping Caregivers



Creative 
Solutions!



• Bassinets were originally designed in Europe to keep baby above a oor for 
draft,  perceived “noxious fumes” (latrine) as well as rats, babies were up 
o  the oor, strapped in. 

•  Then cribs with sides were created to keep the child in and safe once they 
could move around, without the need for being strapped in. 

• In the western world, we have the fairly recent and novel expectation that 
baby should sleep alone. Western peoples have recently decided to home 
babies like nesting animals instead, in a crib or swing, which goes against 
the frequent feeding of singularly born non-nesting mammals. 

History of Western Infant Sleep Position



• Babies sleep more and they sleep differently than adults.

• They go immediately into REM sleep and are therefore easier to wake the first 20 min of 
sleep. 

• They have less light sleep and deep sleep than we do. 

• Their circadian rhythms won’t gel until around 3mo.  There was no sundown in the womb. To 
promote this rhythm, get outside during the day! 

• Their hormones in 24hrs are more scattered. While we have more cortisol in the morning and 
melatonin at night, they may have more cortisol at night, causing night crying. 

• They get up to 20hrs of sleep in 24hrs but some newborns get as little as 10 hours. There can 
be great variation in infant needs for sleep. 

• Like all humans, babies sleep better at optimal temperatures, generally cooler rather than 
warmer. 

Babies Sleep Differently
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Parts of a Sleep Cycle 6 Months

*Imagine yellow REM sleep as 3x longer than it can be shown in this length. 



Sleep Cycle Duration
• 20-30min daytime naps are typical & healthy. 

• Infant sleep cycle is 30 min-1hr.

• 1hr at 9mo

• 1.5hrs -2hrs by 2 years

• Adults 70-120min. 

• Adults need two uninterrupted cycles to feel 
rested (3.5-4hrs chunks)



Waking Frequently is the biological NORM
Feeding Frequently is the biological NORM

But culture is a real and heavy influence on our lives
and 

The needs of parents for some consecutive sleep is 
essential. 

And time to oneself and with one’s partner are 
important. 

So….



If frequent waking and feeding feels good to you and for you 
and your baby, go with what you are doing! 
I am no evangelist for sleep interventions or to change your 
instincts, unless what you’ve been doing isn’t working for 
you!  

If have a tiny baby and you feel good about how your baby is 
sleeping now but are worried for sleep in the future- there is 
no way to predict what type of sleeper your baby will be, so 
this course will be educational toward preventing future 
challenges. 

If It Isn’t Broken, Don’t Fix It! 



How Many Night Feedings or Wakings are Normal? 



Sleep Disorders? (Parasomnias)
• Apnea of Prematurity- premature babies. 

• Apnea of Infancy/ Central Apnea- immaturity of the 
brain stem or another medical cause. Babies need to 
fully wake up to breathe. An associated term is 
periodic breathing. There is a spectrum. 

• Obstructive Apnea- Airway is obstructed by enlarged 
tonsils and/or adenoids. Usually presents around 2yrs+ 
but we all have occasional obstructive apneas. 

• Night Terrors- unconscious open-eyed dream state 
starts around 3yrs for 6% or more children. 

concerned? Ask for a polysomnograph



The Signs Of Sleep Disorders

• Blue or purple around the lips while sleeping

• Excessive snoring when not ill with respiratory infection

• Waking very frequently every night  (more than every 
hour)

• Waking with a gasp for breath / and then a scream. 

• Pauses in breathing more than 10 seconds. (periodic 
breathing) But some periodic breathing can be normal 
in infancy. 



Circadian Rhythms



the suprachiasmatic nucleus (SCN), which 
is in a part of the brain called the 
hypothalamus that processes the 
information. 

It is our retinas that input the stimulus and 
process sunlight and darkness. 



Melatonin

Begins releasing as soon as your retinas sense darkness 
in the evening

Peaks between 2 and 4am then dramatically drops off

Cortisol starts releasing as soon as your morning eyes 
sense light



Circadian Rhythms and Hormones

• Adults have more cortisol in the morning, melatonin 
at night. 

• New infants have a less organization of cortisol and 
it often concentrates in the evening (contribution 
to “reverse cycling” and “colic”.) 

• Infants absorb melatonin from human milk if 
lactating parent is aligned with circadian rhythms. 
Melatonin is highest at bedtime +2hrs and early 
morning.  

• Infants begin making their own melatonin at 3-4mo, 
if exposed to circadian rhythms. 



Milk should be labeled for time expressed.
Milk expressed after dark should be used during bedtime, 
night-waking feeds. 



Human Milk and Formula Both Have Sleepy Chemicals! 

Human milk has the hormone cholecystokinin which causes 
sleepiness in humans. It is more effective, the younger the infant. 
Effects wear off in only one hour. Human Milk also has 
sleep-inducing beta-casomorphin proteins which have an opioid 
effect. 

Cow Dairy has twice the level of opioid-like beta-casomorphin 
peptides which create a longer and deeper sleep. 

This is the basis of one theory explaining why formula feeding is the 
top risk factor for Sudden Unexpected Infant Death. 



Ditch the tracking apps 
Don’t add anxious to tired. 

The blue/ white light also messes 
with parent’s circadian rhythm. 



Prolactin
1st factor is circadian- always higher prolactin levels at night

2nd factor is suckling-induced. The more sucking or pumping 
happens, the more prolactin you will make, and the more milk 
you will make. 

So if your main goal is prioritizing milk supply, continuing to do 
some nursing at night is advised. 

Suckling-induced prolactin levels decrease between 3 and 6 
mo. Production continues steadily. This is a better time to 
reduce night feedings if you wish to. 



Childcare and loss of sleep disturbs your own melatonin production

Do what you can to protect as much of your melatonin production as you 
can. I’ll teach you exactly how to do this in the 6 C’s! 

Circadian rhythm shifts in postpartum are correlated with 
increase in risk of depression in the postpartum period.  
(Sharkey et al 2013) 




