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Foreword

‘Babies don’t come with a manual.’

As Cat and Sarah say, this is a joke that is often cracked but isn’t funny. It never helps frazzled parents who are struggling to understand the language of their new baby, loving their baby with every piece of themselves, yet longing for a night’s sleep.

So, thank goodness for Cat and Sarah, aka The Sleep Mums. They have not written a manual. They understand that each baby is unique, that one size will not fit all and that parents need safe, sensible advice delivered in a non-judgmental way.

The Sleep Mums have done SO much more than write a manual. They have constructed a very simple framework around which parents can build their own schedule, to find a routine that works for them and their families.

In the dark days of the Covid-19 pandemic, when new parents were literally all alone in isolation, their chirpy voices streamed out from their award-winning podcast. This podcast was kind in tone, broad-ranging and groundbreaking. The Sleep Mums brought solace and wisdom to countless parents in the silence of lockdown. Their podcast could not be equalled.

Until now.

Quietly, in the background, Cat and Sarah were bringing their huge, combined experience to bear on a book. Cat has a degree in psychology, so she understands people on a whole different level. Sarah started her career as a Norland Nanny and went on to develop her own sleep-consultancy practice, which she has run for 20 years. Between them, they have six young children, so not only do they have the smarts, they have also done the hard graft.

And so, this book was born. I have read it, cover to cover. And despite being a paediatrician with over 20 years’ experience, I learned a few new tricks myself!

In this book, you will learn about how babies’ sleep changes over time, that sleeping like a baby is not what one might think, about how simple things like full tummies and swaddling can be game changers, and how freeing a routine can actually be.

This book is not about ‘sleep training’. Instead, it is about empowering parents to understand their babies’ sleep patterns. Its power lies in its simplicity. If you are that parent who is getting ready for baby and reading in advance, you will feel well informed about sleep ahead of baby’s arrival. If you are an exhausted parent of a 6-month-old, you can pick it up and read the parts that apply to your baby’s developmental stage. If you have read a whole chapter but are too tired to remember it (or you are too tired to read a whole chapter), there are crib notes! If you simply cannot believe that these straightforward tips will work in real life, there are real-life examples. If you cannot find your way around a problem, there are troubleshooting tips.

Many parents feel alone. They feel alone with their new baby, alone in the middle of the night, and alone with their new sleepless baby in the middle of the night! Cat and Sarah will make you feel less alone. They will jolly you along. They will help you realise that all those people who had ‘perfect babies that slept through from two weeks’ were either fibbing or forgetting. They will have your back, from sunup to sundown, and the dark hours in between. And they will help you to get through the first year and beyond with less worry and trepidation. Because most of the time, when you ask yourself ‘Is this normal?’ they will quietly reassure you that it is.

The Sleep Mums understand that in order to figure out ‘how to’ parents need to be empowered with the ‘why’. Why does my baby wake up so often? Why can’t my baby settle? Why is my baby crying?

When parents know ‘why’, ‘how’ follows more easily. Cat and Sarah dispense their wisdom with kindness and compassion. They have seen it all when it comes to baby sleep. They know the ‘whys’. They will guide you, but they will not judge you.

And that is what this book is. A guide. A North Star for parents to glance up at in the dark of night. A compass to steer them through tricky developmental shifts. A sleep map. A gift.

Enjoy it. Enjoy your baby. And sweet dreams!

Dr Niamh Lynch, Consultant Paediatrician

IG @dr_niamh_lynch

twitter @niamh_dr

Tik Tok @tiktokkiddydoc







Who Are We?

We are The Sleep Mums, Cat and Sarah. We are experts, and we know a lot about baby sleep. We’re also parents, so we know how you feel. Exhausted.

We launched our award-winning parenting podcast to support parents with zero-judgement, practical baby sleep advice – advice you can use to help your baby sleep better and not make you feel crap about yourself, which so many parenting books tend to do. (They have a habit of tucking guilt inside the covers by implying if you ‘do this’ or you ‘don’t do that’, you are not doing it correctly.)

So, we want to tell you: you are already doing a great job. Even sleep deprived … and we can help you with that, too!

Sarah is a baby-and-child sleep expert, who has been supporting parents to get a good night’s sleep for over 20 years. And I’m Cat (the one who got the job to introduce us to you). I’m a broadcaster, journalist and self-confessed parenting-advice junkie. But I definitely don’t think there is just one way to parent (Mama-karma would only come and bite me on the bum if I did). Together, we are the Batman and Robin of baby sleep; except we mostly – apart from that one crazy night out – wear our knickers under our trousers.

It’s lovely to meet you.







Who Are You?

You are a loving parent or caregiver. You would do anything to get a good night’s sleep.

You might be getting prepared and reading this before baby arrives or as they snooze beside you in those early newborn days, knowing that forewarned is forearmed. Or your eye bags may tell your own bedtime story: you haven’t slept in weeks or months.

If your baby is not sleeping, you have not done anything wrong. Your baby is not broken (although you might feel broken from lack of sleep), and you are not a bad parent. Baby sleep is not linear; it changes a lot during their first few years. They like to keep us on our toes that way. You are here because you want honest support and you need real solutions.

And the good news?

We can give that to you.

This book will arm you with the confidence and tools to see you through the long nights of your baby’s wee years.







How to Use This Book

We know you’re tired. We know you don’t want to read judgemental, outdated and wordy parenting advice that makes you feel like you’ve failed before you’ve even started. We will never dictate that you need to be a particular type of person or parent for the guidelines to work. You are you (and we love you for it).

We’ve split the book into four parts to help you work out where you need to be.

In ‘Part I: The Basics’, following the introductions, we give you the foundations for our Golden Guidelines. There’s the science bit, the disrupting-the-clichés bit – such as ‘Why doesn’t my baby sleep like one?’ – and there’s your tool kit. Everything you need to get started.

In ‘Part II: The Golden Guidelines’, we share the essentials that will help you and your baby towards better sleep. You can dip in and out of them or read them from start to finish. They are roughly chronological, but you may find you need to go back and forth between them, as your needs – like your baby’s sleep – will not fall in a straight line. They are designed to be really practical; even just reading the Contents page will give you a starting point for better sleep.

At the beginning of each guideline you will find our Crib Notes. These are your cheat sheets for each chapter, summarising what we want you to take away from it and the key points that will see you through.

As you get stuck into each chapter, we’ll explain the rationale behind it and give you the tools you need to make it work for you and your baby, whatever their age. Each guideline ends with a way for you to use it, whether you’re in survival mode or you are ready to put it into action and move forwards.

After our guidelines, you will find Part III: ‘The Sleep Mums’ Routines’. These outline exactly what you are aiming to fit into a day for your baby and a structure for what that could look like. You will also learn how to hack the routines, so that they work for you, and there are examples to give you an idea of how to do it all yourself. (There are also pages at the back of the book where you can write your own routines, if you need to.)

‘Part IV: What Do I Do When …?’ includes our troubleshooting section with real-life questions from parents like you and our answers. It is so important to us to put our advice into practice in the real world, as we do in our podcasts. We are often told that this really helps our listeners – and our readers – to feel less alone.

And finally, there is the ‘Break-in-Emergency’ chapter – the one to read when it’s the middle of the night and you feel like you’re the only person in the world who’s up and you can’t face another day like that. It’s there for you whenever you need it.

As are we.









Part I

The Basics







Introduction

We have read a lot of parenting books. One of the things we bonded over in the early days of our friendship was our frustration that the advice in these books always seemed so extreme; if you’re ‘this’ kind of parent or ‘that’, then you should co-sleep/make your baby cry it out/do the funky-chicken dance … And then your baby will absolutely, positively sleep. But we know from experience of working with thousands of families that that isn’t how it works.

It might seem odd at the beginning of a parenting sleep book to tell you that sleep books don’t work, but many of them don’t. All too often, they fail to equip parents with the confidence, tools and balanced support they need to help their baby to sleep. They tend to be complicated and don’t take into account that as well as every child being different, every family is different, too.

Most parents don’t want extremes. They usually fall somewhere in the middle, cherry-picking advice from either end of the ‘you-must-do-this-to-make-your-baby-sleep’ debate. They just want to do what works. For them.


Claire’s baby might have been sleeping through at three weeks old when all she did was put him in his crib, sing ‘I like Big Butts and I Cannot Lie’ and he slept for 12 hours straight. But her hip-hop-loving baby is not your baby, and you are not his parent. Thank goodness. Your little dreamboat is all yours (and, frankly, gorgeous, by the way).



So, if this sleep book isn’t like any other parenting sleep book, what is it?

Our Golden Guidelines of baby sleep will give you the knowledge, skills and confidence to help your baby sleep, not just for the next few nights but over the next year and beyond.

After they are born, a baby’s mind grows almost as exponentially as your laundry pile. We help and encourage our babies to reach all those wonderful milestones as they learn to sit up, crawl and say their first words. And yet, few parents think of sleep as another milestone that they can help their children towards. Of course, it can happen all by itself (like it did for Claire), but there are things we can do as parents and caregivers to create the right environment for better sleep to be established. Just as practising tummy time helps a baby learn how to crawl.

Some children will sleep better than others. But sleep is one of the most important things you can help your baby to do – because they need it to continue their development into adults. And the adults looking after them need sleep, too, to cope with the daily demands of those tiny growing dictators humans!

We want to help you and your family to get more sleep. And our goal is to empower you – to give you practical advice that actually works. Not every one of our Golden Guidelines has to be for you: most will work like a dream, some will take practice and there may be a few that simply do not fit you, your lifestyle or your family.

We will not promise that by reading this you will miraculously get 12 hours each and every night; sleep just doesn’t work like that – for anyone. But this is a realistic and supportive guide that will give you an understanding of baby sleep, help you get more of it and be by your side when you feel like it’s all gone tits up.







Expectations


Crib Notes


	Sleeping ‘through’ means different things to different people.

	Night waking is totally normal.

	Babies can take time to sleep solidly without wakefulness, requiring settling from you or themselves.

	Average night and day sleep varies, depending on age and baby.

	Your baby is good – however they are sleeping.





There’s a lot of pressure from those around us – and ourselves – when it comes to baby sleep. ‘Sleeping through’ is such a misleading phrase, because, technically, none of us does. Plus, a good night’s sleep means different things to different people. Right now, even 45 minutes might sound good to you; or perhaps you won’t accept anything less than a full 8 hours.

That partly explains how a parent’s experience of baby sleep can vary so much – not because it actually does, but because of how they interpret it – and why so many of the mums and dads we speak to feel like they are the only ones who have a baby that doesn’t sleep.

Also, people fib about baby sleep all the time; whether because they love the drama of it and exaggerate (‘You’ll never sleep once the baby is here’) or because they feel they have to – all parents will have felt the panic when someone asks them if their baby is ‘good’, when what they are really asking is, ‘How do they sleep?’ Even if you are so tired you can barely find the words, there is only one answer you feel you should give, ‘Yes, of course, they’re good’.

So, what is the truth about baby sleep? Baby sleep is different from adult sleep, so our expectations of it should be different, too. Babies do not go from not sleeping through the night to sleeping from 7am to 7pm for ever and ever, happily ever after. It can take around six months for babies, sleep cycles to lengthen and become more similar to an adult’s, with lots of changes over the first year and beyond.

And, honestly, sometimes baby sleep can be baffling. You can do all the things you’re ‘supposed to do’ and still have a bad night’s sleep. However, we believe that understanding it as far as possible will give you the tools to help you through – if not every night, then most. We will go into more detail about the science of it all in the next chapter.







Understanding Baby Sleep


Crib Notes


	Your baby is not broken if they are not sleeping well.

	Babies don’t sleep like adults.

	Babies are lighter sleepers.

	Baby sleep cycles are usually between 40 and 50 minutes.

	Baby sleep cycles begin to lengthen from 6 months.





Nothing can really prepare you for the tiredness of parenthood. No two nights are the same, and when you get three hours of sleep it feels like you’ve slept for a fairy-tale hundred years. You think, I’ve cracked this baby sleep thing; it will only get better from here.

Except you’re up the next night. And the next. You’re doing the baby dance – the one you used to do in clubs but now do in milk-stained pyjamas because it might, just possibly, help your baby to sleep. ‘Help!’ you cry, as you shimmy. ‘What am I doing wrong?’

We want to make something clear; you are not doing anything wrong. You are just learning to be a parent and your little one is learning to be a human. However, there are things we can do as parents and caregivers that help (more than the shimmying), so you both get more sleep.

Sleeping Like a Baby

This well-worn phrase means something very different to how babies actually sleep and has confused generations of parents. So, how do they sleep?

Well, let’s start with how you sleep. Most adults have a sleep cycle that lasts around 100 minutes. During that time, we go through various stages of sleep, ranging from light to active to quiet and, finally, deep. At the end of a sleep cycle, an adult turns over and goes back to sleep (the mental equivalent of pushing the snooze button) or they wake up. Then actually press the snooze button.

What about babies? Babies haven’t mastered the snooze button yet. They’re not born with the sleep cycles we take for granted. They are much lighter sleepers than adults but need sleep more than we do. It’s crucial for their physical and mental development, helping to establish connections in the brain, which, in turn, helps with language, reasoning and relationships.


Babies’ shorter and more active sleep cycles, along with immature nasal passages, mean they can be really noisy when they sleep. It also means they can disturb those sleeping close to them, even when they are finally asleep.



Baby Sleep Cycles

A baby only has two types of sleep (active and quiet), compared to an adult’s full range. Their sleep cycles are also shorter, at around 40–50 minutes. It can take up to 6 months for these to lengthen and become more like an adult’s. So while baby may sleep ‘through’ from before 6 months, it can take time for them to do so solidly, without requiring settling from you or by themselves.

Understanding your baby’s sleep cycle matters for a number of reasons:

Babies spend more time in active sleep. In active sleep (often called REM), they move their arms and legs more and breathe less deeply. This active, lighter phase of sleep, usually at the start, is one of the big reasons it’s really important that they feel comfortable falling asleep where they are going to stay, usually in their cot or crib (as opposed to in your arms).

During this active phase, they may sleep with their eyes not fully closed or even with one eye open, as though they are checking you’ve not gone to the bathroom on your own (folks, that ship has sailed!). They may also open their eyes fully and have a grunt or a grumble before going back to sleep. Disturbing them in this phase can wake them up, making it harder for them to go back to sleep and complete their snooze cycle.

In the quiet phase of sleep (often called NREM), a baby’s breathing deepens and they move less, which can feel scary for new parents. After spending time trying to get them to sleep, ensuring they have passed through the active phase, you can suddenly find yourself desperate to wake them up to make sure they are ok.


If you are ever anxious or concerned, please know that you can check they’re ok. You can (usually) do so without waking them: take a few minutes and have a listen; if you are still worried, put a gentle hand on baby or lightly under their nose to feel the warmth of their breath.

If they are older and you are not in the same room as them, we recommend leaving the door ajar, when possible, to make entering and exiting that little bit easier. And quieter.



They will sleep more soundly in this phase, so the arms-to-bed transfer does sometimes work, but we still don’t recommend it because the change of environment can be disorientating for baby. We’ll go into more detail about how to put your baby to sleep so they are comfortable and aware of where they are under ‘Always Put Your Baby to Bed Aware’.

Understanding your baby’s sleep cycle helps because it means that if they always wake 40 minutes after you put them down, you know that they are likely to be trying to move between sleep cycles, rather than waking for food.


SURVIVAL:

Daylight is your friend. Use light (real and artificial) to improve baby’s circadian rhythm (see Glossary). During the day: if in doubt, go out.

MOVING FORWARDS:

Babies can be restless sleepers and do all sorts of weird and wonderful things to try to soothe themselves. If they wake, noisily (and this can include crying) or are moving around a lot, they may just be going between sleep cycles, so give them a chance to settle themselves.









No Rules for Feelings

We take a light-hearted approach to discussing baby sleep, both in our podcast and in writing this book, because often, when parenting, if you don’t laugh, you might cry. Then the baby will cry, and before you know it, everyone’s crying. So, we joke, but it feels important to say that having a baby can be the punchline to a very hard, long and not-particularly-funny stand-up (or lie-down) routine.

Birth

For many parents, having a newborn might not be the euphoric, life-affirming event they anticipated. It’s bloody and messy, and it can feel totally isolating, even though you now have someone with you at all times of day and night. Never alone, but lonely.

You may have had a traumatic birth. Sometimes labours and deliveries are difficult, and there can be conflict with medical professionals over how things play out. Emotionally, it’s a lot to cope with and can make the post-natal period feel confusing and unpleasant. You may also feel like this when you’ve had a technically ‘easy’ birth, too.

The person who has given birth can feel like a shadow of their old self – deflated, not just in body, but emotionally, too. Like they have been literally ripped in two. Caring for the baby feels like clockwork. One eye always on the time, knowing that they need to feed and change and clothe and burp. So they do it. Or a part of them does.

And partners can feel pretty confused, too. Traumatised by seeing the person they love go through a difficult and sometimes scarily urgent medical experience, where they felt useless. Then, on top of this, they don’t always feel they can talk about it or share it because they know their partner is going through the same, and then some.

That’s a lot of emotions going on.

Baby Blues

This is not a colour scheme for a nursery. The baby blues supposedly occurs in the week or two after birth and are often explained away by science through hormonal and chemical changes after birth. But for many it lasts longer than that and, frankly, ‘the baby blues’ sounds flippant in comparison to how it feels.

You may be teary, anxious and feel very up and down. And while the baby-blues cloud will generally lift, with rest, recuperation and some self-love, it’s not always as straightforward as it’s made to sound.

Post-natal Anxiety (PNA)

Post-natal anxiety usually occurs in the first year after having a baby. It’s common to feel some anxiety after you have a baby, for all the reasons mentioned above, but PNA is more than that. It’s a feeling of anxiousness that will not go away, and while it can be connected to specific situations, it’s more likely to be an overarching feeling. If you are someone who has experienced anxiety before having a baby, it can be more likely to affect you afterwards.

There are a range of different symptoms, including but not restricted to: overwhelming feelings of fear or worry, a racing heart, being unable to sleep (this is important for us to mention because sometimes baby is sleeping fine but you are not, as was the case for Cat after her son was born), a constant worry that something bad is going to happen.

These can all feel really scary. If you think you might be experiencing PNA, please talk to a healthcare professional. Do not feel you need to deal with this alone.

Post-natal Depression (PND)

Post-natal depression is often described by medical professionals as ‘feeling down’ or a negative mood that lasts for more than two weeks. There is also a lot of confusion and crossover between what people think of as the baby blues, post-natal anxiety and post-natal depression. PND is often used as a kind of umbrella term for all the negative feelings people have after having a baby.

PND symptoms can be similar to those of PNA, including struggling to sleep. You might also lose interest in normal activities, feel hopeless and find it hard to concentrate or eat.

Getting Help

Many new parents (fathers and partners, too) feel sad for lots of reasons, and while we say it’s ok to feel those things, it’s also important to talk to someone about them. Your mental health is completely separate from the love you feel for your baby. There is no shame in feeling sad or low and not into this parenting gig.

There are varying degrees of all these post-natal feelings and
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