
Response-Based Sleep and 
Settling for Infants (0-4 months)

Parent Tip Sheets

Why is my baby unsettled? 

• From birth to 4 months your baby's sleep patterns vary 
greatly - it’s perfectly normal for them to have many 
unsettled periods during the day. 

• At this age babies naturally feed and sleep around the 
clock.  Your baby needs to wake frequently to feed 
regularly.  Try and rest when your baby is sleeping so 
that you can keep up your energy stores. 

• Wondering why your baby loves to be held - think 
about how different life on the outside is for your baby. 
In the womb their life was constant - constantly 
feeding and being ‘held close to mum’. 

• If your baby is hungry, cold or startled - they only have 
one tool in their toolkit - to cry. Crying is the way that 
babies communicate with us. 

• Your baby is adjusting to life outside the womb. Each 
day is different and they are exposed to a host of 
experiences and stimulations. It is really important to 
help and support them through this huge transition. 

• By responding sensitively to your baby when they ‘ask’ 
you are creating a bond that will help your baby’s little 
brain develop the skills to feel secure and calm. 

How much sleep does my baby need? 

• On average young babies sleep for about 16-17 hours a 
day, spread over several periods, ranging from less 
than an hour to several hours. 

• In the early days, sleep periods can change from day 
to day, so do your best to go with the flow. You’ll also 
begin to quickly read your baby’s cues and signals. 

• Until your baby’s brain matures and the hormones that 
drive sleep and wakefulness reach sufficient levels, 
very few babies will settle into a pattern of shorter 
sleeps during the day and longer sleeps at night until 
they are much older.    

How do I know when my baby is tired? 

Babies settle to sleep better if they are not overtired. 
Rather than watching the clock, it’s important to look and 
listen for signs that your baby is tired. Look out for: 
• Glazed eyes or long blank stares 
• Redness around the eyes and eyebrows 
• Jerky movements, fast breathing 
• Clinched fists or tense extended arms or legs 
• Hiccups 
• Some babies may look at you briefly but then turn their 

heads and look away - this can often be misread as a 
sign they want to engage with you. 

Late tired cues are: 
• Squirming vigorously  
• Crying. 

Ideally, you want to begin to settle your baby before they 
show the late tired signs. Overtired babies are much 
more difficult to settle!

Sleep cycles 

• From birth, sleep cycles normally vary in length from 
20-30 minutes. As your baby matures, the average 
sleep cycle will begin to extend to around 30-45 
minutes.  

• Just as your baby may find it difficult to drift off to 
sleep without a little help, it is normal for some babies 
to have trouble moving from one sleep cycle to the 
next without help. Like the process of helping them drift 
off to sleep, with your support over time and as they 
mature, they will eventually manage to thread 
together multiple sleep cycles.



About us 

Known for our gentle and response-based approach, 
Safe Sleep Space is an early parenting consultancy 
group, that specialises in helping families with infant 
and toddler sleep and settling. We offer a range of 
services, including sleep and settling telephone 
consultations, apps, videos, handbooks and more. 
www.safesleepspace.com.au 

How do I settle my baby to sleep? 

Young babies generally don’t have regular routines. They 
go off to sleep when they’re feeding or being cuddled 
and can’t stay awake for long periods of time without 
showing tired signs. As they mature, babies develop a 
more predictable pattern to their day and night time 
behaviour.  

Ensuring  that your baby is not hungry, it may be time to 
try using the following steps to settle your baby at sleep 
time. 
1. Start by setting up the environment - a darkened 

room, music or white noise can help a baby relax. 
2. You may like to offer your baby a massage or a 

cuddle. 
3. Most young babies like to be swaddled. Once your 

baby loses their startle reflex - at around 3 months - it 
is time to loose the swaddle. An age-appropriate 
sleeping bag is good alternative. 

4. An older baby (3-4 months) may respond well to a 
sleep time routine/pattern. This may be as simple as 
putting them into an age appropriate sleeping bag, 
followed by a cuddle in their sleep environment, or a 
bath and a story at the end of the day as they 
prepare for their night time sleep. A good indication 
that your baby is ready for this type of routine is when 
you notice an increased level of engagement with 
you, such as cooing, smiling or laughing. 

5. Sometimes babies cry during this preparation stage - 
it’s perfectly normal. It’s their way of anticipating and 
preparing for sleep. Take a few deep breathes with 
your baby, hold them close and gently rock with them 
in an upright position. The upright cuddle lessens the 
expectation of being fed to sleep. 

6. Once your baby is calm in your arms (not asleep), 
gently place your baby into their bassinet or cot. 

7. If your baby remains calm, slowly move away and 
give them the opportunity to drift off to sleep. 
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8. Once out of eyesight from your baby, wait and listen. If 
they are not fussing or grizzling - give them a chance 
to get comfortable on their own. 

9. If your baby cries out, wait and listen to see if the 
crying tapers off. If it does, respect their space and let 
them continue to manage on their own. 

10. A loud forceful cry that continues for more than 3 cry 
outs means that they are not managing on their own 
and need your help.  

11. Pick your baby up. If your baby nuzzles into you and 
calms quickly, you may like to start the above steps 
again. If your baby cries - this is your cue to end the 
settling for this time and use your go-to settling 
strategies. Attempt the above settling steps again at 
the next sleep time. 

The idea is to gently introduce small changes over a 
period of time. If your baby has been rocked or fed to 
sleep - its going to take them some time to learn and 
trust a new set of patterns. The end goal is to help your 
baby calm so they can eventually manage the final step 
of drifting to sleep without your help. So in the case of 
feeding/rocking your baby to sleep- use the strategy until 
your baby is calm but then place them in their cot or 
bassinet while they are still drowsy.  

You can find more infant and toddler sleep and settling 
information and resources at 
www.safesleepspace.com.au 

Aways seek medical attention if you think your baby is 
unwell.

http://www.safesleepspace.com.au
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