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Outline of Presentation 

• Infant sleep in 
evolutionary context 

• Sleeping Like a Baby? 

• Phase I: Parental 
Perceptions of Infant 
Sleep 

• Phase II: Measuring 
differences between 
infant feeding groups 

Infant Sleep in Evolutionary Context 

• Evolutionary medicine applies principles of 
evolutionary theory to understand the 
origins of poor health and disease 

 

 
• “Mismatch” between 

infant’s evolved 
needs and current 
context/ecology of 
infant sleep 

Why do we care how feeding 
influences infant sleep? 

• Infant sleep is important for 
long-term neurological 
development 
 

• Breastfeeding is the evolved 
‘norm’ for humans 
 

• Infant sleep has implications 
for maternal sleep and 
functioning 

Sleeping Like a Baby? Phase 1 

Methods 

• Focus group meetings 

• Guided discussion 

• Breastfeeding and formula 
feeding participants 

• First-time and experienced 
mothers 

Results: Themes 

 

Objective: To investigate maternal perceptions of 
infant sleep 

An unconscious baby is a good baby 

• “People say ‘Is your baby good? Does she sleep 
through?’…so if your baby doesn’t sleep through 
it’s as if they think the baby’s not good” 
 

• “‘Babies should sleep from 7 til 7, 24/7’” 
 

• “My mother in law and my auntie who are of 
that older generation…are like ‘she’s not 
sleeping through, you need the bottle’” 
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Feeding and Infant Sleep 

• “Generally with formula they do sleep better” 
 

• “[In the past] I would force feed them, make sure they 
had their full 8oz before bed and then they’re so full 
that they sleep for hours because they’re too stuffed to 
move” 
 

• “With breastfeeding you don’t know how much they’re 
actually having…If they’re full then they’re going to 
sleep longer, but if they’re hungry they could wake up 
like 2 hours later or something.” 
 

•  “Formula and sleep is the key. Breastfeeding and 
sleep is not happening” 

* Caveats from Breastfeeding Women 

• “I was more sleep deprived with [daughter] 
who I formula fed” 

• “You get more sleep breastfeeding because 
you can put the baby next to you. You have to 
be up and awake to hold a bottle in their 
mouth” 

• “I’m more willing to wake up to breastfeed 
than to formula feed” 

• “It’s easier to get back to sleep after 
breastfeeding because of the hormones” 

Support for Infant Sleep from Others? 

• “If I wake him up and say ‘Can you feed them?’ he 
would…he wouldn’t wake up by himself. I’d still have 
to wake up to wake him up” 
 

• “Me mam could [help], but I think she chooses not to” 
 

• “I only wake [my partner] up if I’m struggling…he just 
seems to sleep through it next to me. I don’t know 
how.” 
 

• “My husband will ask me ‘How many times did she 
wake up, how many times did she feed?’ and I’ll just 
be like ‘I can’t believe you’re asking me that!’ He’s 
literally [right there]” 

 

Impact of Infant Sleep on Mothers 

• “It’s a bit hellish, a bit of 
a nightmare” 

• “I was absolutely 
demented in the first 8 
weeks”  

• “I get really upset when 
I’m up all night…It can 
change how the whole 
day is going to be” 

 

 

Mothers’ Responses to Sleep 
Deprivation 

• “You don’t know where your reserves come from, 
you just get on and do it” 
 

• “Sleep has been the biggest problem for me…First 
you get like delusional…I never slept more than 
an hour until she was about 6 months. I got 
myself really poorly…I’ve ended up with 
depression and everything” 
 

• “I think whatever it is that gets them to sleep, 
you do it. Because if they’re going to sleep then 
you’re going to sleep”  
 

The Unknowable-ness of Infant Sleep 

• “Every baby’s different, every parent’s different” 

 

• “It’s all individual to each baby and each family 
‘cos every family and baby’s dynamics are 
completely different” 

 

• “I think every baby’s different and none should be 
[treated] the same and none should have the 
same rules because every one’s different” 
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Sleeping Like a Baby? Phase 2 

Methods 

• Objective measures of 
infant and maternal sleep  

• Subjective measures of 
infant and maternal sleep 

• Infant sleep ecology 

• Measures of maternal 
experience (sleepiness/ 
depression scores) 

 

Objective: to identify differences in sleep 
development in breastfed and formula fed infants 

Maternal and Infant Actigraphy 

 • Motion monitor 

• Provides objective 
measures of sleep/wake 
pattern 

• Validated for infants 
and adults 

• Measures overnight 
light exposure 

• Comparison with 
maternal reports (sleep 
diary) 

 

 

Sleep Diary 

• Provides subjective measure of sleep, from 
maternal perspective 

Sleep and Sleepiness Questionnaires 

Statistical Analysis of Data 

• Time-series analysis 
using Hierarchical 
Linear Modelling 

• Longitudinal design 

• Controls for individual 
variation 

• Quantifies group-level 
difference 

Results? 

• Watch this space! 


