What are sleep associations?

Babies and young children learn to associate various things with sleep and these help give them idea that it is now time for sleep. These are called sleep associations. A positive sleep association is something that your child will associate with sleep and that they can have without you having to do it for them such as a night light on all night, or a cuddle toy (for children over one). A negative sleep association is one where the child needs a parent or carer to do it for them such as feeding or wrapping. In young babies you will need to be active in helping them get to sleep but as they get older they can do some of it themselves. If a child is confident and happy in their room they will more likely fall asleep.
Here are some ways you can help your child to get to do this:

· Darken the room – pull the blind down, close the curtains but be aware that they may need to see and orientate themselves when they wake during the night (waking is a normal part of sleep, particularly in babies). A gentle night light may help here.
· Gentle sounds – using “womb music” or lullaby toys are useful.  The sound of an exhaust fan, vacuum cleaner, clothes dryer of the radio “tuned off” on the FM band have all been used for babies. Lullabies or gentle soothing music are more appropriate for older children. 
· Dummies – babies are often soothed by sucking which certainly helps them to go off to sleep. Don’t use a dummy for very young babies as it can interfere with feeding. Be aware that if your baby falls asleep with a dummy and then wakes to find it has fallen out, he will often cry out to you to put it back until he is old enough to put it back himself. Older children can learn to put their dummies in themselves, providing they can find them. A night light or glow in the dark dummies scattered around the cot/bed can help here.
· Cuddle toys and sleeping aids can help a child who is older than 12 months feel secure at night (cuddle toys are not recommended for children under 12 months old due to SIDS risk). A range of soft toys, including allergy free ones, are available. Include the cuddle in “pre sleep-time” cuddles and routines so that your child comes to associate the toy with security, comfort and love and will help them feel more secure when learning to sleep alone. Most, but not all children, like a cuddle toy or sleep aid of some sort.
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