Oxfordshire Breastfeeding Support
What happens to babies’ sleep at four months?

Babies often start waking more at night around 4 months. Perhaps your baby has already
started doing this, or perhaps you have read about the so-called “4 month sleep regression”
and are wondering what lies ahead.
This document contains evidence-based information to help you understand what
babies are experiencing around 4 months, and some ideas for making it through this
tiring phase.
***

What changes at four months?
❖ At the age of 4 months a baby’s sleep begins to mature (1). They start to have different
stages and cycle to their sleeping pattern, similar to adults. This is a step forward in their
development: a progression, rather than a “regression”!
❖ Babies begin to have two new stages of sleep (2). They transition from light sleep to
deeper sleep and have the light active sleep phase at the end of their sleep cycle rather
than at the beginning, as newborn babies do.
❖ These new stages and transitions between states of sleep are believed to unsettle babies
and disturb both night-time sleep and naps.
***
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What can you do to optimize feeding?

1. If your baby is very distractible when feeding during the day, try feeding in a
darkened room or a place with limited distractions, such as a bedroom (3).

2. Some babies feed with more focus in a sling, while walking.

3. You could try giving your baby a nursing necklace or other object (scarf, piece of
cloth, safe brooch, small toy) for them to explore while feeding.
4. Do breast compressions to stimulate the flow of milk, and switch sides when your
baby slows down and starts to lose interest. This can encourage more active
feeding.

5. Consider doing a “dream feed” before you go to bed if you think your baby has not fed
well during the day. This means gently rousing your baby just enough to feed.

What can you do to maximize your baby’s sleep?
The following suggestions have all been shown to improve sleep:
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It is sometimes suggested that introducing formula milk helps babies to sleep for longer.
However, research shows that breastfeeding mothers, especially those who sleep with
their babies, get more sleep than mothers of formula-fed babies (8). This is probably
because they can feed with minimal disruption, and the hormones of feeding help both
baby and mother fall asleep again quickly afterwards.

Final thoughts
❖ Looking after babies who are waking up a lot is very tiring, especially if you also have

older children, or don’t have a lot of support during the day. You are doing nothing
wrong, and neither is your baby.
❖ You might find some of the ideas above can help, but a lot of how babies sleep is down

to genes, and luck! Your baby will sleep for longer when they are ready.
❖ Get as much sleep and rest as you can, and reach out for help if you are feeling

overwhelmed. There are many other parents in the OBS community who have been
through this stage with their babies too and would love to support you.

***
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USEFUL RESOURCES

Recommended books
Let’s talk about your new family’s sleep, by Lyndsey Hookway (2020)
The Positive Breastfeeding Book: Everything you need to feed your baby with confidence, by Amy
Brown (2018)
Safe Infant Sleep: Expert answers to your cosleeping questions, by James McKenna (2020)
Sweet Sleep: Nighttime and naptime strategies for the breastfeeding family, La Leche League (2014)
The Gentle Sleep Book: Gentle, no-tears, sleep solutions for parents of newborns to five-year-olds, by
Sarah Ockwell-Smith (2015).

Recommended websites
https://www.basisonline.org.uk/
https://www.parentingscience.com/newborn-sleep.html
https://kellymom.com/parenting/nighttime/sleep/
https://www.unicef.org.uk/babyfriendly/baby-friendly-resources/sleep-and-night-timeresources/caring-for- your-baby-at-night/
https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/baby/caring-for-a-newborn/helping-your-baby-to-sleep/
https://www.laleche.org.uk/sleep-breastfed-baby/
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