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Knowledge Itself Is Not Enough: Recognizing and 
Overcoming Social Barriers To Infant Safe Sleep Practices

“At the core of our guidance is the 
American Academy of Pediatrics set of 
recommendations for infant safe sleep, 
which were updated in 2016 . This version 
is currently in use, and the latest in a 
series that dates to the original Back to 
Sleep campaign, which was developed 
by a coalition including NICHD, the AAP 
Task Force, NHLBI, HRSA and the SIDS 
Alliance (now First Candle) in 1994.”  

)LUVW� &DQGOH
V� H௺RUWV� WR� VXSSRUW� IDPLOLHV� GXULQJ� WKHLU�
PRVW�GLFXOW� WLPHV�DQG�SURYLGH�QHZ�DQVZHUV� WR�KHOS�
other families avoid the tragedy of the loss of their baby 
are without parallel. 
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$W�)LUVW�&DQGOH��ZH�KDYH�EHHQ�UDLVLQJ�DZDUHQHVV�DERXW�6,'6�DQG�
RWKHU� VOHHS�UHODWHG� LQIDQW� GHDWKV� IRU� \HDUV�� DQG�ZKLOH�ZH� KDYH�
VHHQ�SURJUHVV��ZH�KDYH�DOVR�FRPH�WR�UHDOL]H�WKDW�SXEOLF�HGXFD-
WLRQ�LV�YHU\�PXFK�D�ORQJ�WHUP�SURSRVLWLRQ��:H�KDYH�DOVR�FRPH�WR�
UHDOL]H�KRZ�PXFK�ZH�RXUVHOYHV� OHDUQ� LQ� WKH�SURFHVV�RI�ZRUNLQJ�
with others, and how our own awareness has been raised about 
what can be done better to help families engage in infant safe 
sleep practices. 

$W�WKH�FRUH�RI�RXU�JXLGDQFH�LV�WKH�$PHULFDQ�$FDGHP\�RI�3HGLDWULFV�
set of recommendations for infant safe sleep, which were updated 
LQ�����������7KLV�YHUVLRQ�LV�FXUUHQWO\�LQ�XVH��DQG�WKH�ODWHVW�LQ�D�VH-
ULHV�WKDW�GDWHV�WR�WKH�RULJLQDO�%DFN�WR�6OHHS�FDPSDLJQ��ZKLFK�ZDV�
GHYHORSHG�E\�D�FRDOLWLRQ�LQFOXGLQJ�1,&+'���WKH�$$3�7DVN�)RUFH��

1+/%,��+56$�DQG�WKH�6,'6�$OOLDQFH��QRZ�)LUVW�&DQGOH��LQ������

2YHU� WKH�\HDUV�� WKH� UHFRPPHQGDWLRQV�KDYH� LQFUHDVHG� IRFXV�RQ�
UHTXLULQJ�D� VXSLQH� VOHHS�SRVLWLRQ�RQ�D� ¿UP�VXUIDFH�� DORQH��ZLWK�
QR�H[WUDQHRXV�EHGGLQJ�DQG�QR�EHG�VKDULQJ�±�ZKDW�ZH�FDOO�5RRP�
6KDUH��1RW�%HG�6KDUH�DQG�.HHS�,W�%DUH��

%HWZHHQ�������ZKHQ�%DFN�WR�6OHHS��QRZ�6DIH�WR�6OHHS���EHJDQ��
DQG�������WKH�RYHUDOO�6,'6�UDWH�LQ�WKH�8�6��GURSSHG�E\�PRUH�WKDQ�
����� ���� +RZHYHU�� VLQFH� WKDW� WLPH�� WKH� QDWLRQDO� 6,'6� UDWH� KDV�
FKDQJHG� OLWWOH��2QH�H[SODQDWLRQ� LV� WKDW� FODVVL¿FDWLRQ�KDV�EURDG-
HQHG�LQWR�VXGGHQ�XQH[SHFWHG�LQIDQW�GHDWK��68,'���ZKLFK�LQFOXGHV�
6,'6�DQG�DFFLGHQWDO�VXႇRFDWLRQ�DQG�VWUDQJXODWLRQ�LQ�EHG��$66%���
DQG�GHDWKV�WKDW�PD\�SUHYLRXVO\�KDYH�EHHQ�FRQVLGHUHG�6,'6�DUH�
EHLQJ�RWKHUZLVH�LGHQWL¿HG��

And, whereas the causes of SIDS are still unknown and SIDS 
LV�QRW�SUHYHQWDEOH��WKH�FDXVHV�RI�$66%�DUH��6R�ZKDW�SDUWLFXODUO\�
FRQFHUQV�XV�LV�WKDW��DFFRUGLQJ�WR�WKH�&'&��68,'�UHPDLQV�WKH�OHDG-
ing cause of death for babies one month to one year of age, re-

Peer Reviewed

³2QH�H[SODQDWLRQ�LV�WKDW�FODVVL¿FDWLRQ�KDV�
broadened into sudden unexpected infant 
death (SUID), which includes SIDS and 
DFFLGHQWDO�VX௺RFDWLRQ�DQG�VWUDQJXODWLRQ�LQ�
bed (ASSB), and deaths that may previously 
have been considered SIDS are being 
RWKHUZLVH�LGHQWL¿HG��́
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VXOWLQJ�LQ�������LQIDQW�GHDWKV�QDWLRQZLGH�SHU�\HDU��:KDW�DOVR�FRQ-
FHUQV�XV�LV�WKDW�HYHQ�WKRXJK�$66%�FDQ�EH�SUHYHQWHG�E\�IROORZLQJ�
$$3�6DIH�6OHHS�JXLGHOLQHV��WKHUH�DUH�EDUULHUV�WR�FRPSOLDQFH��

7KURXJK�RXU�ZRUN�LQ�WKH�¿HOG��ZH�KDYH�FRPH�WR�OHDUQ�WKDW�WKLV��LQ�
part, stems from implicit bias within the guidelines, which mandate 
D�³RQH�VL]H�¿WV�DOO´�DSSURDFK�UHJDUGOHVV�RI�FXOWXUDO�QRUPV��7KLV�LV�
FULWLFDO�� EHFDXVH� WKH� UDWH� RI�68,'�DPRQJ�EODFN� LQIDQWV� LV� WKUHH�
WLPHV�KLJKHU�WKDQ�IRU�ZKLWHV��DQG�IRU�+LVSDQLF�EDELHV�� LW� LV�WZLFH�
as high. 

7KH�$$3� JXLGHOLQHV� DOVR� UHFRPPHQG� UHJXODU� SUHQDWDO� FDUH� IRU�
pregnant women, but there is increasing awareness that with re-
JDUG�WR�PDWHUQDO�KHDOWK�LQ�FRPPXQLWLHV�RI�FRORU��KHDOWK�LQHTXLWLHV�

UHVXOW�IURP�VWUXFWXUDO�UDFLVP�LQ�KHDOWK�FDUH��ODFN�RI�DFFHVV�WR�TXDO-
ity prenatal and postpartum care, and racial stress. These can 
contribute to low birth weight, pre-term birth, and birth complica-
tions, which are also infant death risk factors. 

:H�VDZ�WKDW�SUHDFKLQJ�WKH�JXLGHOLQHV�ZDV�QRW�HQRXJK��VR�LQ������
we launched our Straight Talk for Infant Safe Sleep program, a 
train-the-professional education workshop targeted to a local 
FRPPXQLW\¶V�KHDOWK�FDUH�SURYLGHUV��VRFLDO�VHUYLFH�DJHQFLHV��GRX-
ODV�� IDLWK�EDVHG�ZRUNHUV�� FKLOGFDUH�SURYLGHUV�DQG�QXUVHV��ZKLFK�
IROORZV�D�FROODERUDWLYH�DQG�FXOWXUDOO\�VHQVLWLYH�DSSURDFK��

7KH� SURJUDP�� XQGHU� ZKLFK� QXUVHV� FDQ� HDUQ� ¿YH� &(8� FRQWDFW�
KRXUV�� UHFRJQL]HV� WKDW� PDQ\� IDFWRUV� LQÀXHQFH� D� SDUHQW¶V� VDIH�

Message must come from everyone
Health care and education needs to start the day a woman 
realizes she’s pregnant.

At each point, care providers have the opportunity to discuss 
maternal health, breastfeeding and safe sleep practices.

Changing from “It’s not my job.” to “It’s my opportunity!”
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sleep decisions, including family and cultural norms, socio-eco-
QRPLF�IDFWRUV��SDVW�H[SHULHQFH��DQG�WKH�GHVLUH�WR�ERQG�RU�EUHDVW-
feed (which is we recommend). 

In our work across the country, we continue to learn from partici-
SDQWV�QRW�RQO\�DERXW�WKH�UHDOLWLHV�RI�ELDV�WKH\�VHH�EXW�WKDW�SURYLG-
HUV�WKHPVHOYHV�RIWHQ�GR�QRW�KDYH�FRUUHFW�RU�FRPSOHWH�6DIH�6OHHS�
LQIRUPDWLRQ�� 6WUDLJKW� 7DON� SDUWLFLSDQWV� DUH� VXUYH\HG� DW� WKH� VWDUW�
RI�WKH�SURJUDP��DQG�ZH�KDYH�IRXQG�SURYLGHUV�RIWHQ�GLVFXVV�RQO\�
EDFN�VOHHSLQJ�DQG�QRWKLQJ�HOVH��OHVV�WKDQ�KDOI�ZLOO�KDYH�UHDG�WKH�
$33�JXLGHOLQHV�DQG�QRW�EH�DEOH�WR�QDPH�PRUH�WKDQ�WZR��DQG�PDQ\�
DUH�XQDZDUH�EUHDVWIHHGLQJ�FDQ�SURYLGH�D�SURWHFWLYH�PHFKDQLVP�
against SIDS. 

7KH�6WUDLJKW�7DON�FRXUVH�LV�WKHUHIRUH�GHVLJQHG�WR�SURYLGH�

�� &ODULW\�RQ�6,'6�DQG�RWKHU�VOHHS�UHODWHG�LQIDQW�GHDWKV��

• A thorough understanding of Safe Sleep recommendations 
and the reasons behind them; 

�� 5HFRJQLWLRQ�RI�LPSOLFLW�ELDVHV�WKDW�GLPLQLVK�WKH�YDOXH�RI�6DIH�
6OHHS� PHVVDJHV� WR� IDPLOLHV� DQG� VWUDWHJLHV� WR� RYHUFRPH�
them. 

:H�DOVR�ORRN�IRU�DQG�FRDFK�WR�GHYHORS�D�GHPRQVWUDWHG�DELOLW\�WR�
listen, learn, and engage in respectful dialogue with families re-
garding their beliefs and customs around safe sleep and breast-
feeding. 

,Q�DQ�HQYLURQPHQW�WKDW�FDQ�EH�XQIDPLOLDU�IRU�QHZO\�H[SHFWLQJ�SDU-
ents and full of new information about pre- and post-natal care, 
VRPH�RI�LW�SRWHQWLDOO\�FRQIXVLQJ�±�IRU�H[DPSOH��QXUVHV¶�LQIDQW�VOHHS�
SUDFWLFHV�LQ�KRVSLWDO�VHWWLQJV�PD\�GLႇHU�IURP�$$3�JXLGHOLQHV�±�ZH�
PXVW� KHOS� SURYLGHUV� QRW� RQO\� FOHDUO\� XQGHUVWDQG�KRZ� WR� UHGXFH�
SUHYHQWDEOH�LQIDQW�VOHHS�UHODWHG�GHDWKV��EXW�EH�DEOH�WR�FRQYH\�WKLV�
WR�SDUHQWV�DQG�IDPLOLHV�LQ�D�GHVLUDEOH�DQG�DFKLHYDEOH�ZD\��
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New Moms Need Access 
to Screening & Treatment for 
POSTPARTUM DEPRESSION 

Uncontrollable 
crying

Disrupted sleep Anxiety

Shifts in 
eating patterns

Thoughts 
of harming 
self or baby

Withdrawal from 
friends and family

1 IN 7 MOMS FACE 
POSTPARTUM DEPRESSION, 
experiencing

UNTREATED 
POSTPARTUM 
DEPRESSION 
CAN IMPACT: 

15%

Mother’s health 

Ability to care for 
a baby and siblings

Yet only 15% receive treatment1

Baby’s sleeping, 
eating, and behavior 

as he or she grows2 

TO HELP MOTHERS FACING 
POSTPARTUM DEPRESSION

POLICYMAKERS CAN: HOSPITALS CAN:
Fund Screening E!orts

Protect Access 
to Treatment

Train health care 
professionals to provide 
psychosocial support to 
families… 
especially those with preterm 
babies, who are 40% more 
likely to develop postpartum 
depression3,4

Connect moms with a 
peer support organization
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