
Cross-Cultural Sleep in Infants: Exploring Diverse Practices and Their 
Implications

Tara Jeffery*

Department of Medical Science, LV University, Beijing, China

DESCRIPTION
Sleep is an important aspect of an infant's development, 
influencing cognitive growth, emotional regulation, and physical 
health. While the biological need for sleep is universal, the 
methods and practices surrounding infant sleep vary significantly 
across different cultures. These variations reflect the diverse 
values, beliefs, and traditions that shape child-rearing practices 
around the world. By examining these cross-cultural differences, 
we can gain a deeper understanding of how cultural contexts 
influence infant sleep and provide more culturally sensitive 
guidance to parents and caregivers.

Western sleep practices: Emphasizing independence

In many Western cultures, particularly in the United States of 
America, Canada, and Western Europe, there is a strong 
emphasis on fostering independence in children from an early 
age. This cultural value is reflected in sleep practices, where 
infants are often placed in separate cribs and rooms. The goal is 
to encourage self-soothing and uninterrupted sleep, both for the 
child and the parents. Sleep training methods, such as the Ferber 
method or controlled crying, are commonly used to help infants 
learn to fall asleep on their own.

These practices are rooted in the belief that independent sleep 
promotes self-reliance and emotional resilience. Parents are often 
advised to establish consistent bedtime routines and to place 
infants in their cribs while they are still awake, allowing them to 
learn to fall asleep independently. While this approach can be 
effective for some families, it can also lead to challenges, such as 
sleep resistance and night-time awakenings.

Asian sleep practices: Emphasizing proximity and
interdependence

In contrast to the Western emphasis on independence, many 
Asian cultures prioritize interdependence and familial closeness. 
In countries like Japan, China, and India, it is common for 

infants to sleep in close proximity to their parents, often in the 
same bed or room. This practice, known as co-sleeping or bed-
sharing, is believed to foster strong emotional bonds and provide 
a sense of security for the child.

In Japan, for instance, co-sleeping is deeply ingrained in cultural 
norms. The concept of "kawa no ji" (sleeping like the character 
for river, with the child between the parents) is a common 
arrangement. This practice allows parents to respond quickly to 
their infant's needs, promoting a sense of safety and well-being. 
Similarly, in India, infants often sleep with their mothers, 
facilitating breastfeeding and ensuring constant physical contact.

While co-sleeping can enhance emotional closeness and ease 
night-time caregiving, it also requires careful attention to safety 
guidelines to prevent risks such as accidental suffocation. 
Pediatricians and healthcare providers in these cultures often 
work to balance cultural practices with safe sleep 
recommendations.

African sleep practices: Integrating sleep into daily
life

In many African cultures, sleep practices for infants are closely 
integrated into the daily life and rhythms of the community. 
Infants often sleep in close proximity to their mothers, who 
carry them in slings or wraps during the day and sleep with them 
at night. This constant physical closeness allows mothers to 
quickly respond to their infant's needs and maintain a strong 
bond.

For example, in many parts of Sub-Saharan Africa, the practice of 
"kangaroo care" is common. Infants are carried on their mother's 
back during the day and sleep in the same bed at night. This 
practice not only promotes physical closeness but also supports 
breastfeeding on demand and helps regulate the infant's body 
temperature and heart rate.

African sleep practices are often characterized by flexibility and 
responsiveness. Instead of rigid sleep schedules, infants' sleep 
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Implications for healthcare providers and parents

Understanding cross-cultural sleep practices is essential for 
healthcare providers and parents seeking to support healthy sleep 
habits in infants. It is important to recognize that there is no 
one-size-fits-all approach to infant sleep, and what works for 
one family may not work for another. Healthcare providers 
should approach sleep guidance with cultural sensitivity, 
respecting the values and traditions that shape each family's 
practices.

CONCLUSION

Parents can benefit from learning about different sleep practices 
and finding a balance that aligns with their cultural values and 
their infant's needs. Flexibility, responsiveness, and safety should 
be prioritized, regardless of the specific sleep arrangement. By 
honoring cultural diversity in sleep practices, we can promote 
healthier and more harmonious sleep environments for infants 
around the world.
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patterns are adapted to the flow of daily activities and communal 
life. This approach reflects a holistic view of child-rearing, where 
the well-being of the child is intertwined with the well-being of 
the community.

American sleep practices: Balancing independence 
and proximity

In Latin American cultures, sleep practices often represent a 
blend of Western and traditional approaches. While there is an 
increasing influence of Western ideas about sleep 
independence, many families still value proximity and co-
sleeping. In countries like Mexico and Brazil, it is common for 
infants to start the night in a separate crib but be brought into 
the parents' bed if they wake up during the night.

This hybrid approach reflects a desire to balance the benefits of 
independent sleep with the comfort and security of close 
contact. Parents may use cribs or bassinets placed next to the 
parental bed, allowing for easy access during nighttime 
awakenings. This practice, known as "room-sharing," combines 
the safety benefits of separate sleep spaces with the emotional 
benefits of proximity.
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