
 

 
 

Temperament 

Temperament is inborn.  It describes a baby’s emotional makeup, 
which is at least partially determined by genes alone.  Anyone 
who has more than one child will know that babies are 
DIFFERENT at birth!   

On a personal note, each of my kids was born with a very 
different temperament.  And I could tell they were going to have 
very different temperaments as soon as they were born.  When 
my older daughter was born, she was a very happy, easy-going 
baby and she only really cried when she needed something, like if 
she was hungry or cold or uncomfortable.  Other than that, she 
was so happy and was one of those babies who was thrilled to 
have left the womb to enter the real world.  When my younger 
daughter was born, I could immediately tell she was a different 
baby.  She cried non-stop, she wanted to be held non-stop, she 
was always unhappy.  And if it were up to her, she would have 
gone right back into the womb.   

Temperament, ladies and gentleman, affects how a child 
perceives the world around them.   

What’s interesting to note is that the nature part of things is only 
half the equation.  Scientists have studied identical twins with 
identical genetic makeup.  By the time they reach adulthood, their 
personalities are usually different. Nurture is concluded to be 
equally important. 



Doctors Thomas, Chess and Birth carried out academic research 
on personality back in 1956.  They followed 141 children from 
birth to elementary school and looked at the following personality 
traits: activity level, distractibility, intensity, regularity, sensory 
threshold, approach/withdrawal, adaptability, persistence, mood. 

After rating each baby on each of those traits, they found that 
most babies fell into one of three categories:  the easy baby, the 
difficult baby, and the slow to warm baby. 

Now, what’s a difficult baby?  Difficult babies tend to have 
irregular bodily functions, they tend to be intense in their 
reactions, they tend to withdraw in the face of new stimuli, they 
are slow to adapt to changes in their environment, as infants they 
are often irregular in feeding and sleeping, slow to accept to 
foods, can take a long time to adjust to new routines, and often 
cry a great deal.  If you have a difficult baby, I’m giving you a 
virtual hug as we speak.   

It’s interesting to note that these researchers could pick up on a 
difficult baby’s temperament by 1-2 weeks of age!  What’s also 
interesting is that the baby’s temperaments emerged 
independently from how they were parented and from the 
personalities of the parents.  In other words, the difficult parents 
didn’t necessarily produce difficult babies, as one might think!  
Difficult babies comprised around 10% of the children in their 
sample. 

If you have a difficult baby, does that mean you’re going to be 
stuck raising a difficult child?  Not necessarily.  The research is 
conflicting.  Thomas, Chess and Birch concluded that a high-
needs baby will always exhibit elements of a needy temperament; 
however, the intensity of the temperament can be affected by the 
child’s environment.  This means that how you actually raise your 
high needs child arguably matters! 

Now there’s actually been more recent research done on this 
topic by Kate Anderson, a professor at the University of Victoria, 



indicating that temperament at ages 3-4 years old is more 
accurate of the child’s temperament during later years than 
infancy.  So really, the jury is out on this one.    

So on a personal note with my kids, at ages 5 and 3 their 
temperaments appear to follow the conclusion of Doctors 
Thomas, Chess and Birth, which is that temperament during 
infancy is a reliable indicator as to what their temperament will be 
like when they’re older.  My 5 year-old was a very easy baby, and 
she’s currently an easy-going 5 year-old.  My 3 year-old was a 
very high needs, difficult baby, and she’s currently a very high-
needs, difficult 3 year-old.  Granted, the intensity of her neediness 
has dropped dramatically.  

Now let’s talk about temperament and sleep, and what it all 
means.  Easy-going babies usually do not have prolonged sleep 
issues, simply because they’re easy going.  Sleep usually comes 
naturally to them!  And if for whatever reason you find that sleep 
training is necessary, any method will usually work.  Easy-going 
babies usually allow you to get away with imperfection to their 
scheduling and sleep environment - no matter what, they’ll 
sleep.   

With each of my kids, their temperament reflected their sleep 
patterns.  My older daughter, who was very easy-going, never 
had massive sleep issues.  I mean, her sleep wasn’t perfect but 
that was because I never knew anything about sleep science at 
the time.  But she was never one of those babies waking every 1-
2 hours all night long.  So even though I had no idea what I was 
doing when it came to sleep, her sleep was actually pretty great 
when I take into account what kind of sleep hygiene she had at 
the time.  With my younger daughter, on the other hand, this was 
when I really needed to learn all about sleep.  I mean, her sleep 
was TERRIBLE.  Because she was high needs, she needed 
everything to be perfect in order to sleep well.  She needed a 
perfect sleep environment, she needed to be napping at exactly 



the right time, she needed to be going to bed early enough to 
avoid overtiredness, and I couldn’t get away with skipping a nap 
or throwing off her schedule for even a day.  Otherwise, she 
wouldn’t sleep and would be up all night.  I had very different 
experiences with each of my kids, which definitely came down to 
their different temperaments.  

Difficult and some slow-to-warm babies often need help in the 
sleep department.  This is when understanding sleep science and 
respecting it is essential to maximizing their sleep! 

 


