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Illness and Sleep 
A very common question I get from clients and parents is about 

navigating illness- what do I do about sleep when my child is sick?   

It’s a tough one!  On the one hand, when your little one become sick 

and completely helpless, it’s heartbreaking.  On the other hand, you 

obviously want to do your best to avoid throwing your child’s sleep 

habits down the drain, right?   

When your child gets sick, what can you expect?  Every baby and 

toddler is different, but illness usually leads to one of two scenarios: 

either more sleep, or less sleep. 

Let’s say your child is sick and is sleeping more than usual.  This 

scenario isn’t surprising because sleeping is how we fight off illness.  

Allow your baby to nap longer or go to bed earlier if he wants.  And of 

course, don’t hesitate to contact your health care provider if you are 

concerned.   

What’s just as common with sick babies and toddlers is when they 

sleep less and wake more frequently. Unfortunately, it’s normal for 

your baby to especially out of sorts and miserable.  These little ones 

will need extra soothing at night time and might nap poorly so offer 

extra naps if necessary. Offering medication might help with pain 

management and with reducing fever, but of course speak to your 

health care provider first. 
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Now, here are some dos and don’ts about handling sleep when your 

baby is sick.   

Firstly, if your child is sleep trained, do your absolute best to avoid 

reverting back to your old habits that you worked so hard to break.  

For example, if your baby was nursing to sleep and co-sleeping before 

you began sleep training, do not go back to nursing to sleep and co-

sleeping the second your baby gets sick. Instead, explore alternative 

soothing mechanisms for your cranky baby, such as extra cuddles, 

rocking, singing, shushing, patting, etc. Remember that babies get sick 

fairly often, so if you’re constantly going back to your old ways the 

second your baby comes down with a fever or a bad cold, you might 

find yourself constantly back at square one. Have a maintenance plan in 

place in case your child comes down with something. If your child’s 

sleep regresses slightly, simply wait until she’s all better and then re-

sleep train her.  

Now, let me clarify that this advice only applies if your child has come 

down with a typical, non-serious illnesses, such as a fever, stomach bug, 

or bad cold. If your child is VERY sick to the point where he requires 

hospitalization, then of course the rules are different. Do what you 

need to do to comfort your very sick child and then get his sleep back 

on track when he’s better.    

The next very important note about sleep and illness is that if you are 

currently sleep training and your baby is miserable, do not continue 

with sleep training.  Put everything on hold, and then pick up where you 

left off when your baby is healthy again.   

Lastly, if your baby is only mildly sick with a sniffle or a cold, but is still 

able to attend daycare or participate in his regular activities, continue 

with your sleep training plan. My younger daughter had a mild cold on 

and off for the first 12 months of her life, so if I would have waited for 

this cold to go away, I’d have been waiting for a LONG time and 
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running on zero sleep!  So, if it’s just a mild cold, continue with 

everything, business as usual. 


