
 

 
 

 

Reflux 

Reflux can be a real pesky sleep stealer!  Before we talk about 
how to deal with it regarding sleep, let’s first go over the basics of 
reflux. 

Reflux is one of the most common infant sleep problems and 
affects approximately 25% of babies to some degree.   

Now, it’s very common for infants to spit up after a meal.  But 
frequent vomiting associated with discomfort, difficulty feeding, or 
weight loss may be caused by something more serious known as 
Gastroesophageal Reflux Disease (GERD).  GERD is caused by 
an immature digestive system. Normally the esophageal sphincter 
separates the stomach from the esophagus.  It acts like a one-
way valve that prevents the stomach contents from regurgitating 
back up into the esophagus.  But if the esophageal sphincter is 
temporarily immature, it allows partially digested stomach 
contents to be regurgitated, which causes heartburn-like pain. 
And ladies, we ALL know how terribly painful heartburn can be!  
There were nights during both of my pregnancies where I had 
such terrible heartburn that I slept in a recliner, sitting up. That 
definitely wasn’t fun!  The good news about reflux is that 
ninety-five percent of babies outgrow it by 12 months of 
age.  Anecdotally, I can tell you that most outgrow it much earlier 
on.  

Here are the most common symptoms of reflux in babies:   

 Spitting up 



 Fussiness 
 Difficulty eating 
 Frequent night wakings 
 Discomfort from lying down 
 Constant hiccups 
 Chronic congestion 

Here are my top four pieces of advice on dealing with reflux in 
babies:   

1) Hold the baby upright. This means, hold him upright for at least 
30 minutes after each feed so that the milk digests more easily. 
Also, invest in a good baby carrier and swing so that you can 
easily and comfortably keep your baby upright. Though once the 
reflux has subsided, try to avoid holding your baby to sleep to 
avoid a holding-to-sleep association.   

2) And this is a biggie—feed baby small and frequent 
feeds.  This piece of advice is sometimes enough to get your 
baby’s reflux under control by itself because smaller amounts of 
milk will be digested more quickly and less will be spit up. Most 
babies who have reflux can’t handle bigger feeds because it 
irritates their esophageal tract, causing that heartburn-like pain. 
Try offering your baby these feeds upon waking up so that your 
baby has ample time to digest the milk and won’t be in pain right 
before going to sleep.  Now because your baby is eating smaller 
feeds during the day, he might need an extra nighttime feed until 
the reflux subsides. This is because your baby might be getting 
slightly less calories during the daytime than the average baby 
without reflux because the non-reflux baby can safely eat more 
ounces during each feed.   

3) Put baby to sleep on an incline. Again, remember that reflux is 
like heartburn and a slight incline can really lessen nighttime 
regurgitation. Crib wedges, swings and bouncy chairs can also be 
helpful because they keep the baby on a slight incline.  Friendly 



reminder here to always abide by the safety guidelines for each of 
these devices.   

4) And lastly, if necessary, discuss reflux medication with your 
doctor. If your baby is still in pain or discomfort after implementing 
these tips, medication might be the next best step. 

 


