
 

 
 

 

Sleep Regressions: 

18 Month Regression 

Now let’s talk about the 18 month sleep regression.  This one can 
be a doozy!  See, unlike the previous two regressions that are 
mostly physiological, this regression is usually behavioural in 
nature.  Your 18-month old is now a toddler and is learning how to 
say “no!”  He’s learning how to exert power and control over his 
environment—and sometimes this defiance can carry over to 
bedtime.  Maybe he’ll scream the second you put him in his crib 
and bedtime or he’ll refuse to fall asleep for his nap.  Toddlers 
might start to experiment and test the limits: I wonder what 
happens if I yell really loudly?  Or if I ask for milk?  Or if I jump up 
and down over and over again? Or if I try to jump out of my crib?  

What makes this nap transition especially ugly is when the 
bedtime battles lead to disrupted sleep and overtiredness.  That’s 
when you get even more crankiness and temper tantrums, which 
might make you consider adoption at some point.   

Now sometimes part of this regression also involves anxiety on 
your toddler’s end.  At this age, your toddler is learning how to 
regulate emotions and identify which situations warrant being 
scared and which situations don’t. Maybe there was a fire alarm 
that scared your toddler during the daytime, or maybe he got 
stung by a bee. Or maybe it’s as mundane as a dog barking or a 
thunderstorm. If you can identify the source of your toddler’s 



anxiety, you’re going to want to give him extra support and 
comfort until he gets over the stress from the event.   

Part of this regression might also be caused by those awful 
molars that many toddlers get around now.  Molars can be very 
painful, so if you suspect your little one is cutting a molar, refer to 
the Teething Module for advice. 

But fear not moms and dads, this isn’t going to last forever.  It’s a 
phase, and all phases come to an end if you ride them out 
correctly.  Here are my survival tips for you: 

1. Have a nice relaxing bedtime routine with a consistent 
ending, like the same bedtime song or bedtime phrase that 
will cue to your toddler it’s time for sleep.  Make sure there is 
consistency and clear limits around the bedtime routine, 
such as the number of stories you read. Don’t bother 
negotiating—when the bedtime routine is done, its done!  

 

2. If you haven’t already, introduce a lovey. If he’s got an object 
in his crib that he enjoys playing with and gets comfort from, he’ll 
be less likely to scream out for you. 
 

3. Offer an extra nap if your toddler refuses his regular 
nap.  Take him for a walk in the stroller, let him fall asleep in the 
car, put him in a back carrier and let him conk out and catch up on 
some sleep. Otherwise, he’ll be a terror by dinner time and that’s 
the last thing you want.   
 

4. Offer him a nice big, high protein dinner. There’s actually a 
growth spurt that happens around this age, so we want to make 
sure that your toddler is getting all of the calories that he needs 
during daytime hours. 
 

5. Don’t end up back at square one. If your toddler was 
perfectly sleep trained and falling asleep independently before 
this regression, don’t go back to co-sleeping or rocking him to 



sleep to solve your current problem. Remember: this is a phase! 
Instead, I’d recommend checking on your toddler from the 
doorstep every 5-10 minutes or so.  Tell him that you’ll be back in 
10 minutes and that everything is okay—and make sure to follow 
through on your word. When you check on him from the doorway, 
repeat that same calming phrase: “Mommy loves you, it’s time to 
go to sleep, I’ll check on you in 5 minutes, everything is ok.”  Don’t 
engage or start a conversation. If he’s REALLY worked up, feel 
free to hold him for a few minutes, just make sure he doesn’t fall 
asleep in your arms. Some toddlers are calmed if the parent sits 
in the room on a chair—if you do this, make sure that you’re right 
by the doorway and that you move the chair into the hallway after 
a few days. Follow the Sleep Lady Shuffle guidelines. 
 

6. Sleep train! If your toddler isn’t sleep trained, there’s no 
better time like the present to start!  Remember, half the reason 
you’re in this mess is because your toddler didn’t have the best 
sleep habits to begin with. Sure, sleep training an 18-month old is 
not going to be a walk in the park, and yes, it might take a bit 
longer than usual given this rebellious phase your toddler is in, 
but waking up with her all night long is not going to be fun 
either!  So might as well address that part of the problem head on 
right now.  

Here’s my big warning to you though—your child’s wakings could 
start as anxiety, but then evolve into a behavioural problem over 
time. See, your toddler might be legitimately scared of thunder—
but when he gets all this comfort, he’ll love it! So the next night, 
when there’s no thunderstorm, he might still wake up and claim 
that he’s scared in order to get that same comfort. You can 
usually tell from the tone of her voice if she’s legitimately scared 
or just pulling your leg! If the wakings become more about 
dramatics than about actual fear, that’s when you’ll want to 
employ one of the strategies listed in tip #5. 

 


