
Swaddling basics and safety

Why swaddling can be soothing

In the newborn period, many babies startle easily, wake frequently, and settle
more readily when they feel held close. Swaddling can reduce the sensation of
sudden arm movements, and evidence reviews suggest it may calm infants and
support sleep for some families.

The key point is that the soothing effect only matters if the technique is
safe. Swaddling safety for newborns is about matching the wrap to the baby’s
development: on the back for sleep, roomy through the hips, light enough to
prevent overheating, and stopped as soon as rolling begins.

How to swaddle safely

A safe swaddle is secure without being restrictive. The wrap should stay in
place, but the baby should still be able to move the hips and breathe
comfortably.

Use a lightweight blanket or swaddle designed for infants, and keep the fabric
flat and smooth.
Wrap the upper body snugly enough that the cloth does not loosen, but do not



compress the chest.
Leave space for the hips and knees to bend up and out rather than forcing the
legs straight.
Make sure no loose fabric can reach the face.
Place the swaddled baby on a firm, flat infant sleep surface for sleep.

If a wrap keeps slipping, feels bulky, or seems to trap too much heat, it is
better to adjust the method or stop using it than to keep forcing a poor fit.

Why sleep position matters so much

The safest sleep position for a swaddled infant is supine, meaning on the back.
Placing a swaddled baby on the stomach or letting a swaddled baby roll onto the
stomach increases risk because the wrap can limit the ability to reposition or
use the arms effectively.

That is why caregivers are told to stop swaddling at the first signs of
rolling. Even early rolling attempts matter. Once the baby starts moving toward
the side or onto the tummy, the swaddle is no longer appropriate for sleep.

Hip-healthy swaddling and overheating

A hip-healthy swaddle lets the hips and knees flex naturally, with the legs
able to open outward. Tight wrapping that holds the legs straight or presses
the thighs together can interfere with normal hip positioning and has been
associated with developmental dysplasia of the hip.

Temperature matters too. Overheating during infant sleep can happen when the
wrap is too thick, the room is warm, or the baby has too many layers. Watch for
sweating, a hot chest, flushed skin, or damp hair. A good rule is to keep the
swaddle light and the baby comfortable, not bundled as if for outdoors in cold
weather.

When to stop swaddling and what to use next

Swaddling is a phase, not a long-term sleep strategy. As soon as rolling
starts, the safer transition is to move away from the wrap and toward safe
swaddling and sleep sacks or other arms-free sleep clothing.



That transition can be emotionally hard if swaddling has become part of your
bedtime routine, but it is usually the right time to change. If your baby
dislikes being swaddled, breaks out often, or sleeps better with free arms, ask
a pediatric clinician whether a different routine makes more sense. A quick
technique review can also reassure you that the wrap is not too tight or too
warm.

When to ask a clinician for advice

Get individualized guidance if your baby was born preterm, has known or
suspected hip concerns, or seems uncomfortable in every swaddle you try. A
clinician can check hip range of motion, review the sleep setup, and help you
decide whether swaddling is appropriate for your baby right now.

Parents are often told that babies should be soothed on a schedule or a certain
way, but there is no single best approach for every infant. What matters most
is a combination of developmentally appropriate soothing, a safe sleep
environment, and close attention to your baby’s cues.


