Back Sleeping Best for a Variety of Reasons
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Putting babies to sleep on their backs or sides not only reduces their chance of dying, but cuts down on fevers, sniffles and ear infections, a new study says. 

Dr. Carl E. Hunt, the study's lead author, said that over the last decade, pediatricians had convinced most of the nation's parents that letting infants sleep face down increased their risk of sudden infant death syndrome, or SIDS. 

But some parents and doctors continue to worry that sleeping face up carries other risks, and the primary goal of the new research, which was published last week in The Archives of Pediatric & Adolescent Medicine, was to look for such side effects, Dr. Hunt said. 

Dr. Hunt, director of the National Center on Sleep Disorders, said surveys found that those infants who slept on their backs were no more likely to awaken during the night or to gag if they vomited. The research was based on studies of 3,733 parents who consistently put their babies to bed in the same position. 

Dr. Hunt said the findings showed there was ''no downside'' to putting babies on their backs. In fact, he said, the data revealed important secondary benefits. Children who slept on their backs or sides were up to one-third less likely to need treatment for ear infections, he said, and were less likely to suffer fevers or stuffy noses. 

Dr. Hunt said one difference could be linked to increased swallowing among people who sleep on their backs. ''We don't know the specific mechanism,'' he said, ''but the difference is real.'' 

