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Q:My mom told me I should give my son, now one week old, a pacifier to use. Is this a good idea, or is it something they did in the old days that is now frowned upon? 

	


A: Pacifiers are still very commonly used. There are good points and maybe a couple of bad points to the use of pacifiers, and the ultimate decision of whether to e or not should be decided by balancing the good and the bad. 

	


The sucking reflex is natural for babies. In fact, without being able to suckle babies would not be able to feed. So it is natural that sucking is soothing for a baby, and this is the idea behind the use of a pacifier. However, pacifiers are clearly a man-made device, and so it is reasonable to ask whether they are beneficial or not. 

	


Breast-feeding has been shown to have benefits for both mom and baby, and should be actively encouraged. Early in the newborn period, baby should be encouraged to breast-feed as often as possible to maximize mom’s prolactin levels and hence stimulate mom’s production of milk. Therefore, for breast-feeding babies, pacifier use should be delayed until breast-feeding is well established, typically when the baby is at least several weeks old. Remember that babies get all their nutrition from breast- or formula-feeding, so pacifiers should never be used in place of feedings. 

	


There have been several studies over the years suggesting that pacifier use actually reduces the incidence of Sudden Infant Death Syndrome (SIDS), which is the No. 1 cause of death for infants 1 month to 1 year of age. A recent study in the journal Pediatrics noted that the use of a pacifier by around 2,700 babies would likely prevent one death from SIDS. Having babies sleep on their backs is VERY beneficial to preventing SIDS, and studies have shown that this simple intervention reduces SIDS by over 50 percent. However, anything additional that can be done to prevent SIDS is desirable, and so letting baby fall asleep with a pacifier may be a good idea. If the pacifier falls out once they are asleep there is no reason to put it back in their mouths. 

	


Using a pacifier is more than just soothing for a baby, it has also been shown to help minimize pain for them. There have been several studies in neonatal intensive care units that have demonstrated this benefit. So if baby has teething pain or other minor pain, pacifier use may help. 

	


Pacifiers have also been shown to help baby get to sleep more easily. Although this is also true of thumb- or finger-sucking, pacifier use is probably easier on dental development, and so may be a better option than thumb-sucking to help baby get to sleep. When it comes time to wean them from a pacifier, its use can be minimized by taking the pacifier away during the day, while their thumb is always with them, so it may be harder to wean them from thumb-sucking. 

	


So, what are the downsides? There has been some literature in the past that pacifier use is associated with an increased incidence of ear infections. Pacifiers are also a potential breeding ground for bacteria and other infectious agents, although this downside can be minimized by good pacifier care. 

	


If a pacifier is to be used there are some guidelines that should be followed: 

	


 Avoid using pacifiers until the baby is at least a several weeks old to allow breast-feeding to be firmly established. 

	


 Avoid using pacifiers every time the baby cries. Only use the pacifier if you think your baby needs comfort, and consider holding them to provide comfort as well. Use of the pacifier when you put them down to sleep is beneficial. 

	


 After age 6 months, restrict pacifier use to only when your baby is in their crib to go to sleep. 

	


Pick the right pacifier: 

	


 It should be one piece 

	


 The mouth guard should be at least 1 1/4 inches wide to prevent the entire pacifier from going into baby’s mouth and causing an obstruction 

	


 It should be dishwasher safe, and should be cleaned (sterilized) regularly 

	


 The nipple should be soft and of a size and shape that fit your baby comfortably 

	


 Never tie a cord to keep the pacifier close to the baby as this may be a choking hazard. Also, be careful with any clips to attach the pacifier to baby’s clothing, as these may be dangerous as well 

	


 Never use a bottle top as a pacifier 

	


 Have extra pacifiers if you chose to use them for your baby -- they seem to get lost all the time 

	


 Replace the pacifier if it gets old-looking, has holes in it or starts to fall apart 

	


When it comes time to wean baby from the pacifier there are some things you should know: 

	


 Limit pacifier use to when baby is going to sleep after age 6 months and surely by 1 year 

	


 Never punish or humiliate your child to get them to stop using the pacifier as this will not work and can be counterproductive 

	


 It is common that a child over age 1 will use the pacifier when they are bored, so try to distract them with other activities to help wean them off the pacifier 

	


 Positive reinforcements such as star charts (for days they do not use the pacifier) and praise will be more effective than negative reinforcement to help wean them from pacifier use. 

	


    

With proper use, the benefits of pacifiers likely outweigh the downsides. The American Academy of Pediatrics recommends the use of a pacifier when putting baby to sleep to help minimize SIDS. 

	


To see if these recommendations apply to your baby you should discuss this issue with your pediatrician. 

	


    
