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• Pillows are not necessary for baby and increase 
baby’s risk of sudden unexpected death in 
infancy including SIDS and fatal sleep accidents 

• Red Nose recommends delaying offering a 
pillow until baby is over two years of age and is 
no longer sleeping in a cot or portable cot

Pillows are not necessary for baby while baby 
is sleeping unobserved. Red Nose are aware of 
research showing that the use of a pillow in baby’s 
sleep environment increases the risk of Sudden 
Unexpected Death in Infancy (SUDI), including 
Sudden Infant Death Syndrome (SIDS) and fatal sleep 
accidents1-8. They may cover the baby’s face and 
obstruct breathing or cause overheating. Older 
babies in a cot can be at an increased risk of a 
sleeping accident by using pillows as a step to climb 
up and fall out of the cot.

Case reports have also shown an increased risk of 
SUDI with pillow use9-11. The Coroners Prevention Unit 
(Vic) examined a total of 72 infant deaths occurring 
in a sleeping context in Victoria from 2008 to 201012. 
A statistically significant association was identified 
for infants less than four months and the presence 
of a pillow with deaths occurring in a co-sleeping 
context13. 

pillow use

information 
statement

Red Nose does not recommend 
placing a pillow in baby’s sleep 
environment 
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Some physiotherapists and chiropractors have 
recommended the use of a pillow to relieve the flattening 
a baby’s head, a relatively common condition, known as 
positional plagiocephaly14.  
This is not suitable while baby sleeps unobserved. 
If baby’s medical practitioner recommends the use of a 
pillow during unobserved sleep, it is recommended the 
medical practitioner puts this advice in writing.

For the majority of children, positional plagiocephaly 
is a preventable condition, responding well to simple 
repositioning techniques and by minimising pressure on 
the head when baby is awake. These simple measures 
are described in the Red Nose information statement on 
baby’s head shape.

Red Nose does not recommend placing a pillow where 
baby sleeps unobserved. It is safer to wait until the child 
starts to sleep in a bed before introducing a pillow. The 
Australian government states it is safer not to use a pillow 
at all for children under two15. 

pillow✗

cot bumper✗

lambs wool✗

soft toy 
eg: teddy✗

doona✗

No soft surfaces or 
bulky bedding!

The Red Nose Safe Sleeping program is based on scientific evidence and was 
developed by Australian SUDI researchers, paediatricians, pathologists, and 
child health experts with input from overseas experts in the field.  
The 80% drop in SIDS deaths and the more than 9,000 lives that have been saved 
is testament to the effectiveness of the program. 
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to reduce the risks of SIDS and fatal sleep accidents 

1. Sleep baby on the back from birth, not on the tummy or side
2. Sleep baby with head and face uncovered
3. Keep baby smoke free before birth and after
4. Provide a safe sleeping environment night and day
5.  Sleep baby in their own safe sleeping place in the same room as an 

adult care-giver for the first six to twelve months
6. Breastfeed baby

https://www.productsafety.gov.au/publication/cots-safety-alert
https://www.productsafety.gov.au/publication/cots-safety-alert
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