
 

 

Infant sleep safety: testing for correct mattress firmness  

Some child-care staff are not aware that leaving a baby alone on an overly soft surface is very dangerous. 
Experts recommend a “firm” sleep surface for babies aged 0-12 months, even babies that are positioned 
face up (as they should be). Some baby products are unsafe because they are made too soft. On the other 
hand, some staff are tempted to add extra cushioning to an otherwise safe baby product, in order to ensure 
the baby’s comfort. It is important for staff to understand that adding extra cushioning to a commercial baby 
product may result in a fatal sleeping accident. It is now recognized that many cases of Sudden Infant Death 
Syndrome (SIDS) are actually due to asphyxiation (suffocation). 
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So a firm mattress is safer than a soft one, but how firm is firm enough, without being rock hard? And how 
can staff have confidence that they are providing babies with a safe sleep environment? 

Three research studies have established the danger of overly soft sleep surfaces.
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 Another study 
actually measured the firmness of sleep surfaces for babies that died and babies that survived.

[6]
 Still another 

study invented a way that staff can test sleep surfaces to confirm whether the sleep surfaces are firm 
enough.
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 A “sleep surface” can be any object or piece of furniture, or any commercial baby product, on 

which an unsupervised baby might be placed in a horizontal position. This includes cots, prams, strollers, 
cradles, bassinets, travel cots, infant carriers, cocoons, infant sleep mats, and the like (as well as adult 
beds). 

A few common items are required to conduct the firmness safety test: a ruler or tape measure, a pen or 
waterproof marker, two unopened cartons of milk (or juice) of size one litre, 12 CDs or DVDs, and some 
kitchen cling wrap. The CDs or DVDs will not be damaged during the test. The required milk (or juice) 
cartons are approximately 70 mm (2¾ inches) square at the bottom. 

This test method will not work for slings and hammocks that support the baby by suspension, or for products 
that can only hold the baby in an upright position. 

 

Step 1 is to make a neat stack of the 12 CDs, and to cover 

the stack tightly in some cling wrap: 

 

 

Step 2 is to mark one of the milk cartons with lines on two 

opposite sides, parallel to the bottom edge and 40 mm (1½ 
inches) up: 
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Step 3 is to place the tightly wrapped CDs on the softest 

part of the sleep surface. The sleep surface should be 
tested as the baby would use it, with the normal mattress 
cover and sheets in place: 

 

 

Step 4 is to lay the milk carton with the two marked lines 

sideways on the CDs, centered on the top, with the line on 
each side even with the edge of the top CD. The bottom of 
the milk carton will thus overhang the edge of the CDs by 
40 mm (1½ inches): 

 

Step 5 is to lay the second milk carton sideways on top of 

the first, selecting a position off-center if necessary to 
make the stack as level as possible: 

 

 

Finally, Step 6 is to observe whether the overhang of the 

lower milk carton comes into any contact at all with the 
sleep surface. If it does, the sleep surface is too soft to be 
safe. 

 

Here is an example of a sleep surface that is too soft: 

 

 

Here is an example of a sleep surface that is firm enough: 
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