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Infant care practices have changed rapidly in western societies throughout the twentieth century as parenting philosophies have swung in and out of fashion.  The needs of newborn infants, however, have been uniformly constant – and the mismatch between the evolved needs of babies and the changing social needs of parents has resulted in the popularity of infant care practices with detrimental outcomes for infants. Feeding choices and sleeping arrangements are two key examples where the prioritisation of parental needs has negatively affected infant health. Both issues are now firmly on the public health agenda. A health promotion approach is taken to encourage parents to breastfeed their infants, while public health messages in risk reduction provide instruction as to the sleeping arrangements considered most effective for avoiding sudden infant deaths. Parents and health professionals find, however, that the practical details of these two agendas come into conflict in the middle of the night. This paper discusses how parents and health professionals negotiate this conflict; considers why many parents choose to reject ‘reduce the risk’ advice; and questions whether the model of a ‘one size fits all’ advice campaign is an appropriate strategy for influencing infant care in contemporary society.

