Extinction Burst Sleep Training

Extinction burst sleep training is a behavioral technique used by parents and caregivers to help
infants and toddlers develop healthy sleep habits. This method involves a process where a child is
allowed to cry or express distress for a predetermined period when they wake up during the night,
with the ultimate goal of teaching them to self-soothe and fall back asleep independently. While this
approach can be controversial, many parents find it effective in addressing sleep disturbances in
their little ones. In this article, we will explore the principles behind extinction burst sleep training,
its benefits, potential drawbacks, and practical tips for implementation.

Understanding Extinction Burst Sleep Training

What is Extinction Burst?

An extinction burst is a term used in behavioral psychology that describes a temporary increase in
the frequency or intensity of a behavior when a previously reinforced behavior is no longer
rewarded. In the context of sleep training, when a child who is used to being comforted or attended
to upon waking suddenly finds that their usual responses are not forthcoming, they may initially cry
louder or for longer than before. This is the extinction burst phase.

The Mechanism of Sleep Training

Sleep training methods, including extinction burst, operate on the principle of operant conditioning.
This means that behaviors are influenced by their consequences. In this case, when a child cries and
receives attention (comforting, picking up, feeding, etc.), they are reinforced to continue that



behavior. However, by allowing the child to cry without immediate response, caregivers aim to help
the child learn that crying will no longer yield the same results, eventually leading to a decrease in
crying and improved sleep.

Benefits of Extinction Burst Sleep Training

There are several advantages to using extinction burst sleep training as a method for improving a
child's sleep patterns.

1. Promotes Self-Soothing

One of the primary goals of sleep training is to encourage children to develop self-soothing skills. By
allowing children to cry for a short period, they learn to manage their distress and eventually fall
asleep without external assistance.

2. Establishes Consistent Sleep Routines

Implementing a sleep training method helps create a consistent sleep schedule. Children thrive on
routine, and having a predictable bedtime can lead to better overall sleep quality for both the child
and the parents.

3. Reduces Dependency on Sleep Props

Many children become reliant on specific sleep props, such as being rocked, fed, or nursed to sleep.
Extinction burst sleep training can help break these associations, encouraging children to fall asleep
independently.

4. Long-term Sleep Improvements

While the initial phase of sleep training may be challenging, many parents report that once their
child adjusts, they experience longer and more restful sleep, leading to improved overall well-being
for the entire family.

Potential Drawbacks of Extinction Burst Sleep Training

While there are numerous benefits to extinction burst sleep training, it is crucial to consider the
potential drawbacks.



1. Emotional Distress for the Child

One of the most significant concerns parents have is the emotional impact of allowing their child to
cry. Some children may experience significant distress during the extinction burst phase, which can
be difficult for parents to witness.

2. Parental Stress

The process of sleep training can be stressful for parents, particularly during the initial days when
the child may cry for longer periods. This stress can lead to frustration and fatigue, which may affect
parental mental health.

3. Not Suitable for Every Child

Every child is unique, and what works for one may not work for another. Some children may respond
negatively to extinction burst sleep training, leading to increased anxiety or sleep disturbances.

4. Time Commitment

Sleep training, including the extinction burst method, requires a commitment to consistency and
patience. Parents must be prepared for the possibility of several challenging nights before they see
improvements.

How to Implement Extinction Burst Sleep Training

If you decide that extinction burst sleep training is the right choice for your family, the following
steps can help guide you through the process.

1. Prepare for the Process

- Assess readiness: Ensure that your child is developmentally ready for sleep training, usually around
4-6 months of age.

- Create a calming bedtime routine: Establish a consistent routine that signals to your child that it's
time for sleep. This may include activities like a warm bath, reading a book, or gentle lullabies.

2. Choose Your Approach

- Decide on the duration: Determine how long you will allow your child to cry before checking on



them. This can vary from a few minutes to longer intervals, depending on your comfort level.
- Set boundaries: Be clear about the parameters of sleep training, including when and how to
respond to your child's cries.

3. Begin the Training

- Place your child in their crib or bed awake: Allow them to fall asleep independently.
- Wait before responding: If your child cries, stick to the predetermined duration before going in to
check on them. When you do check, keep interactions brief and calm without picking them up.

4. Adjust as Needed

- Monitor progress: Keep track of how your child responds each night. Some children may improve
rapidly, while others may take longer to adjust.

- Be flexible: If your child seems overly distressed, consider adjusting your approach or taking a
break before trying again.

5. Stay Consistent

- Maintain consistency throughout the training process. This helps reinforce the learning and
supports your child's understanding of the new sleep expectations.

Conclusion

Extinction burst sleep training can be a highly effective method for helping children learn to sleep
independently. While the initial phase may be challenging for both the child and the parents, the
long-term benefits of improved sleep routines and self-soothing abilities can significantly enhance
family well-being. As with any parenting technique, it is essential to approach sleep training with
empathy and patience, recognizing that each child's needs are unique. By understanding the
principles behind extinction burst sleep training and implementing it thoughtfully, parents can foster
healthier sleep habits for their children and themselves.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is extinction burst sleep training?

Extinction burst sleep training is a behavioral method used to help children learn to fall asleep
independently by temporarily ignoring their crying or protests, which may initially increase before
eventually decreasing as they learn to self-soothe.



How long does an extinction burst typically last?

An extinction burst can last anywhere from a few days to a week, but the duration varies by child.
Parents may notice an increase in crying or resistance during this time before sleep patterns
improve.

Is extinction burst sleep training safe for all children?

While extinction burst sleep training is considered safe for most children, it's important for parents
to assess their child's temperament and consult with a pediatrician, especially if the child has any
special needs or health concerns.

What should parents do during an extinction burst?

During an extinction burst, parents should remain consistent with their sleep training approach,
offering minimal comfort while avoiding picking up the child or engaging too much, which can
prolong the process.

How can parents prepare for an extinction burst?

Parents can prepare for an extinction burst by establishing a consistent bedtime routine, setting
clear expectations, and mentally preparing themselves for an increase in crying before improvement
begins.

What are some common misconceptions about extinction
bursts?

A common misconception is that extinction bursts indicate failure in sleep training; however, they
are often a normal part of the process as children adjust to new sleep habits.

Can extinction bursts occur in older children or adults?

Yes, extinction bursts can occur in older children or adults when implementing new behavioral
changes or routines, including sleep training methods, as they may initially resist the change.

What are alternative sleep training methods to extinction
burst?

Alternative methods include gradual sleep training techniques like the Ferber method, chair method,
or no tears approach, which involve more parental involvement and comfort during the sleep
process.

How can parents cope emotionally during an extinction burst?

Parents can cope emotionally by reminding themselves that the increased crying is temporary,
seeking support from friends or online communities, and practicing self-care to manage stress
during the training period.
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