
• Despite decreasing incidence of Sudden Infant 
Death Syndrome (SIDS) in Canada and around the 
world, infants continue to die during sleep-related 
circumstances 

• To address this, Alberta Health Services‘ (AHS) 
Safe Infant Sleep (SIS) Initiative was established   
in 2009 

• The goal of the Initiative is to support standardized 
practices across the province through evidence 
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• SIDS is defined as the sudden death of an infant 
aged less than one year, that remains unexplained 
after a thorough case investigation, including 
performance of an autopsy, examination of the 
death scene and review of clinical history 

• The term SIDS was coined for these deaths in mid 
1950s and it’s now recognized that multiple factors 
are involved  

• Sudden Unexpected Infant Death (SUID) also 
known as Sudden Unexplained Death (SUD) in 
sleep-related circumstances includes SIDS, 
strangulation, asphyxiation, Accidental Suffocation 
and Strangulation deaths in Bed (ASSB), Sudden 
Unexpected Death in Infancy (SUDI) and 
‘undetermined’ causes. SIDS is the leading cause 
of death in this category 

• Canadian statistics indicate that: 
SIDS rate declined from 78.4/100,000 to 
34.6/100,000 live births in 2001 to 2005 
SIDS remains the 5th leading cause of infant 
mortality 
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• An AHS advisory group of key stakeholders from 

All SUID deaths in Alberta between 1977 to 2007 were re-coded using the standard 
SIDS definition with data abstracted from the Alberta Office of Chief Medical Examiner 
by Dr. Ian Mitchell, University of Calgary.

across the continuum of care guided the Initiative  

• A situational analysis and environmental scan were 
completed to identify safe sleep practices and 
resources across the province 

• Surveys of healthcare professionals and parents 
were conducted to determine knowledge, beliefs 
and practices related to SIS.  Based on the 
findings, the following were developed:  

evidence-based key messages (aligned with  
messages supported by Alberta Health and 
Health Canada) 
standardized resources for parents and 
healthcare professionals 
AHS SIS Policy 

• Evaluation of the SIS policy is in progress 

 

• For healthcare professionals: 
Fact Sheet 
AHS SIS Policy  
Frequently Asked Questions 
Education webinars on AHS website 
Alberta Perinatal Professionals Electronic Library 
(APPEL) Module on SIS 

• For parents: 
Healthy Parents, Healthy Children resources 
online and print copies – visit  
HealthyParentsHealthyChildren.ca   
Brochure 
Bookmark 
Commonly Asked Questions 

Resources 

Contact 

For more information on the SIS Initiative and 
resources, please email: 

hphc@albertahealthservices.ca 

 

 

Provincial Response 

 

 

• Provide evidence informed key messages: 
Back to sleep – EVERY sleep 
Choose a safe place: 

• Firm, flat mattress 

• Crib/cradle/bassinet that meets government 
safety standards 

• Bumper pads not recommended 

•                                                                rettulc birc diovA
(toys, heavy blankets, sheepskins, etc.) 

Room-sharing for at least the first 6 months 
Bed-sharing is NOT recommended 
Prevent overheating 
Protect infant from tobacco exposure – before 
conception, in pregnancy and after birth 
Encourage breastfeeding for good health  

 

•                     tsael ta erew ereht ,0102 dna 5002 neewteB
172 SUID in sleep related circumstances 

114 were classified as SIDS while 48 were classified 
 as SUD, SUDI and unexplained, natural causes. 

                          gnilbis ro tnerap a htiw gnipeels-oC
(bed-sharing) was a factor in 42% of the deaths in 
the SIDS category and 74% of deaths in the SUD, 
SUDI and unexplained, natural causes category 

What can you do? 

• Purpose: 
To facilitate consistent safe sleep practices and 

             muunitnoc tnafni/lanretam ssorca stnemnorivne
of care 
To provide key messages, recommendations and 
role modeling by healthcare professionals 

• Implemented on January 20th, 2014 

• Targets all AHS employees, medical and midwifery 
staff, students, volunteers and others acting on   
behalf of AHS 

 

• Include a sleep history in all infant assessments 

• Discuss SIS at every visit: 

Pre-conception 
Prenatal  
Postpartum  

 

Well Child checkups 
Acute care contacts 
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Sudden, unexpected, sleep-related 
infant deaths in Alberta
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Safe infant sleep practices:  
Reducing sleep-related deaths  
in infancy

Information for professionals

What is the issue?

Research is helping us better understand why apparently healthy babies 
die suddenly and unexpectedly during sleep. This issue continues to 
be a significant cause of death in the post-neonatal period (between 
one month and one year of age). At last report, Sudden Infant Death 
Syndrome (SIDS) was the third-leading cause of post-neonatal death in 
Canada, accounting for 17.2% of post-neonatal deaths in the country 
(Public Health Agency of Canada, 2008). In Alberta, there were at least 
172 sudden unexpected infant deaths in sleep-related circumstances 
between 2005 and 2010 (Office of the Chief Medical Examiner, 2011). 

What are sleep-related infant deaths? 

For the past five decades, the majority of sleep-related deaths in infancy 
have been attributed to SIDS. Recently other terms (see sidebar) have 
also been introduced. 

SIDS is defined as “the sudden death of an infant less than one year 
of age, which remains unexplained after a thorough investigation, 
including the performance of a complete autopsy, an examination of 
the death scene, and a review of the clinical history” (Willinger, James 
& Catz, 1991). However, if risk factors are present at the death scene, 
medical examiners increasingly attribute the death to a classification 
other than SIDS. This change in practice has presented challenges to 
data gathering and surveillance. 

Regardless of how the death is classified, the phenomenon of sudden, 
unexpected infant death during sleep continues to be an issue.  
As health professionals, we are concerned with helping prevent all  
sudden, unexpected infant deaths in sleep-related circumstances,  
including but not limited to SIDS. 

What is the relationship between sudden, unexpected,  
sleep-related deaths and infant sleep practices?

The Back to Sleep public health campaign of the late 1990s encouraged 
parents to put babies on their back to sleep, and is credited with  
a sharp decline in the rate of SIDS. There is evidence that this campaign 
contributed to a 50% decrease in SIDS in Canada between 1999 and 

Defining sleep-related deaths  
in infancy
For the past five decades, the majority  
of sleep-related deaths in infancy have 
been attributed to Sudden Infant Death 
Syndrome (SIDS). SIDS is defined as  
“the sudden death of an infant less  
than one year of age, which remains 
unexplained after a thorough investigation, 
including the performance of a complete 
autopsy, an examination of the death 
scene, and a review of the clinical history” 
(Willinger, James & Catz, 1991).

Recently other terms have also been  
introduced. “Terms such as sudden  
unexplained infant death (SUID) and  
sudden unexpected death in infancy (SUDI) 
have emerged in an attempt to group all 
infant deaths possibly related to the infant 
sleeping environment. Definitions of these 
terms have not been consistent enough  
to make them universally acceptable”  
at this time.  
(Public Health Agency of Canada, 2011)

The Early Years

These simple steps help keep your 
baby safe during sleep:

While your baby 
is sleeping, take 
time for you.

Safe infant 
sleep

Put your baby on
his or her back to
sleep for every sleep.

Keep your baby warm,  
not hot.

Keep spaces
smoke-free before  
and after birth.

Use a crib that meets 
government safety 
standards.

Share a room,
not a bed.

Breastfeed for
a healthier baby.
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Safe Sleep

for baby’s 
first year

What you can do to help prevent 

Sudden Infant Death Syndrome (SIDS)

and sleep-related deaths in infancy
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