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Introduction to Health Equity Rounds (HER)



Case



Pause for Reflection

https://everysingledollar.com/walk-in-someone-elses-shoes/



Additional Information



Today’s Learning Objectives

● Understand differences between SUID, SIDS, and accidental 
suffocation

● Recognize the role of structural racism and socioeconomic disparities 
in SUID incidence

● Categorize barriers to safe sleeping practices and how housing status 
affects implementation of these recommendations

● Highlight culturally humble strategies providers can use to have 
conversations about safe sleep practices with families



SUID and SIDS



Definitions
Sudden Unexpected 

Infant Death
(SUID)

● known cause of death
Accidental Suffocation Sudden Infant Death 

Syndrome (SIDS)
● diagnosis of exclusion
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Protective Factors
● Pacifiers
● Breastfeeding*
● Room-sharing*

*protective in isolation but also 
associated with bed-sharing

Dalvie 2020



Trends in SUID by Cause, 1990-2018

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. 
Sudden Unexpected Infant Death and Sudden 
Infant Death Syndrome. Data and Statistics. 
(Updated November 2020). Atlanta, GA: U.S. 
Department of Health and Human Services, 
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.

AAP “Back to Sleep” 
Campaign



Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention. Sudden Unexpected Infant 
Death and Sudden Infant Death Syndrome. 
Data and Statistics. (Updated November 
2020). Atlanta, GA: U.S. Department of 
Health and Human Services, Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention.

Disparities by Race and Ethnicity



Disparities by Race and Ethnicity



Barriers to Safe Sleep



Social Drivers of SUID  

- Canada: 0.45/1000 
- NZ non-Māori: 0.34/1000
- US White: 0.87/1000
- Japan: 0.6/1000
- Sweden: 0.17/1000

Low SUID prevalence 

● Better health care
● Less inequality 
● Lower poverty rates

Bartick M, Tomori C. Sudden infant death and social justice: A syndemics approach. Matern Child Nutr. 2019 Jan;15(1):e12652. doi: 10.1111/mcn.12652. Epub 2018 Aug 23. PMID: 30136404; PMCID: 
PMC7198924.

- Indigenous Canadians: 5.7/1000
- NZ Māori: 1.82/1000
- US Black: 1.70/1000
- US American-Indian/Alaskan Indian: 
1.92/1000

High SUID prevalence

● Legacies of historical trauma 
● Poor access to healthcare
● Significant poverty/inequality



Caregiver Concerns When Selecting Sleep Positions

Herman S, Adkins M, Moon RY. 
Knowledge and beliefs of 
African-American and American 
Indian parents and supporters about 
infant safe sleep. J Community 
Health. 2015;40(1):12-19. 
doi:10.1007/s10900-014-9886-y

Colson ER, Levenson S, Rybin D, Calianos C, Margolis A, 
Colton T, Lister G, Corwin MJ. Barriers to following the 
supine sleep recommendation among mothers at four 
centers for the Women, Infants, and Children Program. 

Pediatrics. 2006 Aug;118(2):e243-50. doi: 
10.1542/peds.2005-2517. PMID: 16882769.



Concerns about Comfort

●  36% felt prone was better for comfort

“I want her to sleep exactly how she is [in the crib] but she just seems 
uncomfortable or whatever like she want to be close to something, so I want to 

get her to that.” 

“But I feel if she’s uncomfortable, then okay, have them sleep on their stomach. 
We can - we sleep on our stomach, we never have a problem.”  

“...It seems like the baby wants a blanket too. I can’t sleep without a blanket, 
even if it’s hot.” 

Colson ER, Levenson S, Rybin D, Calianos C, Margolis A, Colton T, Lister G, Corwin MJ. Barriers to following the supine sleep recommendation among mothers at four centers for the Women, Infants, and Children Program. Pediatrics. 
2006 Aug;118(2):e243-50. doi: 10.1542/peds.2005-2517. PMID: 16882769.
Herman S, Adkins M, Moon RY. Knowledge and beliefs of African-American and American Indian parents and supporters about infant safe sleep. J Community Health. 2015;40(1):12-19. doi:10.1007/s10900-014-9886-y



● 50% felt that prone was better for choking

“He likes to sleep on his stomach because he has acid reflux when he’s on his 
back. It comes up, he don’t know how to control it.”

“...that way if they did throw up they’re on their side so they’re not going to 
swallow any of it ...their airway’s still open…” 

Concerns about Choking

Colson ER, Levenson S, Rybin D, Calianos C, Margolis A, Colton T, Lister G, Corwin MJ. Barriers to following the supine sleep recommendation among mothers at four centers for the Women, Infants, and Children Program. 
Pediatrics. 2006 Aug;118(2):e243-50. doi: 10.1542/peds.2005-2517. PMID: 16882769.
Herman S, Adkins M, Moon RY. Knowledge and beliefs of African-American and American Indian parents and supporters about infant safe sleep. J Community Health. 2015;40(1):12-19. doi:10.1007/s10900-014-9886-y



Importance of Proximity and Vigilance  

“I just feel safer with my baby next to me or by her dad.”   

“...And i just felt like she was safer there because I could roll over and put my 
hand on her belly and feel her breathing.”  

“But a lot of people...who say they can’t feel their baby or something, that’s just 
crazy to me because my instincts as a mother….when he moves in his sleep, 

I’m jumping up, so I just don’t understand it, how you can’t.” 

Herman S, Adkins M, Moon RY. Knowledge and beliefs of African-American and American Indian parents and supporters about infant safe sleep. J Community Health. 2015;40(1):12-19. doi:10.1007/s10900-014-9886-y



Lack of Trust in Medical Community

● 60% reported trusting the MD or RN most about infant sleeping position

“...[brochure authors] can’t possibly have children, because getting a baby...to do 
exactly what you want it to do in its sleep, you’d have to be, like, a night owl, to sit up 

and watch the baby…”

“I listen more to the elderly people because like the social workers and stuff some of 
them don’t have kids. They just go by the book...so I feel like I listen more to like my 

grandparents.” 

Colson ER, Levenson S, Rybin D, Calianos C, Margolis A, Colton T, Lister G, Corwin MJ. Barriers to following the supine sleep recommendation among mothers at four centers for the Women, Infants, and Children Program. Pediatrics. 2006 
Aug;118(2):e243-50. doi: 10.1542/peds.2005-2517. PMID: 16882769.
Herman S, Adkins M, Moon RY. Knowledge and beliefs of African-American and American Indian parents and supporters about infant safe sleep. J Community Health. 2015;40(1):12-19. doi:10.1007/s10900-014-9886-y



Lack of Advice, Wrong Advice, Poor Rationale 

● 42% received advice from RN, 36% from MD, 15% from relative/friend that 
supine is best  

“...[my mom] laid us on our bellies because at least when I was a baby that’s what 
you were supposed to do...and I’ve noticed that like over the years they, they 

changed it….so I guess I’m wondering which one really is supposed to be the 
safest. Or is there not one that is more safe than the other?”

Colson ER, Levenson S, Rybin D, Calianos C, Margolis A, Colton T, Lister G, Corwin MJ. Barriers to following the supine sleep recommendation among mothers at four centers for the Women, Infants, and Children Program. 
Pediatrics. 2006 Aug;118(2):e243-50. doi: 10.1542/peds.2005-2517. PMID: 16882769.
Herman S, Adkins M, Moon RY. Knowledge and beliefs of African-American and American Indian parents and supporters about infant safe sleep. J Community Health. 2015;40(1):12-19. doi:10.1007/s10900-014-9886-y



Unhelpful / Unrealistic Advice

“We’re all busy, we’re all working….you’re exhausted. You’re like I’m not 
going to fight with this baby to put them in a safe place that I know is safe. What 
else can I do? How else can I, instead of a just a flat cold hard mattress, what are 

some other alternatives for safe sleep?”

“I think you should give a tip on how there can be a safe way the baby can 
sleep in the bed instead of just saying, no, you can’t do it.”

“But in the middle of night, I’ll pick him up when he needs to eat, and I’m tired, 
and I’ll just feed him the breast, and hope he don’t suffocate,                    

really I’m so tired.”
Herman S, Adkins M, Moon RY. Knowledge and beliefs of African-American and American Indian parents and supporters about infant safe sleep. J Community Health. 2015;40(1):12-19. doi:10.1007/s10900-014-9886-y



“How do you discuss safer sleep practices with a family who 
doesn’t know where they’re sleeping?” 



Barriers to Safe Sleep for Families 
with Housing Insecurity



AAP Safe Sleep and the Built Environment
Guidelines for Built 

Home Environment

Firm sleep surfaces

Safe crib use

Sleep in parents’ 

room, on a separate 

surface

Avoid bed-sharing

Avoid pillows, toys, 

loose bedding

Limit cigarette smoke 

in environment

Avoid overheating

Other 

guidelines

Supine sleeping 

position until 1 

year of age

Breastfeeding

Pacifier use at 

nap times

Avoid alcohol 

and drug use by 

parent

Immunizations



Barriers to Safe Sleep in the Physical Environment

Tracy Chu, Martine Hackett, Navpreet Kaur, Housing influences among sleep-related infant injury 

deaths in the USA, Health Promotion International, Volume 31, Issue 2, Jun 2016, pg 396 – 404

Overcrowding/Lack of Space

Heating/Cooling

Vermin infestation/Safety





Homelessness and Housing in Massachusetts

Types of Emergency Shelter

Congregate Shelter Scattered-site Shelter

• Families are placed with other 

families

• Shared common areas

• Apartments rented by the 

state

Co-shelter Hotels and Motels

• Similar to scattered site shelter,  

but placed with 2-3 other families

• Shared common spaces

• Historically used as 

overflow to meet demand

Housing Programs

Transitional Housing

Permanent Supportive 

Housing

Multi-family Subsidized

Section 8 Housing Choice/ 

Other Voucher Program

Public Housing



Housing Environments and Barriers to “Safe Sleep” 

Overcrowding/
Co-sheltered

Unsafe 
conditions

No space 
for cribs

Frequent 
moves

Unreliable 
utilities

Temporarily 
staying with 
friends/family

ED Boarding Staying in 
motels/hotels

Unsheltered



Conclusion and Skills



Discussion of Safe Sleep Practices

● Cultural humility and values clarification

“What does ‘safe sleep’ for your baby mean to you?”

● Empowering parents through knowledge

Try saying “We worry about babies sleeping on their stomachs because their 
necks aren’t very strong, and then can have a hard time moving their mouth 
and nose away from the bed to breathe.”

            in addition to, or instead of, 

“Studies have shown that sleeping on the back is safest.” 



● Recognition that there are 

many different ways to be 

housed.

● Try: “Where will/does the 
baby sleep?”

                     instead of

“Do you have a crib?”

● Sleeping arrangements are dynamic! 
Co-sleeping often happens despite 
the parent’s intention.

● Try: “Does your baby sleep 
anywhere else?”

                  or

“A lot of parents find it difficult to 
have their baby sleep in their crib, on 
their back, every night. Does this 
happen to you?”

Discussion of Safe Sleep Practices



Unicef Baby Friendly Initiative 

https://www.unicef.org.uk/babyfriendly/



First 24-48h is crucial! (Cullen et al, 2016)

● Morally neutral stance

● Focus on risk minimization

● Strongly avoid couch or armchair 

sleeping

Co-sleeping Conversation Tips

https://www.unicef.org.uk/babyfriendly/



Summary

● Safe sleep can be a conversation 
between provider and parent - aim to 
come up with a tailored plan for each  
family

● Keep dynamic sleeping arrangements in 
mind 

● Be prepared to offer recommendations 
for risk minimization during co-sleeping 

● Individual practice does not replace 
broader social reforms

https://www.happiestbaby.com/blogs/baby/wake-sleep-teaching-babies-to-sleep-on-their-own



Resources

Massachusetts Center for Unexpected 

Infant and Child Death

Safe sleep for caregivers - Mass.Gov 

Safe To Sleep -  NICHD

http://www.magriefcenter.org/home
http://www.magriefcenter.org/home
https://www.mass.gov/info-details/safe-sleep-information-for-parents-and-caregivers
https://safetosleep.nichd.nih.gov/


Boston Medical Center Health Equity Rounds Team 
Faculty Advisers:

● Caroline Kistin
● Heather Hsu

Resident Leaders:  
● Karina Javalkar
● Thomas Kuriakose
● Jamie Lim
● Larissa Wenren

Chief Resident:  
● Kristan Scott 

Residents: 

● Haritha Aribindi 
● Ryan Brewster
● Catherine Coughlin 
● Tess Curran 
● Nisha Dalvie
● Thomas Day 
● Ayesha Dholakia
● Katherine Douglas
● Jeffrey Edwards 
● Priscilla Gonzalez
● David Gootenberg
● Cara Guenther
● Tasia Isbell 
● Sabrina Karim 

● Amanda Nelson
● Alexandra Pottorff
● Ramya Ramadas 
● Alyssa Robinson
● Tolulope Rosanwo
● Taylor Soderborg
● Bjorn Stolte
● Janani Sundaresan
● Sonia Taneja
● Alexis Williams 

Visit our website:
www.bmc.org/HER
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Additional Questions

- Do any conference participants today have resources you 
recommend for physicians or for families?

- Please share one thing that you learned today in the chat or 
with a colleague or friend


