
 

Water Safety Starts at Home: What New Parents 

Need to Know Before They Ever Get Near a Pool 

A practical guide focused on the hazards hiding right inside your house 

By Madison Cronin 

Here is something that genuinely caught me off guard when I started digging into 

drowning prevention research: most people picture a backyard pool or a lake when they 

think about water danger for little kids. Moreover, sure, open water is absolutely a real 

threat. We will get there. However, if you are a brand-new parent bringing an infant 

home for the first time, the most immediate water hazards are already sitting in your 

bathroom, your kitchen, and maybe your laundry room. The bathtub. A bucket. The 

toilet. We are not talking about exotic risks, we are talking about ordinary 

Tuesday-morning objects that most people never think twice about. Drowning is the 

leading cause of injury-related death for children between ages 1 and 4, and among 

infants under one year old, two-thirds of all drowning incidents happen in the bathtub 

(Centers for Disease Control and Prevention [CDC], 2022; Children's Safety Network, 

2024). Let that sit for a second. Not a pool. The bathtub. The place where you are 

planning to do something as sweet and routine as washing your baby. This post is aimed 

specifically at new parents or guardians who are preparing to bring an infant or young 

child into the home, whether that is day one after birth, after adoption, or after 

becoming a foster caregiver. I want to briefly cover the "classics" of water safety that 

most people have heard of, and then spend the rest of the time on what often gets 

overlooked: the hazards already living inside your home. 

The Basics: Yes, You have Heard These, But They are Worth 

Repeating 

Before we get into the home-specific stuff, let us knock out the foundational rules 

that most pediatric organizations and water safety advocates agree on. These apply as 

your child grows and starts spending time in pools, lakes, and other open water. 

Swim near a lifeguard whenever possible. Designated swim areas with 

certified lifeguards on duty significantly reduce drowning risk. Lifeguards are trained in 

surveillance, water rescue, and CPR; they are not just there for show (American Red 

Cross, 2023). 

Life jackets are non-negotiable on boats. Data from the CDC indicate that 

among boating-related drowning deaths in 2022, the vast majority of victims were not 

wearing a life jacket (CDC, 2024). U.S. Coast Guard-approved personal flotation 

devices, fitted properly for your child's weight and size, are the standard. 

Swim lessons reduce risk, but they do not eliminate it. Research 

published in JAMA Pediatrics found that children between ages 1 and 4 who 

participated in formal swim lessons had an 88% lower risk of drowning (Brenner et al., 



 

2009). That is an impressive number, but note the language: "lower risk," not "no risk." 

Swim lessons are a valuable layer of protection, not a substitute for supervision. 

Learn CPR. This one is not optional. Research indicates that children who are 

discovered within 2 minutes of submersion and receive CPR have significantly better 

neurological outcomes (Children's Hospital of Philadelphia, 2024). The American Red 

Cross and American Heart Association both offer infant and child CPR certification 

courses. As a new parent, this should be on your to-do list before or shortly after your 

baby comes home. 

Now, Let's Talk About Your House 

Here is the part that most new-parent water safety guides gloss over. The U.S. 

Consumer Product Safety Commission (CPSC) has consistently documented that about 

one-third as many children under age 5 drown from household hazards as drown in 

pools, and that figure does not include bathtubs separately (CPSC, 2002). When you 

fold in bathtub drownings, the numbers become genuinely alarming. Most of these 

deaths happened while a caregiver was nearby, distracted for just a moment. Only 1% of 

parents surveyed in one study reported drowning as a home safety concern, despite it 

being the leading cause of injury-related death in the home for children ages 1 to 4 

(Meow Meow Foundation, 2024). That gap between perception and reality is exactly 

why this deserves more attention. 

The Bathtub: Your Baby is the Most Common Water Hazard 

Infants can drown in as little as one to two inches of water silently, and within 

seconds (American Academy of Pediatrics [AAP], 2024). They lack the neck and core 

muscle control to lift their face out of the water if they tip forward or slip. This is the 

context in which you need to think about every single bath you give your baby. 

Touch supervision is the standard. This means you should be able to reach 

out and physically touch your child at any moment during bath time. It is not enough to 

be in the room — you need to be within arm's reach. This applies to infants and toddlers 

under age 5 (Children's Health Care of Newburyport, 2024). 

If something comes up, take the baby with you. Phone rings? Doorbell? 

Wrap the baby in a towel and bring them with you. Most bathtub drowning deaths 

happen during a moment of distraction when a caregiver steps away briefly (CPSC, 

2018). Not minutes, seconds. 

Bath seats are not safety devices. This is one of the most persistent 

misconceptions in infant care. Infant bath rings and bath seats are positioning aids that 

help you support the baby, but they are explicitly not designed to prevent drowning. 

They can tip over. Suction cups can detach. Babies can slip through leg openings. 

Between 2004 and 2015, the CPSC received reports of 31 infant deaths associated with 

infant bath tubs, with 30 of those 31 involving unsupervised situations (CPSC, 2018). Do 

not use a bath seat as a reason to look away. 



 

Water temperature matters. The AAP recommends that your water heater be 

set to no more than 120°F (49°C). Hot water scalds are among the top causes of burns in 

infants and young children, and they can happen fast. Before placing your baby in any 

water, test it with your wrist or inner elbow, not your hand; the skin there is more 

sensitive and gives you a better read (AAP, 2024). 

Drain the tub immediately after use. Do not leave water standing in the tub 

under any circumstances. As your infant becomes more mobile, they can reach and 

access areas of the home faster than most parents anticipate. 

Keep the bathroom door closed when the tub is not in use. A door with a 

standard knob is easily pushed open by a curious crawler or toddler. Consider a 

doorknob cover or safety latch. The bathroom should be an access-controlled space, not 

an open room your child can wander into unsupervised. 

Buckets: An Overlooked Danger 

Five-gallon buckets are the kind of thing most households have tucked away for 

cleaning, gardening, or DIY projects, and they are one of the more underappreciated 

drowning risks for babies and toddlers. The CPSC received reports of 58 children under 

age 5 who drowned in 5-gallon buckets across four years (CPSC, 2002). The physics of 

this are straightforward and grim: a toddler's head is roughly 25% of total body mass in 

early childhood, so when they lean over to peer into a bucket, they can tip headfirst 

without the strength or coordination to push themselves back out. The bucket's stability 

works against them. The fix here is straightforward: empty buckets immediately after 

use. Never leave a bucket containing any liquid unattended in an area where a young 

child could access it. This includes mop buckets, cleaning buckets, and outdoor 

containers that may collect rainwater. Store all buckets inverted and out of reach (CPSC, 

2002). 

Toilets: Yes, Really 

This one gets dismissed sometimes because it sounds almost absurd, but toddlers 

are exactly the right height to topple headfirst into a toilet bowl, and the CPSC 

documented 16 such drowning deaths in four years alone (CPSC, 2002). The same 

principle applies here as with buckets: the child's head is heavy, they are drawn to water, 

and they do not have the physical capability to right themselves once they have tipped 

forward. Toilet lid locks are inexpensive, widely available, and highly effective. The AAP 

and Nemours both recommend toilet lid locks and keeping bathroom doors closed as 

standard precautions in homes with young children (AAP, 2024; Nemours KidsHealth, 

2023). This is a $10–20 investment that takes five minutes to install. 

Other Standing Water Around the Home 

The principle "any container that can hold one inch of liquid is a drowning 

hazard" is worth taking seriously (Infant House, 2023). Walk through your home and 

think about what that actually includes: diaper pails, dog water bowls, decorative 

fountains, fish tanks, standing water in wading pools left out from last weekend, and 

coolers. As your child starts crawling and pulling themselves upright, they will 

investigate all of it with genuine curiosity and zero sense of danger. Get into the habit of 



 

doing a quick scan: what is holding water right now, and can my child access it? Empty 

and invert wading pools after every single use. Move dog water bowls to areas the baby 

cannot reach, or switch to automatic dispensers that minimize standing water. This kind 

of environmental scan is exactly what the AAP means when they recommend "layers of 

protection," multiple overlapping barriers between your child and any water source 

(AAP, 2024). 

If You Have a Residential Pool 

Data from the CPSC show that 80% of fatal child drownings occurred in 

residential settings, the child's own home or that of a family member, friend, or 

neighbor (CPSC, 2023). Moreover, critically, 69% of children younger than 5 who 

drowned in pools were not expected to be near the pool at the time of the incident (AAP, 

2024). This means these were not planned swim sessions that went wrong; children 

found their way to the water unsupervised. 

Four-sided isolation fencing is the gold standard. The AAP and CPSC 

both recommend a fence at least 4 feet high on all four sides of the pool, not just three 

sides, with the house as one wall. Gates should be self-closing and self-latching, with the 

latch positioned out of reach of young children. A door alarm on any house door that 

leads directly to the pool area adds another layer of protection (CPSC, 2002). 

Designate a Water Watcher. When children are in or near water at any social 

gathering, one adult should be formally assigned as the Water Watcher, with the sole 

responsibility of supervising the pool area. This person should not be on their phone, 

refilling a drink, or having a side conversation. When groups are involved, supervision 

tends to diffuse; everyone assumes someone else is watching. The Water Watcher 

designation prevents that (AAP, 2024). 

Do not forget neighbors, family, and friends' homes. Research indicates 

that 27% of drownings of children age 4 and under occurred at a friend's, relative's, or 

neighbor's home (Child Safety Center, 2024). Wherever your child visits, the same 

questions apply: Is there a pool? Is it fenced? Is there standing water nearby? You 

cannot control other people's homes, but you can ensure you actively supervise your 

child during visits. 

A Note on Supervision and Why "Nearby" Is not Enough 

One of the more uncomfortable data points in drowning research is this: for 

children under 14, 88% of drowning deaths occurred with at least one adult nearby 

(Meow Meow Foundation, 2024). Nearby is not the same as supervising. Drowning is 

almost always silent; there is typically no splashing, no yelling, no obvious distress 

signal. A child can go under without making a sound. What the research actually 

supports is active, undistracted, close supervision with phones down, attention focused, 

and eyes on the child. The AAP recommends that a supervising caregiver refrain from 

using a phone, engaging in housework, drinking alcohol, or engaging in any other 

distracting activity while a young child is in or near water (AAP, 2024). This is harder 



 

than it sounds in real life, which is exactly why physical barriers, such as fences, door 

locks, toilet locks, and closed bathroom doors, matter so much as backup layers. 

Bringing It All Together 

There is a lot here, and if you are a new parent, you are probably already juggling 

an overwhelming amount of information. Let me offer a simple framework that most 

pediatric health organizations agree on: think in layers. No single precaution is 

foolproof. Supervision can lapse. Locks can be left undone. The goal is to have enough 

overlapping layers that no single failure becomes a catastrophe. 

Before your baby comes home, or as soon as possible: 

✓  Set your water heater to 120°F or below. 

✓  Install toilet lid locks in every bathroom. 

✓  Add doorknob covers or safety latches to bathroom doors. 

✓  Add a non-slip mat to the bathtub and a soft faucet cover. 

✓  Establish a habit of draining the tub immediately after every use. 

✓  Move buckets, dog bowls, and other water containers out of accessible areas. 

✓  Get certified in infant and child CPR. 

✓  If you have a pool, verify your fencing meets four-sided isolation standards. 

Water is everywhere in a home. The good news is that none of this requires 

expensive equipment or major renovations, just awareness, a few inexpensive products, 

and the habit of treating supervision as a non-negotiable act rather than a passive one. 

Your baby is going to love bath time. That is a good thing. Keep it that way by making it 

as safe as you can. 
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