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Benefits of Breastfeeding

Department of Health and Human Service Office on Women’s Health

» ABSTRACT

Infants who are breastfed experience fewer incidences
of infectious and noninfectious diseases and less severe
cases of diarrheq, respiratory infections, and ear infec-
tions. This artficle reviews the benefits to mother and
child of breastfeeding and provides information for sit-
uafions in  which breastfeeding should not be
implemented. Nutr Clin Care. 2003;6:125-131 =
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tance, nutritional benefits
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INTRODUCTION

Extensive research on the biology of human milk and
on the health outcomes associated with breastfeeding
has established that breastfeeding is more beneficial
than formula feeding. Breastfed infants experience
fewer cases of infectious and noninfectious diseases
as well as less severe cases of diarrhea, respiratory
infections, and ear infections-15. Mothers who breast-
feed experience less postpartum bleeding, earlier re-
turn to pre-pregnancy weight, and a reduced risk
of ovarian cancer and pre-menopausal breast can-
cerl6-26_ Furthermore, breastfeeding is cost-beneficial
to families®. Based on this evidence, the American
Academy of Pediatrics has stated that “The breastfed
infant is the reference or normative model against
which all alternative feeding methods must be mea-
sured with regard to growth, health, development,
and all other short- and long-term outcomes”??. Thus,
human milk is uniquely suited for human infants.
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RESISTANCE TO INFECTIOUS DISEASES

Human milk contains an abundance of factors that are
active against infection. Since the infant’s immune
system is not fully mature until about 2 years of age,
the transfer of these factors from human milk pro-
vides a distinct advantage that infants fed formula do
not experience. Specifically, human milk contains im-
munologic agents and other compounds, such as se-
cretory antibodies, leukocytes, and carbohydrates that
act against viruses, bacteria, and parasites?®-2°, Over-
all, research shows that breastfeeding may decrease
the incidence of several acute bacterial and viral in-
fections in infants (Table 1).

ENHANCED IMMUNE SYSTEM

Breastfed infants, compared with formula-fed infan.

produce enhanced immune responses to polio, teta
nus, diphtheria, and Haemophilus influenzae immuni-
zations, and to respiratory syncytial virus infection, a
common infant respiratory infection?8.30-3!, Human
milk contains anti-inflammatory factors and other fac-
tors that regulate the response of the immune system
against infection?8. There is also evidence that breast-
feeding results in earlier development of the infant
immune system32. Protection against infection is
strongest during the first several months of life for
infants who are breastfed exclusively?4.12:33-36_ Sev-
eral studies suggest that the benefits continue even

after breastfeeding ceases437, and a few studies have

found that breastfeeding into the second 6 months of
life protects against infection2-13.38, Longer durations
of breastfeeding may provide an even stronger pro-
tective effect2439.3740, Finally, children who were
breastfed exclusively have fewer illnesses than those
who were never breastfed?33.35.



