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PREVENTION; Babies Aren't the Only Beneficiaries of
Breast-Feeding
By LIZ GALST
Published: June 22, 2003

''BREAST is best'' -- that is what health care providers and advocates
tell mothers who are making decisions about how to feed their
newborns.

What is usually meant by that statement is this: compared with bottle
feeding, breast-feeding offers incomparable benefits to children, even
to those fed that way for a relatively short time. Among the benefits
are reduced risks of asthma, lymphoma, sudden infant death
syndrome, meningitis, pneumonia, inflammatory bowel disease,
allergies, infections, diarrhea and colds. In a majority of studies,
breast-fed children have I.Q.'s 3 to 10 points higher than children who are nursed by the
bottle.

And here is the best-kept secret about breast-feeding: it's good for mom, too, not only right
away but also in the long run.

An increasing body of research, most of it published in the last 10 years, finds breast-
feeding particularly good for the physical and emotional health of mothers. Perhaps most
compelling, the research shows, breast-feeding can significantly reduce the risks of breast
and ovarian cancer. It is also said to decrease the long-term risk for osteoporosis. In the
short term, breast-feeding can help reduce bleeding in the immediate postpartum period.
It can help women return more quickly to their weight before pregnancy, assist in birth
control and curb depression and anxiety in nursing mothers.

''Few people know the health benefits for moms,'' said Dr. Michelle G. Brenner, an
assistant professor of pediatrics at the Medical College of Georgia in Augusta.

In fact, in noting a tendency to put children first when discussing the importance of
breast-feeding, Amy Spangler, a lactation consultant and chairwoman of the United States
Breastfeeding Committee, said, ''Maybe we should have given a more balanced
presentation all along.''

Which is not to say that breast-feeding is always easy. New mothers might have to contend
with painful, cracked nipples, clogged milk ducts and infections. Babies, too, sometimes
have difficulty latching on and nursing. And women who return to work sometimes find
that continuing to breast-feed requires a major commitment.

It appears to be worth the effort, though, given the benefits for mother and child. Dr. Dotti
C. James, a professor of nursing at St. Louis University, has been teaching new mothers in

MOST EMAILED RECOMMENDED FOR YOU

318 articles viewed
recently

lizgalst5
All Recommendations

Study of Teenagers Asks: Who’s Happier, Boys or
Girls?
March 18, 2016

Getting to Know Your Kids, One on One
March 18, 2016

The Weekly Health Quiz: Opioids, Screen Time, and
Family Feuds
March 18, 2016

An Experimental Autism Treatment Cost Me My
Marriage
March 18, 2016

Ask Well: 20 Seconds to Better Fitness?
March 18, 2016

Health & Fitness Tools
BMI Calculator
What’s your score? »

1. COUCH
Why Therapists Should Talk Politics

2. OP-DOCS
Games You Can’t Win

HOME PAGE TODAY'S PAPER VIDEO MOST POPULAR

Health
WORLD U.S. N.Y. / REGION BUSINESS TECHNOLOGY SCIENCE HEALTH SPORTS OPINION ARTS STYLE TRAVEL JOBS REAL ESTATE AUTOS

Search Health

 

Up to 80% off
deals in your

city

Paint Nite
Paint Nite Painting Event at
Local Pub or Restaurant

$25.0
$45.0

view deal »

JetSet Vacations
All-Inclusive Resort in
Cancun + Flights

$529.0
$929.0

view deal »

FACEBOOK

TWITTER

GOOGLE+

EMAIL

SHARE

PRINT

REPRINTS

Up to 80% off deals in your city

Wailea Ekahi Village
Maui Condo + Rental
Car & Dining and Spa
Credits

$687.0
$1238.0

view deal »

 Helplizgalst5U.S. Edition

http://www.nytimes.com/
http://well.blogs.nytimes.com/
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/health/policy/index.html
http://health.nytimes.com/health/guides/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/ref/health/bmi.html
http://www.nytimes.com/gst/mostpopular.html
http://www.nytimes.com/recommendations
http://www.nytimes.com/recommendations
http://well.blogs.nytimes.com/
http://well.blogs.nytimes.com/2016/03/18/study-of-teenagers-asks-whos-happier-boys-or-girls/
http://well.blogs.nytimes.com/2016/03/18/getting-to-know-your-kids-one-on-one/
http://well.blogs.nytimes.com/2016/03/18/the-weekly-health-quiz-opioids-screen-time-and-family-feuds/
http://well.blogs.nytimes.com/2016/03/18/an-experimental-autism-treatment-cost-me-my-marriage/
http://well.blogs.nytimes.com/2016/03/18/ask-well-20-seconds-to-better-fitness/
http://www.nytimes.com/ref/health/bmi.html
http://opinionator.blogs.nytimes.com/2016/03/15/why-therapists-should-talk-politics/?src=recg
http://opinionator.blogs.nytimes.com/2016/03/15/why-therapists-should-talk-politics/?src=recg
http://www.nytimes.com/2016/03/17/opinion/games-you-cant-win.html?src=recg
http://www.nytimes.com/2016/03/17/opinion/games-you-cant-win.html?src=recg
http://www.nytimes.com/
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/todayspaper/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/video
http://www.nytimes.com/most-popular
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/health/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/world/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/national/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/nyregion/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/business/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/technology/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/science/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/health/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/sports/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/opinion/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/arts/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/style/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/travel/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/jobs/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/realestate/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/automobiles/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2003/06/22/health/prevention-babies-aren-t-the-only-beneficiaries-of-breast-feeding.html?pagewanted=print
http://www.nytimes.com/membercenter/sitehelp.html
javascript:;
javascript:;


local hospitals about breast-feeding for 30 years. These days, she said, she tends to tell
them first about the maternal advantages. ''There's nothing wrong with focusing on
yourself,'' Dr. James said. Most new mothers, she finds, ''don't know about the longer-
term health effects.''

The most promising aspect is a reduction of the risk for breast cancer in a study that
compared data on 150,000 women from 30 countries. It found that each year of breast-
feeding reduced a woman's lifetime breast cancer risk by 4.3 percent. The study's lead
researcher, Dr. Valerie Beral, the head of the Imperial Cancer Research Fund's cancer
epidemiology unit at Oxford University in Britain, described the results: ''We looked at all
kinds of different characteristics: age when women had their children, whether they
smoked or drank alcohol, how tall they were, how many children they had; and this 4.3
percent risk reduction seemed to be pretty across the board.''

Dr. Beral conceded that for any given woman, a 4.3 percent risk reduction is not a huge
amount. But in a large population, as in the United States, increasing the total aggregate
amount of breast-feeding ''will really make a difference'' in overall cancer rates, she said.
In fact, if the average American woman were to breast-feed, say, each of her two children
for six months longer than she does now (which tends to be just a few months), Dr. Beral
and her colleagues concluded, the number of new breast cancer cases in this country, now
estimated at approximately 211,000 a year, could be cut by 7,500. ''Even a little, little bit''
more nursing has an effect, Dr. Beral said.

Moreover, breast-feeding has an even bigger effect on the risk of ovarian cancer, a
particularly difficult disease to treat and estimated to kill more than 14,000 American
women a year, according to the American Cancer Society. Dr. Alice S. Whittemore, an
epidemiologist at the Stanford University School of Medicine, said that a variety of ovarian
cancer studies had ''found that the risk among those who breast-fed was 70 to 80 percent
that of women who had not breast-fed.'' That, she added, is a ''20 to 30 percent risk
reduction.''

THE benefits go on. The process by which women's bones recalcify after breast-feeding
reduces the chance of osteoporosis and postmenopausal hip and spinal fractures, Dr.
Brenner of the Medical College of Georgia said. ''We know that the protective effect
increases with the total months of lifetime breast-feeding.'' In fact, women over 65 who
had breast-fed have half the risk of hip fracture.

Nursing immediately after childbirth also causes the uterus to contract, thus reducing
maternal blood loss; breast-feeding burns as many as 1,000 calories a day, meaning that
nursing mothers usually return to their prepregnancy weight more quickly than mothers
who do not breast-feed; and breast-feeding exclusively for the first six months after
childbirth can effectively shut down ovulation, making it a good (but not foolproof)
method of birth control.

The reasons for these positive health benefits are not entirely understood. Dr. Beral and
her colleagues who examined the breast cancer data chose not to speculate about a
mechanism that might cause the reduction of that cancer risk. With ovarian cancer, the
data suggest that the less you ovulate, the more protection you have, Dr. Whittemore of
Stanford said. Thus, pregnancy, breast-feeding and using oral contraceptives all appear to
reduce ovarian cancer risk, she added. As to osteoporosis, women who are breast-feeding
deplete their calcium somewhat, said Dr. Lawrence M. Gartner, the chairman of the
executive committee of the breast-feeding section of the American Academy of Pediatrics.
But after they wean they rebuild calcium, which may help improve bone strength.

Then there are studies that indicate nursing affects the mind as well. Some of these studies
have been conducted by Dr. Elizabeth Sibolboro Mezzacappa, an assistant clinical
professor of medical psychology in psychiatry at the College of Physicians and Surgeons of
Columbia University, whose interest grew out of her own experience.
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When she began nursing her first child 12 years ago, she thought she knew what to expect.
But she was surprised at how much breast-feeding changed her mind and moods, in what
she calls ''a psychological effect timed to a physiological event.''

''There were biological changes in my body that were tied to very intense emotions,'' she
said. Since then, her research with new mothers -- those who are nursing and those who
are not -- has led her and her colleagues to discover that ''breast-feeding and weaning have
physical and mental health effects on the mother, especially in terms of mood and
response to stress.''

In a study of new mothers, Dr. Mezzacappa and her colleagues found that ''women who
were breast-feeding were one-third less likely to be depressed.''

But she cautioned against using breast-feeding as a treatment. ''Women who think they
are depressed should consult a health care professional,'' Dr. Mezzacappa said.

''We think the actual process of breast-feeding changes the mom,'' she added. ''And that's
something that hasn't been looked at much.''

Photos: BOON -- Dr. Elizabeth Mezzacappa, with her son Philip, says breast-feeding
mothers suffer less depression. Above, a support group at Elizabeth Seton Childbearing
Center in Manhattan. (Photographs by Carrie Boretz for The New York Times)
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