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LIVING WELL

What Actually Helps With Breastfeeding

The strongest evidence points away from perfect diets and clever hacks, and toward

timely skilled support, practical preparation and medical advice when it matters.

The pressure arrives early

You have a newborn, a feeding question and perhaps several people explaining what should

come naturally. That word can make every difficult feed feel like a verdict. Breastfeeding may

be biologically ordinary, but needing help with it is ordinary too.

Breast milk changes as an infant grows and provides nutrition that meets changing needs.

Breastfed infants have lower risks of several illnesses and conditions, including ear infections,

gastrointestinal infections, severe lower respiratory disease and sudden infant death

syndrome. Mothers who breastfeed have lower risks of breast and ovarian cancer, type 2

diabetes and high blood pressure.

Those benefits help explain recommendations to breastfeed exclusively for about the first six

months, then continue alongside complementary foods until age two or beyond. But a

population recommendation is not a measurement of your commitment, pain tolerance or

worth. It tells health systems what support families need; it does not make every feeding

problem yours to solve alone.

The useful question is not whether breastfeeding is good. That case is well established. It is

what makes breastfeeding more likely to remain workable when the first days or weeks do not

resemble the calm version you were expecting.

Help is a person, not a hack

The clearest answer is skilled breastfeeding support. A 2025 systematic review and

meta-analysis combined 40 randomized trials involving 8,582 participants in high-income

countries. Compared with usual care, lactation-consultant interventions reduced the risk of

stopping both exclusive breastfeeding and any breastfeeding.

The size of the effect was not dramatic. The risk of stopping exclusive breastfeeding was

reduced by about 4%, while the risk of stopping any breastfeeding was reduced by about 8%.

Any breastfeeding lasted an average of 3.63 weeks longer, although the estimate ranged

widely. Evidence that consultants increased exclusive breastfeeding duration or confidence
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was weak.

That modest result is still meaningful because it comes from randomized trials rather than

testimonials. The review also found that support appeared more effective when outcomes

were measured earlier after birth. Interventions involving more consultant visits were more

effective at reducing the risk of stopping any breastfeeding.

This is not evidence that one appointment will fix every problem. It is evidence that access to a

lactation consultant can improve the odds, particularly early on and when support is more than

a single encounter. If breastfeeding is becoming difficult, contacting a lactation consultant is

not an admission that you have failed at something natural. It is the intervention with the best

direct evidence here.

Breastfeeding may be biologically ordinary, but needing help with it is ordinary too.

Food rules are mostly noise

Feeding a baby can invite an exhausting second job: policing everything you eat. The general

advice is much less restrictive. Most breastfeeding women do not need to avoid particular

foods. A healthy, varied diet is the foundation, with individual attention to nutrients or

supplements when needed.

Breastfeeding raises the need for several micronutrients, including vitamins B12, B9, D and A,

as well as iodine and choline. That does not mean everyone needs the same supplement. A

health care provider can consider your diet and help decide whether a multivitamin or specific

supplementation is appropriate.

A vegan or vegetarian diet does not automatically make breast milk inadequate. A 2021

systematic review of 13 publications found that non-vegetarian, vegetarian and vegan mothers

produced milk of comparable nutritional value. Differences were mainly seen in fatty acids and

some micronutrients, particularly vitamin B12. Appropriate supplementation matters because

very low maternal B12 can put an infant at risk of neurological harm.

Caffeine passes into breast milk in small amounts, but low to moderate consumption does not

usually adversely affect an infant. Fussiness, jitteriness, irritability and poor sleep have been

reported with very high maternal intake. Younger and preterm newborns break caffeine down

more slowly. If you notice a pattern after consuming a high amount, reducing it is a more

grounded response than banning a long list of foods.

Pumping is a tool, not a test
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Pumping can help when you are returning to work or school or when someone else will feed

expressed milk. You can express milk by hand or use a manual or electric pump. None of this

tells you how successfully you are breastfeeding. It simply creates another way to provide

breast milk.

In the United States, the Providing Urgent Maternal Protections for Nursing Mothers Act

requires employers to provide reasonable break time and a clean, private place that is not a

bathroom for expressing milk during the first year after birth. That practical support can

determine whether continuing is possible when leave ends.

Expressed milk needs clean handling. Wash your hands before expressing or touching milk,

inspect pump parts and tubing, and use breast milk storage bags or clean food-grade glass or

plastic containers with tight-fitting lids. Feeding and pumping equipment should be cleaned,

sanitized and stored to protect milk from contamination.

Milk does not have to be warmed before feeding. If you choose to warm it, keep the container

sealed and place it in warm water or under warm running water. A microwave can damage

nutrients and create hot spots that burn a baby's mouth. Thawed milk should not be refrozen.

Some decisions need medical advice

Most people with health problems can breastfeed, and most medicines have little or no effect

on milk supply or infant well-being. But some medicines, illegal drugs and alcohol can pass

through breast milk and cause harm. A health care provider should weigh the risks and benefits

rather than leaving you to guess or stop a medicine on your own.

Human immunodeficiency virus (HIV) requires specific advice. HIV can pass from mother to

infant through breast milk. In the United States, where infant formula is considered safe and

readily available, guidance recommends formula rather than breastfeeding for mothers with

HIV. HIV medicines during pregnancy and medicines for the baby after birth can also reduce

transmission risk.

This is where breastfeeding stops being a lifestyle puzzle. If you have a medical condition, take

medication or have concerns about alcohol or drug exposure, ask your health care provider

whether breastfeeding is safe in your circumstances. If the problem is breastfeeding itself,

contact a lactation consultant. The right expert depends on the question.

Your body may also be carrying effects that feeding conversations overlook. A 2025

systematic review of 65 studies found vaginal dryness, vaginal atrophy, pain during sex and

sexual dysfunction were common among lactating people after birth. These concerns deserve

medical attention; they are not the price you are required to pay for feeding your baby.
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Prepare for one real feed

For the next week, choose one pressure point rather than redesigning your entire life. If feeds

themselves are difficult, arrange contact with a lactation consultant. Bring the problem as it is:

what is making you consider stopping, what you have already attempted and what you need to

become manageable.

If returning to work or school is the obstacle, ask for the private space and reasonable break

time required for expressing milk. You do not need to frame that request as a favour.

Preparation cannot remove every difficulty, but it can keep a predictable logistical problem

from arriving as a surprise.

Then make one feed easier to hand over. That practical step takes a manual or electric breast

pump, or hand expression, plus breast milk storage bags or clean food-grade containers with

tight-fitting lids. Wash your hands, check that the equipment is clean and store the expressed

milk safely.

You do not need a perfect diet, a cupboard of supplements or a secret technique. You need the

particular support that matches the obstacle in front of you. This week, identify that obstacle

and put the person, workplace request or clean pumping equipment it requires within reach.
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