Breastfeeding:
Does it Really Matter?
Numerous medical and public health organizations have position statements and
web sites devoted to breastfeeding, including extensive research on the health
benefits of breastfeeding, data on breastfeeding rates, how-to breastfeed guides,
and action plans to help communities create a supportive environment for
breastfeeding mothers and babies (1).

Breastfeeding Rates in 2018
Medical and public health experts recommend that babies be exclusively
breastfed for 6 months, with breastfeeding to continue for 12 months (2).
Breastfeeding rates in the United States were lowest in the 1960’s. Over the past
twenty years, extensive research and community support have resulted in a
steady increase in the number of mothers who breastfeed. In 2018, nationwide,
46.9% of infants were exclusively breastfed for 3 months and 24.9% were
exclusively breastfed for 6 months. In Nebraska, the exclusivity rate was 46.7%
at three months and 25.4% at six months (3).
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Infant Health Benefits
The most comprehensive meta-analysis of breastfeeding research concludes that breastfeeding is
associated with a decreased risk of: acute otitis media, non-specific gastroenteritis, severe lower
respiratory tract infections, atopic dermatitis, asthma in young children, obesity, type I and type II
diabetes, childhood leukemia, sudden infant death syndrome (SIDS) and necrotizing enterocolitis (4).

Maternal Health Benefits
For mothers, breastfeeding is associated with a decreased risk of type 2 diabetes, breast and ovarian
cancer, as well as a decreased risk of postpartum depression.

Human Milk
Human milk is rich in nutrients and antibodies that protect an infant. It is designed with the right amount
of fat, sugar, water and proteins to help a human infant develop optimally. Babies digest human milk
easily; its composition changes throughout the day, and, as a baby matures, to match the unique needs
of a human infant (5).
Human milk has not been duplicated in the laboratory setting and new components in human milk, and
their role in growth and development, are constantly emerging.

Benefits to Society
•

Mothers miss less work when their babies are breastfed. The Affordable Care Act amended the
U.S. Fair Labor Standards Act in 2010 to require employers to provide private space and
reasonable breaks for breastfeeding mothers of infants under one year of age (2).

•

If 90% of US mothers would exclusively breastfeed for the recommended six months, nearly 1,000
infant deaths could be prevented and the US would save $13 billion a year in health care costs.

•

Formula feeding results in a large environmental footprint due to transportation and production
costs involved with converting cow’s milk to a digestible formula for human infants (2).

•

Breastfeeding is “free”. When low income women breastfeed, they are more self-sufficient and
require fewer food program subsidies. Formula is a $4 billion industry; 50% of formula is
purchased by the federal government with tax payer dollars and distributed via the Women
Infant and Children food supplement program (WIC). If a mother does not qualify for WIC, a
family will need to purchase ~$1,500-$3,000 worth of formula to feed their baby.

•

The breastfeeding process is designed to calm and quiet a baby. Many social scientists feel that
the intimacy of breastfeeding is linked to increased brain development and enhanced social skills
that are vital in today’s rapidly changing world.
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Creating a healthier community by helping mothers breastfeed their babies.

