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WHO and UNICEF 
recommend:

Early initiation of 
breastfeeding within 1 hour 
of birth

Exclusive breastfeeding for 
the first 6 months of life

Introduction of nutritionally-
adequate and safe 
complementary (solid) foods 
at 6 months together with 
continued breastfeeding up 
to 2 years of age or beyond.

Breastfeeding 
can be linked to 

all 17 of the 
United Nations 

Sustainable 
Development 

Goals

World Breastfeeding Week 2025 – Prioritise Breastfeeding: Create sustainable support 
systems

Waba Home - World Alliance for Breastfeeding Action

Breastfeeding 
is one of the 

most effective 
ways to ensure 

child health and 
survival

Optimal 
breastfeeding 

could save over 
820 000 

children under 
the age of 5 
each year. 

https://worldbreastfeedingweek.org/
https://waba.org.my/
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South African 
policies, guidelines 
and legal framework



“Mothers own milk is 
the first and best 
choice for all babies –
both term and 
preterm”

“Formula milk carries 
risks, especially in 
preterm babies, and 
should never be 
supported or 
encouraged”
National Integrated Guidelines for 
Neonatal Care in South Africa 



Current rates of breastfeeding in South Africa

Simelane et al 2023.  National Food and Nutrition Security Survey:  National Report: HSRC: Pretoria.
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OBJECTIVES

IDENTIFY THE 
IMPORTANCE OF 
BREASTFEEDING 
FOR INFANTS IN 
NICU

IDENTIFY 
BREASTFEEDING 
CHALLENGES IN NICU

AN OVERVIEW OF 
THE NURSE’S ROLE





Breastmilk: The Gold Standard

Provides Ideal 
Nutrition – lower 
obesity risk

Strengthens 
Baby’s Immune 
System

Lowers Risk 
of infections 
(ear, 
respiratory & 
GIT)

Protects against 
chronic diseases,  
allergies, asthma 

and eczema

Eco-friendly and 
sustainable with a 
low carbon footprint

Reduces 
Mother’s Cancer 
and chronic 
Disease Risks

Promotes 
Emotional Bonding 
and Maternal 
Mental Health

Enhances brain 
development and 
cognitive functions



Breastmilk as a 
vital medical 
intervention 
babies in NICU

• Breast milk reduces risk of necrotizing 

enterocolitis (NEC)

• Lowers incidence of late-onset sepsis and 

other infections 

• Decreases risk of bronchopulmonary 

dysplasia (chronic lung disease)

• Protects against retinopathy of prematurity

• Contains higher levels of protein, fats, and 

immune factors tailored for preterm infants

• Easier for immature digestive systems to 

absorb and digest

• Support of healthy human microbiome

• Associated with earlier hospital discharge 

and fewer readmissions

• Supports long-term cardiovascular health 

and metabolic outcomes



Neonatal  
Jaundice

Preterm/
Growth restriction

Low birth 
weight (<1500g)

Inborn errors       
of 

Metabolism 

Dehydration/
I   inadequate urine    

output

r

Need 
for respiratory
support

Indications in the 

baby where 

supplementary 

feeds may be 

needed for a 

limited period

*Acceptable medical reasons for use of breast-milk substitutes 

UNICEF. 2009

Illness/ 
Anatomical 
Abnormalities

Hypoglycaemia

Excessive 
weight loss

Poor weight gain



Limited access

Maternal   
choice*

Inability 
to care for 
the newborn

Lack of privacy

Caesarean 
section/ 
illness/HIVr

Psychological 
challenges

Certain 
medications

Delayed 
secretary 
activation

Primary 
glandular
insufficiency

Hospital                     
routines           

Maternal and 

environmental

Indications where 

supplementary 

feeds may be 

needed

* Acceptable medical reasons for use of breast-milk substitutes UNICEF. 2009

• National Integrated Maternal and Perinatal Care Guidelines for South Africa.  DOH. 

2024

.



BREASTFEEDINGDELIVERY OF 
THE PLACENTA

MILK SYNTHESIS
AND 

MAINTENANCE

PREGNANCY

Physiology of Breastfeeding

During pregnancy, rising 

levels of oestrogen, 

progesterone, and prolactin 

stimulate the development 

of mammary glands.

After the birth and once 

the placenta is expelled, 

progesterone levels drop 

quickly, allowing 

prolactin, to stimulate 

milk production. 

When a baby suckles, 

sensory signals go to the 

brain, triggering the release 

of oxytocin from the 

posterior pituitary gland 

which causes muscle cells 

around the alveoli to 

contract, pushing milk out. 

Prolactin levels rise during 

suckling, stimulating the 

breasts to produce milk for the 

next feeding. 



https://youtu.be/DBgTDv-YaB8
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brain
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Release of 
Prolactin 

and 
oxytocin

Milk 
production

The customer is 
satisfied. …The 
factory stays 
operational

Baby 
suckles at 
the breast 

Sensory 
impulse 

from 
nipples to 

brain



Best Practices for Supplementation

• Supplementation with mother’s own expressed breast milk or donor human milk over infant 

formula.

• Using alternative feeding methods to bottles (e.g., cup, syringe, spoon, lactation aids on the breast) 

to avoid nipple confusion and to promote return to breastfeeding.



Supplementation Best Practices

• Offering supplementation in small, frequent amounts based on infant          
..satiation cues.

• Supplementation should be temporary with plans to support and return to   
..exclusive breastfeeding.

• Avoiding unnecessary supplementation with formula or sugar water, which can     
..reduce breastfeeding duration.

• Collaborating closely with lactation experts and multi-disciplinary teams

• Early, continuous skin-to-skin contact

• Educate, empower and engage parents in decision making

* Academy of Breastfeeding Medicine        * Baby Friendly Hospital Initiative





• Implement adapted BFHI Ten Steps for 
NICU

•

WORLD ALLIANCE FOR BREASTFEEDING 
ACTION



EARLY SKIN-TO-SKIN 
& UNRESTICTED 24-
HOUR PARENTAL 
ACCESS

STAFF & 
PARENTAL 
EDUCATION

WRITTEN POLICY –
PRIOTIZING 
HUMAN MILK

LACTATION 
SUPPORT – MILK 
EXPRESSION & 
BREASTFEEDING

ALTERNATIVE 
FEEDING 
METHODS

DISCHARGE 
SUPPORT & 
RESOURCES

Core Principles for supporting breastfeeding for babies in NICU



TOGETHER,
Let’s 

ensure that 
our babies

SURVIVE 
AND 

THRIVE
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