
Breastfeeding Benefits 
Breastfeeding has clear benefits for infant 
health and development, with positive 
effects on nutrition, healthy weight 
regulation, immune functioning, and 
lowering risk of sudden infant death 
syndrome. Children who are breastfed for 
at least 6 months are at notably lower risk 
for emotional and behavioral adjustment 
problems in childhood and early 
adolescence. Breastfeeding also appears to 
have positive effects on: 

• maternal mood 
• sleep 
• post-partum depression  
• mother-child bonding 

 
Breastfeeding in Our Community 
In an ongoing study conducted by the 
Building Resilience After Violence Exposure 
(BRAVE) Lab at the University of Notre 
Dame and the South Bend and Mishawaka 
WIC offices, 101 pregnant women were 
interviewed about intent to breastfeed, 
childhood adversity, intimate partner 
violence, mental health, substance abuse, 
sleep, and resilience and social support.  

 

Breastfeeding Initiation 
Of the women who reported at baseline 
that they intended to breastfeed their child, 
91.3% initiated breastfeeding following 
delivery.  
 
Reasons for not initiating breastfeeding 

• Sickness/medication 
• Childcare responsibilities for other 

children 
• Too many household duties 
• Not liking breastfeeding 
• Too difficult 
• No interest 
• Other reasons (baby doesn’t care for 

it, had to be on soy) 
 
Early Breastfeeding Cessation 
Of the women who initiated breastfeeding, 
51% had ceased breastfeeding at or before 
their 6-week follow-up interview. The most 
common reason for early cessation was a 
perceived insufficient milk supply.  
 

 

Women’s Hospital Experiences 
Several hospital policies enhanced the 
women’s likelihood of breastfeeding 
success. 
 
Policies that enhanced the likelihood of 
success 

• Breastfeeding at the hospital 
• Breastfeeding within the hour after 

birth 
• Assistance from hospital staff to 

learn how to breastfeed 
• Infant being fed only breast milk at 

the hospital 
• Being told to breastfeed on demand 
• Not using a pacifier 

 
All of these policies or practices were 
associated with breastfeeding continuation 
until the 6-week follow-up. 
 
Prenatal Care & Breastfeeding 
Another set of questions in the 6-week 
follow-up survey inquired about women’s 
exposure to education and counseling 
support related to breastfeeding. The total 
number of prenatal education, support, and 
planning items endorsed by mothers was 
significantly higher for those who 
successfully sustained breastfeeding at the 
6-week follow-up than for mothers who 
experienced early cessation, underscoring 
the importance of prenatal education and 
support related to breastfeeding.  
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What is intimate partner violence? 
Intimate partner violence (IPV) includes 
physical and sexual violence, psychological 
aggression, and stalking that is perpetrated 
by an intimate partner (i.e. girlfriend, 
boyfriend, spouse, dating/sexual partner). 
 
IPV in Our Community 
76% of women in this study reported at 
least one instance of intimate partner 
violence in the past year. 
The most commonly reported type of 
violence exposure (61%) was psychological 
aggression (i.e. humiliating, name-calling, 
threatening to inflict harm). Women who 
were exposed to IPV in the past year were 
significantly more likely to report symptoms 
of PTSD and post-partum depression. 
 
Breastfeeding and IPV 
Evidence suggests that women with a 
history of exposure to violence and 
adversity are less likely to breastfeed, more 
likely stop breastfeeding after 4 weeks, and 
more likely to report breastfeeding 
difficulties than other women. Among 
mothers who experienced no prenatal IPV, 
60% were still breastfeeding at the 6-week 
follow-up period while only 38% of women 
exposed to IPV were still breastfeeding at 
the 6-week follow-up. 
 
 
 
 
 

Maternal Mental Health 
At the 6-week follow-up, women’s 
depressed mood, symptoms of post-partum 
depression, and posttraumatic stress 
symptoms were evaluated. 47% of women 
endorsed clinically significant symptoms of 
postpartum depression. Women who 
reported higher levels of adverse childhood 
experiences reported higher levels of 
postpartum depression, depressed mood, 
and posttraumatic stress. Women reporting 
past year IPV also reported higher levels of 
postpartum depression and posttraumatic 
stress.  
 

 
Access to prenatal education and 

support opportunities and 
exposure to in-hospital practices 

related to breastfeeding is 
strongly associated with  
breastfeeding success. 
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574-631-3159 
braveyoungfamilies@nd.edu 
brave.nd.edu This research was funded by the Rodney Ganey 

Community-Based Research Seed grant. 

If you’re interested in participating in a research 
study about pregnancy or IPV, or would just like to 
get information about referrals to other resources 
in our community, you can contact us at: 

 

mailto:braveyoungfamilies@nd.edu

