
The Importance of Breastfeeding for Mothers and Parents

Much of the discussion about the importance of breastfeeding focuses on the baby.
What about the other partner in the breastfeeding relationship? Your baby’s body
expects to receive your milk and be nurtured at your breast. And your body expects to
continue lactating for months or years. Breastfeeding is important for you, too.

Recovering from your pregnancy and the birth
The hormone oxytocin, released every time you breastfeed, helps your uterus return to
its normal size quickly. Oxytocin causes the uterus to contract. These contractions are
called “afterpains.” You may not feel them with a first pregnancy. With future
pregnancies, however, they can be as strong as labour contractions for a day or two.
After that, contractions continue, but are usually not felt. These contractions narrow the
blood vessels in your uterus. This prevents you from losing too much blood.

Oxytocin also affects your mood. It produces a strong sense of love and attachment.
This helps you bond with your baby. The hormone prolactin is also released when
breastfeeding. It creates a peaceful and nurturing sensation in your body. Nursing
parents often feel relaxed while feeding their babies.

Not breastfeeding
Not breastfeeding can have negative health effects on maternal rates of:

● breast, ovarian and endometrial cancer.
● osteoporosis.
● type 2 Diabetes.
● Alzheimer’s Disease.
● depression.
● cardiovascular disease which can lead to heart attack and stroke.

Breast, ovarian and endometrial cancers
Not breastfeeding increases your chance of developing breast, ovarian and endometrial
cancer. It is believed that because exclusive breastfeeding suppresses a woman’s
menstrual cycle, it reduces her lifetime exposure to estrogen. And estrogen “feeds”
these cancers. Research shows that the longer a mother breastfeeds, as in the total
number of months she spends breastfeeding, the lower her risk for these cancers.
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Osteoporosis
While you are breastfeeding, your body will draw calcium from your bones. The calcium
is transported to your milk to supply some of the calcium required by your baby. (Much
of the calcium your baby needs comes from a decrease in the calcium excreted into
your urine. Very little comes from calcium supplements.) This leads to a temporary loss
of calcium in your bones while you are breastfeeding. However, research indicates that
by 6 to 12 months after weaning, bone mineral density has returned to pre-pregnancy
levels. Research was conducted on women 16 to 20 years after the birth of the last
child. Women who had breastfed for 33 months or more over a lifetime had significantly
better bone strength in the hip and tibia than those who had breastfed a shorter length
of time. This is believed to be due to the hormonal changes that occur while lactating.

Type 2 Diabetes
Studies have shown that breastfeeding can protect women from developing type 2
diabetes. This is particularly true for women who have had gestational diabetes during
pregnancy. The longer a woman’s duration of breastfeeding over her lifetime, the
greater her protection from developing type 2 diabetes. Little or no breastfeeding
increases your risk of developing type 2 diabetes.

Alzheimer’s Disease
Impaired cognitive health after age 50 is a strong predictor of Alzheimer’s disease.
A study published in 2021 found that women over 50 who had breastfed showed
superior cognitive performance than those who had not. They also found that the longer
women breastfed, the better their cognitive performance. Women who breastfed the
longest had the highest cognitive test scores. A 2013 study found similar results. The
longer women breastfed, the lower their risk of developing Alzheimer’s Disease.  Not
breastfeeding increases your risk of having Alzheimer’s Disease.

Depression
Nursing has been found to protect parents’ mental health. Exclusive breastfeeding is
associated with a reduced risk of postpartum depression. Nursing has been shown to
lower stress and increase sleep in breastfeeding parents. This decreases the risk of
depressive symptoms.

Cardiovascular Disease
More evidence for the importance of breastfeeding comes from the massive Women's
Health Initiative trial in the United States. This study involved nearly 140,000 women,
ages 50-79 at the time of the study. Researchers found that women who had breastfed
were less likely, after menopause, to have developed high blood pressure, diabetes,
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high cholesterol and cardiovascular disease. (Cardiovascular disease is the leading
cause of death in Canadian women.)

Results from this study:

● Women who had breastfed for one to six months had less diabetes, less high
blood pressure and less high cholesterol. These are all known risk factors for
heart disease.

● Those who breastfed for seven months or more were significantly less likely to
have developed cardiovascular disease compared to women who had never
breastfed.

● Women who breastfed for a lifetime total of at least 12 months were 10 per cent
less likely to have had a heart attack or stroke, or to have developed heart
disease when they were older.

● The finding held even after researchers took age, income, body mass index, diet,
physical activity, family history of heart disease and other factors into account.

One theory is that breastfeeding lowers the risk of cardiovascular disease by mobilizing
fat stores. When women don’t breastfeed, or express their milk, the body fat stored up
during pregnancy isn’t used as nature intended it to be (to support lactation). However,
this study found that the lower rates of cardiovascular disease were still present after
BMI was accounted for; heavier women still had lower rates of disease. This indicates
that lactation does more than simply reduce a woman’s fat stores. It is possible that the
hormones of lactation, such as oxytocin, may have an effect on cardiovascular profiles.

"Breastfeeding has an important role in the way women's bodies recover from
pregnancy. I think what we're seeing is that when this process is interrupted by women

feeding their babies things other than human milk, women are more likely to have a
number of health problems." Dr Eleanor Bimla Schwarz, of the University of Pittsburgh

There are many reasons why you may choose to breastfeed your baby. Knowing that
breastfeeding can help you recover from pregnancy and protect you from future health
problems is just one more reason.

Please consider supporting LLLC.

3

https://www.lllc.ca/donate


References
Alimi, R., Azmoude, E., Moradi, M., & Zamani, M. (2022). The Association of
Breastfeeding with a Reduced Risk of Postpartum Depression: A Systematic Review
and Meta-Analysis. Breastfeeding medicine : the official journal of the Academy of
Breastfeeding Medicine, 17(4), 290–296. https://doi.org/10.1089/bfm.2021.0183

Chapman, D. J. (2012, February). Longer Cumulative Breastfeeding Duration
Associated with Improved Bone Strength. Journal of Human Lactation, 28(1) 18-19.

Jordan, S. J., Na, R., Johnatty, S. E., Wise, L. A., Adami, H. O., Brinton, L.A., Chen, C.,
Cook, L. S., Dal Maso, L., De Vivo, I., Freudenheim, J. L., Friedenreich, C. M., La
Vecchia, C., McCann, S. E., Moysich, K. B., Lu, L., Olson, S. H., Palmer, J. R.,
Petruzella, S., Pike, M. C., Rebbeck, T. R., Ricceri, F., Risch, H. A., Sacerdote, C.,
Setiawan, V. W., Sponholtz, T. R., Shu, X. O., Spurdle, A. B., Weiderpass, E.,
Wentzensen, N., Yang, H. P., Yu, H., Webb, P. M. (2017, June). Breastfeeding and
Endometrial Cancer Risk: An Analysis From the Epidemiology of Endometrial Cancer
Consortium. Obstet Gynecol, 129(6):1059-1067. doi:
10.1097/AOG.0000000000002057. PMID: 28486362; PMCID: PMC5473170.

Molly Fox, Prabha Siddarth, Hanadi Ajam Oughli, Sarah A Nguyen, Michaela M Milillo,
Yesenia Aguilar, Linda Ercoli, Helen Lavretsky, Women who breastfeed exhibit cognitive
benefits after age 50, Evolution, Medicine, and Public Health, Volume 9, Issue 1, 2021,
p 322–331. https://doi.org/10.1093/emph/eoab027

Mohrbacher, Nancy. (2020). Breastfeeding Answers: A Guide for Helping Families,
Second Edition. Nancy Mohrbacher Solutions, Inc.

Pinho-Gomes, A-C., Morelli, G., Jones, A., Woodward, M. (2021, April 28). Association
of lactation with maternal risk of type 2 diabetes: A systematic review and meta-analysis
of observational studies. Diabetes, Obesity and Metabolism.
https://doi.org/10.1111/dom.14417

Schwarz, E. B., Ray, R. M., Stuebe, A. M., Allison, M. A, Ness, R. B., Freiberg, M. S.,
Cauley, J. A. (2009, May). Duration of Lactation and Risk Factors for Maternal
Cardiovascular Disease. Obstetrics & Gynecology 113(5):p 974-982. | doi:
10.1097/01.AOG.0000346884.67796.ca

Updated February 2023

4

https://doi.org/10.1089/bfm.2021.0183
https://doi.org/10.1093/emph/eoab027
https://dom-pubs.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/action/doSearch?ContribAuthorRaw=Pinho-Gomes%2C+Ana-Catarina
https://dom-pubs.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/action/doSearch?ContribAuthorRaw=Morelli%2C+Georgia
https://dom-pubs.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/action/doSearch?ContribAuthorRaw=Jones%2C+Alexandra
https://dom-pubs.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/action/doSearch?ContribAuthorRaw=Woodward%2C+Mark
https://doi.org/10.1111/dom.14417

