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Parents can feel pressured to stop
breastfeeding their baby. Here's how to cope

September 14 2022, by Amy Burton and Alison Owen
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Becoming a parent comes with all sorts of questions and pressures. One
of the most important decisions for new parents to make is how they are
going to feed their baby—whether to breastfeed, bottle feed, or a
mixture of the two.
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Research has found that a lot of parents feel pressure to feed their babies
in certain ways. This can happen during pregnancy as well as when the
baby arrives and during infancy.

Researchers at Staffordshire University have carried out a number of
studies on women's experience of breastfeeding. The benefits of
breastfeeding are well known, and include health benefits for both the
mother and baby. Our research has even found that breastfeeding can
help women feel more appreciative and positive about their bodies.
However, many women still feel pressure to stop.

Mothers can feel pressure about breastfeeding from people who are
close to them, such as partners, friends, and other family members.
Partners or other members of the family may want to feed the baby too,
and mothers may worry about people feeling left out. One mother
commented: "[My in-laws] said that I was being selfish [for
breastfeeding] because then no-one else could feed the baby."

Mothers can also worry over breastfeeding in public. Some feel pressure
over perceived judgment from strangers. A mother who breastfed past a
year said: "[When I breastfeed in public] people will be looking at me,
and I know in their head that they're either thinking 'Good for you, I fed
my children' [or] 'that's disgusting'[...] you're always slightly on guard,
waiting, for something to happen or be said."

This feeling of being judged when breastfeeding in front of other people
can also come from the attitudes of family members. A mother who
breastfed past a year said: "My in-laws were a bit funny about it, they
don't like seeing it in front of them [...] I think my husband would have
said something if it had carried on, he's very supportive of it, he kind of
understands all the benefits of it so I think he would have just kind of
had a quiet word if it had carried on."
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Parents should be able to make informed decisions about the way they
choose to feed their babies. Ideally, they would not feel pressured to do
things that they do not feel comfortable doing—such as stopping
breastfeeding when they would rather carry on. There are several
solutions that we feel can help people.

Coping with pressure
Support from friends and family is important to help parents feel

confident in their choices. Partners in particular can play an important
role in championing and supporting mothers' breastfeeding choices.

Finding role models who have made similar choices can help normalize
breastfeeding and provide a valuable source of support. These role
models can be friends or can be found through online support groups
such as Facebook groups, local parenting groups, and charities such as
the Breastfeeding Network or Association of Breastfeeding Mothers and
their helplines.

Education before the birth about what breastfeeding really looks like is
really important, including its challenges—such as the difficulties babies
may have in latching onto the breast and cluster feeding, when a baby
may feed for hours at a time.

Research has shown that lack of understanding of these challenges is a
significant reason given by women for stopping breastfeeding. Being
empowered with knowledge can help parents feel confident in their
choice to breastfeed, even when others might be questioning this choice.

It can also help to know that there are many other ways to bond with a
baby than through feeding. Partners can help in other ways: by bathing
the baby, dressing them, and simply cuddling and caring for them.
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Other solutions must come from health care professionals. Parents
should be provided with breastfeeding support, and mothers should be
supported physically about issues such as breastfeeding positioning and
latch. A lack of breastfeeding support during the pandemic was a key
challenge for new mothers.

More generally, where it is in their power, venue managers and others in
positions of authority must ensure mothers can breastfeed in public areas
without fear of interruption or criticism.

Ultimately all parents need the support to make informed choices, and to
feed their infants in line with these choices.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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