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Fertility regulation during human lactation

PROFESSIONAL ATTITUDES TO BREAST-FEEDING

URSULA LIEBRICH

Christian Medical Commission, Geneva

We have heard a lot about the promotion of sales of baby food, but we have never
analysed the population's readiness to accept such foods, and how that acceptance
comes about. Nor have we analysed the role of the doctors or the health profes-
sionals. What is it or what should it be ?

About a year ago we carried out a study in London on the intention to breast-
feed and the success of mothers in breast-feeding (Liebrich & Morley, 1976), at
the same time analysing the attitudes of the staff attending these mothers, who
should have helped the latter in their breast-feeding. Table 1 shows a trend in the
answers given by women who intend to breast-feed disagreeing with such state-
ments as 'Nowadays it is no longer necessary to put up with the mess of breast-
feeding when easily prepared milks are available' and agreement (among the same
group of mothers) with such statements as: 'Breast milk is the best food for a baby
under four months'.

Table 1

ATTITUDE QUESTIONNAIRE WOMEN WHO INTENDED TO BREASTFEED TOTAL 119
10 OPINIONS I

Nowadays it is
no longer neces-
sary to put up
with the mess of
breastfeeding
when easily
prepared milks
are available.

Breastfeeding
can be good for
the baby but it
is a sacrifice for
the mother.

Mothers who
breastfeed do
not get the
pleasure of see-
ing the baby
empty the
bottle.

Bottle feeding
rather than
breastfeeding
is likely to
encourage the
father to take
an interest in
the new baby.

The best way
to calm a baby
is to give him
the breast.

Even after
breastfeeding
as long as six
months, soon
after stopping
you can wear
the same size
bra as before
you became
pregnant.

Breastfeeding
will improve
the emotional
relationship
between mother
and child.

Breast milk is
the best food
for a baby under
four months.
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Table 2

ATTITUDE QUESTIONNAIRE WOMEN WHO DID NOT INTEND TO BREASTFEED

AGREE

TOTAL 89
10 OPINIONS X

Nowadays it is
no longer neces-
sary to put up
with the mess of
breastfeeding
when easily
prepared milks
are available.

Breastfeeding
can be good for
the baby but it
is a sacrifice for
the mother.

Mothers who
breastfeed do
not get the
pleasure of see-
ing the baby
empty the
bottle.

Bottle feeding
rather than
breastfeeding
is likely to
encourage the
father to take
an interest in
the new baby.

The best way
to calm a baby
is to give him
the breast.

Even after
breastfeeding
as long as six
months, soon
after stopping
you can wear
the same size
bra as before
you became
pregnant.

Breastfeeding
will improve
the emotional
relationship
between mother
and child.

Breast milk is
the best food
for a baby under
four months.

The attitudes in women who did not intend to breast-feed were almost com-
pletely the opposite (Table 2), with the majority of those women agreeing that it is
no longer necessary to breast-feed a baby nowadays.

We covered some rather controversial topics with the staff (Table 3). For
instance, the majority of health workers in a maternal clinic agreed with the state-
ment : 'Health workers must dissuade the mother from having her baby to suckle

Table 3

ATTITUDE QUESTIONNAIRE

AGREE /

, /

DISAGREE

Suckling beyond
nine months
would be harm-
ful to a baby.

f~
Health workers
must dissuade
the mother from
having her baby
to suckle lying
beside her in
the bed at night.

HOSPITAL STAFF

^ — ^ \

• •

The routine of a
maternity ward
is a deterrent to
a successful let-
down reflex but
this is made up
for by the
support to the
mother given
by nurses and
midwives which
is not available
in the home.

There is no
objection to
sample tins of
milk being
given out free
in maternity
units as long as
this is restricted
to mothers who
intend to bottle
feed.

TOTAL 75 T
10 OPINIONS 1

As money spent
by milk firms in
entertainment
or supporting
paediatric meet-
ings is considered
well spent by
them in terms
of increased
sales we should
therefore not
accept their
support.

. — —

The Swedish
laws which
do not allow
pictures of
babies on
advertising of
baby food
should be
adopted in the
U.K.

MAX -

_ •

— -

Community
groups con-
cerned with
breastfeeding
are more likely
to be successful
in helping a
mother to
suckle than
the medical
profession.
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lying beside her in bed at night'. These health workers said that of course the
mother cannot have the baby lying with her, it would be most unhygienic.

The majority of nurses were in agreement with the following statement:
'The routine of the maternity ward is a deterrent to a successful let-down reflex but
this is made up for by the support to the mother given by nurses and midwives
which is not available at home'. On the other hand, most community-medicine
trained doctors disagreed with that statement (Table 4).

Table 4

ATTITUDE QUESTIONNAIRE

AGREE

DISAGREE

Suckling beyond
nine months
would be harm-
ful to a baby.

, - — ' —

Health workers
must dissuade
the mother from
having her baby
to suckle lying
beside her in
the bed at night.

COLLEAGUES

— .

The routine of a
maternity ward
is a deterrent to
a successful let-
down reflex but
this is made up
for by the
support to the
mother given
by nurses and
midwives which
is not available
in the home.

_ — - — —

_ — •

There is no
objection to
sample tins of
milk being
given out free
in maternity
units as long as
this is restricted
to mothers who
intend to bottle
feed.

TOTAL 12 T
\ OPINION J_

• —

As money spent
by milk firms in
entertainment
or supporting
paediatric meet-
ings is considered
well spent by
them in terms
of increased
sales we should
therefore not
accept their
support.

The Swedish
laws which
do not allow
pictures of
babies on
advertising of
baby food
should be
adopted in the
U.K.

MAX "

Community
groups con-
cerned with
breastfeeding
are more likely
to be successful
in helping a
mother to
suckle than
the medical
profession.

Recently a more in-depth study on attitudes of health staff was carried out in a
London district (Kurtz, 1976), finding that 30% of all the staff concerned with
maternal and child health in that district agreed with the proposition that breast-
feeding is no longer an important medical issue.

This should make us reflect a little. Most of us who have been through medical
school have had the experience of hearing nothing about breast-feeding, although
we have heard about formulae and how to mix them. The doctor's role is supposed
to be health care, but in fact his training is for disease care. Therefore, a normal
phenomenon such as breast-feeding does not come much into the curriculum.

We have exported our health services all over the world—despite the fact that
they may not be appropriate to other societies—and with the exporting of our
health services have gone many of our attitudes too. The trend to separate mother
and baby has gone on for centuries, in European societies. No other society has
used things like a pram, or developed a fashion which makes it almost impossible
for a mother to feed her baby, yet these things can be found in our society for
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several centuries. Wet nurses, for instance, are a European invention. They pre-
ceded the baby food industry which, in fact, grew out of this concern of our society
to get women away from their babies.

When we talk about women's liberation we should also remember that the
woman's role is to have successful motherhood, a performance which cannot be
equalled by men. Probably making women beautiful for men is a consequence of
what men want for women's existence. The breast has been looked upon in our
society as an erotic symbol for men to play with, not for babies to feed from. This
is one of the fundamental changes we ought to try to make in attitudes.
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