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Breastfeeding Saves Lives: 
Protecting Infant Health Everyday and in Emergencies
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Protects from Disease

Human milk is unique in its capacity to protect 
against viral and microbiological infections. 
Complex immunological substances, 

that work both actively and passively, provide an 
irreplaceable shield to prevent illness and death during 
the early years. The protective properties of human 
milk are thought to have the capacity to save at least 1.3 
million infant lives every year worldwide.1

Breastmilk is packed with intricate growth factors, 
enzymes, secretory IgA, ligands, T-cells, lactoferrin, 
oligosaccharides and much more. These unique 
constituents not only have their individual functions, 
but also work in synergy to regulate growth and 
development, while providing life saving protection from 
infectious agents.  Additionally, their impact is both 
physical and biochemical. For example, the protective 
lining of a breastfed infant’s gut provides critical and life 
saving physical protection against the transmission of 
HIV and the development of enterocolitis.

The immunological protection that breastmilk 
affords has been recognized by researchers, medical 
professionals as well as national and international 
health organizations. A group of researchers studying 
the complexities and unique protective capacities of 
breastmilk noted that “the association we have described 
provides only a glimpse into the protective role of the 
innate immune system of human milk.”2

The mechanisms that give breastmilk its protective 
qualities are so numerous and complex that we have 
only begun to understand them.

Breastmilk’s immunology:  
natural protection

“Breastfeeding is the most precious gift a mother 
can give her infant. If there is illness or infection it 
may be a life saving gift.”

—Ruth A. Lawrence, Editor in Chief, 
Breastfeeding Medicine. 2007
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Protects from Disease

Furthermore, the World Health 
Organization (WHO) also recognizes 
the important transfer of immunity 
from mother to her infant through 
breastfeeding. This was highlighted 
at the 2008 World Health Assembly3, 
when the WHO urged governments 
to: “protect, promote and support early and 
effective breastfeeding, in order to boost the 
development of infants’ overall immune 
system.” (WHA Resolution 61.15)

Breastfeeding and epidemics
When infants are not breastfed they are 
susceptible to infection from a range of 
organisms, such as the most recent global 
H1N1 swine flu epidemic.

The protection of breastfeeding is vital 
during epidemics. The implementation 
of the International Code needs strict 
monitoring and enforcement to prevent 
unsolicited donations of infant feeding 
products such as infant formula, bottles 
and artificial nipples. During emergencies 
such donations can be even more damaging 
to infant health than during normal 
circumstances. The protection of early, 
exclusive and sustained breastfeeding is 
needed more than ever in crisis situations 
when interference in breastfeeding 
practices can be harmful and even deadly. 

When faced with situations that require 
the unique protection afforded by human 
milk such as the 2009 H1N1 flu epidemic, 
breastfed children have the advantage.
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The US based Centers for Disease Control and Prevention4 issued an 
important Question and Answer (May 2, 2009) for parents and caregivers. 
This information can also be applied to other viral and microbial outbreaks. 

 Does breastfeeding protect babies from this new flu virus?
There are many ways that breastfeeding and breast milk protect babies’ 
health. Since this is a new virus, we don’t know yet about specific 
protection against it. Mothers pass on protective antibodies to their 
baby during breastfeeding. Antibodies are a type of protein made by the 
immune system in the body. Antibodies help fight off infection.

Flu can be very serious in young babies. Babies who are not breastfed 
get sick from infections like the flu more often and more severely than 
babies who are breastfed.

 Should I stop breastfeeding my baby if I think I have come 
in contact with the flu?

No. Because mothers make antibodies to fight diseases they come in 
contact with, their milk is custom-made to fight the diseases their babies 
are exposed to as well. This is really important in young babies when their 
immune system is still developing. Breastfeeding also helps the baby to 
develop his own ability to fight off diseases.

 Is it OK to breastfeed my baby if I am sick?
Yes. This is really important.

Do not stop breastfeeding if you are ill. Ideally babies less than about 
six months of age should get their feedings from breast milk. Breastfeed 
early and often. Limit formula feeds as much as possible. This will help 
protect your baby from infection. 

If you are too sick to breastfeed, pump and have someone give the 
expressed milk to your baby. 

 If my baby is sick, is it okay to breastfeed?
Yes. One of the best things you can do for your sick baby is keep 
breastfeeding.

Do not stop breastfeeding if your baby is ill. Give your baby many 
chances to breastfeed throughout the illness. Babies who are sick need 
more fluids than when they are well. The fluid babies get from breast milk 
is better than anything else, even better than water, juice, or commercial 
rehydration fluids because it also helps protect your baby’s immune 
system. 

If your baby is too sick to breastfeed, he or she can drink your milk 
from a cup, bottle, syringe, or eye-dropper. 

If no expressed milk is available, you can give your baby milk donated 
by other mothers to a Human Milk Bank Association of North America 
(HMBANA)-certified milk bank.

 Is it okay to take medicine to treat or prevent novel H1N1 
flu while breastfeeding?

Yes. Mothers who are breastfeeding should continue to nurse their 
babies while being treated for the flu.
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