
Breastfeeding in the  
First Hour: Why it Matters

Rediscovering ‘from birth to breast’

B reastfeeding immediately after birth 
is a natural behaviour. All newborn 

mammals stay close to their mothers and 
start to suckle shortly after delivery. Hu-
man babies are no different. They need to 
remain with their mothers. But  human 
behaviour has been culturally, socially 
and medically influenced to such an ex-
tent that separation of the mother-baby 
dyad and the delay of breastfeeding ini-
tiation is not uncommon today.

First-hour initiation of breastfeeding has 
been recognized by infant nutrition experts 
as a vital step in achieving the best possible 
standard of health in young children. Step 4 
of the UNICEF/WHO Ten Steps to Successful 
Breastfeeding is “Help mothers initiate 
breastfeeding within a half-hour of birth.”

The uninterrupted journey of a newborn 
baby to the mother’s breast is guided by the 
sensory stimulation of  touch and smell. 
Finding the mother’s nipple for the first time 
outside the sheltered environment of the womb, 
baby and mother’s first encounter is not only 
full of wonder but also full of nourishment.

Colostrum – First Food

Quick Facts

■	 Colostrum is the first rich, yellow milk 
– liquid gold - a mother produces during 
pregnancy and the early days after birthing.

■	 During the first day colostrum contains more 
immunological components and special 
proteins than at any other time.

■	 Colostrum contains large amounts of 
leukocytes – living cells that engulf and 
defend against viruses and infectious 
microorganisms.

■	 Colostrum has large quantities of the 
antibody, secretory immunoglobulin IgA 
which protects the vulnerable mucous 
membranes of the throat, lungs and the 
intestinal tract.

■	 Colostrum has a laxative effect that helps the 
newborn baby pass early stools and excrete 
excess bilirubin and prevent jaundice.

■	 Colostrum comes in small amounts 
during the first few days and is measured 
in teaspoons. A newborn baby’s stomach 
holds about 5 to 7 mL, the amount of one 
teaspoon. Newborn babies need frequent 
feeds to gain the maximum benefit from 
colostrum and to stimulate milk production. 
By day three the baby’s stomach capacity has 
grown to nearly 30 mL.
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Why it matters for babies

■	 Mothers and babies who begin breastfeeding 
immediately after birth are more likely 
to successfully establish and sustain 
breastfeeding throughout infancy and early 
childhood.

■	 Breastfeeding immediately after birthing 
makes use of the baby’s sucking reflex, 
which is strongest in the first hour, and helps 
to establish proper latching.

■	 Early human milk, called colostrum, is highly 
nutritious – the baby needs only a very small 
quantity at a time – and is rich in immune 
and nutrient components that are important 
for early gut protection and establishing 
resistance to infection.

■	 Early feeding with non-human milk proteins 
(cow’s milk, for example) may severely 
disrupt normal gut function. 

■	 Breastfeeding soon after birthing helps 
ensure the production of enough milk for 
the baby’s next feed.

■	 Lack of breastfeeding in the first hours or 
days of life may disrupt metabolic functions, 
cause acid build-up (acidosis) and low blood 
glucose levels (hypoglycaemia). 

■	 Skin-to-skin contact and warmth-sharing 
may reduce the risk of death from 
hypothermia, especially among premature 
and low birth weight babies.

Why it matters  for mothers

Postpartum haemmorhage is a significant 
cause of maternal mortality. However, universal 
support to ensure breastfeeding within 
the first hour after birth can help prevent 
haemmorhaging and save many mothers’ lives:
■	 Breastfeeding immediately after birthing 

has been shown to reduce postpartum 
vaginal bleeding.1

■	 Suckling and hand touching of the breast by 
babies stimulates oxytocin release.2,3

■	 Oxytocin is known to increase uterine 
contraction, reduce postpartum bleeding, 
improve milk ejection and play a role in 
mother-baby bonding.3
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