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Introduction
Throughout history, breastfeeding and its role in infant survival 

has been appreciated [1]. The WHO, American Academy of Pediatrics 
[AAP], and American Academy of Family Physicians [AAFP] all 
recommend exclusively breastfeeding for the first six months of life 
to achieve optimal growth and nutrition [2,3]. Professional support 
from physicians trained in lactation support and counseling promotes 
prolonged breastfeeding [4]. The 2020 CDC Breastfeeding Report Card 
found in 2017 that 84.1% of mothers in the USA initiated breastfeeding 
and that 58.3% were breastfeeding at six months [5].  

Barriers to breastfeeding exist outside of maternal or infant factors. 
Jones report barriers such as lack of social, work, and cultural acceptance/
support, language and literacy barriers, lack of maternal access to 
information that promotes and supports breastfeeding, acculturation, 
need to return to work, and lifestyle choices including tobacco and 
alcohol use dissuade low-income women from breastfeeding [6, 7]. 
Challenges in breastfeeding, unsuccessful attempts, and failure to 
initiate breastfeeding with the first child have been associated with 
failure to initiate breastfeeding with subsequent births. Higher levels of 
education are associated with a higher likelihood of both breastfeeding 
initiation and continuation. Highly educated mothers with higher-
paying jobs may have more flexible work schedules, providing the 
opportunity to breastfeed longer [7].  However, lower breastfeeding 
initiation and duration rates are also associated with women working 
outside the home [8]. As such, female medical students, residents, 
and attendings are a high-risk group for early unintended weaning 
from breastfeeding [9]. As the number of female physicians in the 
US continues to increase, creating a culture of support in the medical 
community for breastfeeding physicians will be a critical component 

of physician wellness [10, 11]. This manuscript, therefore, reviews 
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[14]. Breast milk is key in compensating for delays in the development 
of the neonatal immune system and is responsible for preparing the 
intestines for life after breastfeeding [14]. The beneficial gut bacteria 
that results from breastfeeding protects the infant from pathogenic 
bacteria and aids in synthesizing essential nutrients, namely vitamins 
B12, B6, folate, and K [14]. Moreover, immune protection provided 
by breast milk is associated with reduced asthma in children [14]. 
Bachrach and colleagues found in an analysis of studies from 1980-
2001 that breastfed infants had a 72% lower risk of hospitalization from 
respiratory infections than non-breastfed infants [14]. 

For the mother, breastfeeding aids in postpartum weight loss, 
reducing the risk for hypertension, diabetes, hyperlipidemia, and 
cardiovascular disease [14]. In a large prospective cohort study, 
Baker showed that greater exclusivity and duration of breastfeeding 
were associated with more significant weight loss at six and 18 
months postpartum [14]. Because African American and Hispanic 
women have increased obesity, diabetes, and cardiovascular disease 
rates, breastfeeding among these groups is particularly important in 
mediating long-term health risk factors [14, 15]. Studies have suggested 
that breastfeeding reduces breast cancer risk, including invasive breast 
cancer, and reduces the risk for both endometrial and ovarian cancers 
[15]. Research shows that breastfeeding influences mood, affect, stress, 
and maternal care for the infant by significantly reducing the mother’s 
physiological and subjective stress, facilitating positive effects, thus 
improving maternal sensitivity and care for the child [12].

Physicians/Resident Physicians and Breastfeeding
In a survey by Nakar over 90% of physicians agreed that 

breastfeeding women need encouragement, and physicians must 
provide encouragement for women to breastfeed [16]. However, female 
attending physicians and resident physicians face unique barriers to 
breastfeeding. Intense, unpredictable work schedules, limited support 
in the clinic and hospital workspaces for pumping, minimal time for 
maternity leave, and intense pressure between career development and 

childcare responsibilities pose risks to early, unintentional weaning of 
their infants [9, 17]. In a 2018 study of 927 members of the AAP Section 
on medical students, residents, and fellows, 33% reported they did not 
meet their goal for exclusive breast milk feeding, and 24% did not meet 
their lactation duration goal [17]. Moreover, another survey of resident 
physicians in 2020 found that 73% felt residency limited their ability to 
lactate, and 37% stopped before they reached their duration goal [17]. 
Since returning to work is a critical point for the breastfeeding mother. 
It is important to increase awareness, supervision, guidance, and overall 
support of the mother’s decision to breastfeed as the mother transitions 
back into the workforce [16]. As the proportion of female physicians 
has increased from 28.3% in 2007 to 36.3% in 2019 and is projected to 
continue upward, it is essential to support lactating women to develop 
an overall healthier medical workforce [9]. According to a recent study, 
more resident physicians are planning to become pregnant. These rates 
increased from 13% in 1983 to 30% in 2016 [9]. There is an overall 
need to raise awareness of the needs of breastfeeding female physicians, 
and institutional support is needed to alleviate some of the barriers 
breastfeeding physicians face in their careers and the workplace [9, 
17]. The following section will examine the studies that detail possible 
barriers to breastfeeding in physician mothers.

Clinical Studies
Numerous studies detail the barriers physician mothers face when 

breastfeeding upon returning to work and are summarized in Table 
1. These studies emphasize the importance of breastfeeding to the 
health of a newborn and the breastfeeding mother [18]. The Center for 
Disease Control references the AAP: a recommendation for exclusive 
breastfeeding for at least six months, after which(childcare resw T1 0 0.5(a )0.5(2 duration6ncouragemen )0.5(breasttudy, 2wand )0.5(the )0.5(breasther. )]T)Tj
0.13 T*
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1.%09https:/waba.org.my/1990-innocenti-declaration-on-the-protection-promotion-and-support-of-breastfeeding/
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https://www.liebertpub.com/doi/abs/10.1089/bfm.2014.0152
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0022347618311181
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0022347618311181
https://www.cdc.gov/breastfeeding/data/reportcard.html
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https://www.liebertpub.com/doi/abs/10.1089/bfm.2018.0022
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