
 

No, stress won't dry up your milk. How to
keep breastfeeding your baby in an
emergency
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Bushfires currently burning in Victoria, New South Wales and Tasmania
bring into sharp focus the fire risks Australian families face over the
coming summer months.
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Although babies don't understand the nature of emergencies such as 
bushfires, floods and cyclones, they and their mothers are impacted.

During natural disasters, electricity, clean water and food supplies may
be interrupted, and gastroenteritis is common. At these times,
breastfeeding provides babies with safe food, water, and protection from
infection, as well as a feeling of comfort and safety.

But mothers can find it difficult to breastfeed during emergencies, and
may believe stress affects their milk supply. Some end up stopping even
though they didn't plan to and even though during a disaster is a
particularly bad time to wean.

The good news is stress doesn't reduce milk supply, and while
breastfeeding during an emergency carries added challenges, mothers
can and do breastfeed through even the worst of disasters.

Demand and supply

During pregnancy, hormones develop the milk-making structures inside
women's breasts. After birth, the breasts automatically make milk to
feed the baby, but over time they change to a demand and supply way of
working.

This means that when the baby feeds and milk is removed from the
breasts, the breasts make more milk. The more frequently milk is
removed from the breasts, the more milk will be made.

Babies drink the milk made in the breasts with the help of a hormone
called oxytocin. When babies suckle, oxytocin tells the muscle-like cells
that surround the small structures where milk is made and stored to
contract. This squeezes the milk towards the nipple where the baby can
drink it.
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Oxytocin is sometimes called the "love hormone" because it's also
produced when you feel lovingly towards someone.

Stress doesn't impact milk production

There isn't any way for stress to interfere with the demand and supply
process of milk making.

However, mothers often worry that the stress of an emergency has 
reduced their milk supply. Usually, this is because they are noticing their
baby's behavior has changed.

During emergencies, babies are often more unsettled, want to be held
more, feed more frequently, may be fussy at the breast, and wake more
overnight. All of this is a normal response to the disruption of an
emergency.

Although stress won't hamper a mother's milk supply, it can temporarily
reduce oxytocin release, slowing the flow of milk. This is another reason
a baby may be unsettled during feeding.

Some challenges

Emergencies like bushfires and floods are difficult for everyone, but can
be especially challenging for parents of babies and toddlers.

For breastfeeding mothers, the busyness of an emergency and a lack of
privacy may mean they miss their baby's cues or delay breastfeeding.
Less frequent breastfeeds can reduce milk supply.

Another factor that can affect milk supply is dehydration. Mothers may
not drink enough water during an emergency because they're focused on
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looking after their children, water is limited, or they are restricting water
intake because there are no toilets.

How can I keep breastfeeding through an emergency?

Expect your baby to breastfeed more often than usual during an
emergency. They may breastfeed for comfort as well as food. Keeping
your baby close, breastfeeding frequently, and drinking enough water
will protect your milk supply.

Know the signs that your baby is getting enough milk. If they have at
least five heavily wet nappies in 24 hours, their wee is pale (not dark) in
color, and their poo is runny if they are only breastfed or soft if they are
also eating solid foods, you can be confident your baby is getting enough
breastmilk.

You can encourage the release of oxytocin and the flow of milk when
you breastfeed by looking at your baby and thinking about how much
you love them. This can also help you feel less stressed.

You can be reassured that if your milk supply has decreased because of
less frequent breastfeeding or dehydration this can be easily reversed by 
feeding more often and drinking water. If you stopped breastfeeding
because of an emergency, it's possible to start again if you want to.

If you are concerned about your milk supply, seek help from a health
worker. The free national breastfeeding helpline is available 24/7 and is
a good place to find support.

Preparing for an emergency

Make an emergency plan that includes packing an evacuation kit, leaving
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early and evacuating to a relative or friend's home rather than an
evacuation center if possible. Ensure your evacuation kit includes a baby
sling to keep your baby safe and close, and some water and snacks for
you.

If you are exclusively expressing milk, learn how to hand express and
cup feed (even very young babies can be fed using a cup). Store some
paper cups so you have all you need if you are without power and water
for washing.

Anything emergency responders can do to reduce the burden of the
emergency on mothers, such as prioritizing them for services and
offering them private spaces in evacuation centers, will help them to care
for and breastfeed their babies. A free e-learning module for emergency
responders on disaster support for babies, toddlers and their caregivers is
available here.

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

Provided by The Conversation

Citation: No, stress won't dry up your milk. How to keep breastfeeding your baby in an
emergency (2023, October 4) retrieved 30 April 2024 from 
https://medicalxpress.com/news/2023-10-stress-wont-dry-breastfeeding-baby.html

This document is subject to copyright. Apart from any fair dealing for the purpose of private
study or research, no part may be reproduced without the written permission. The content is
provided for information purposes only.

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

5/5

https://www.cdc.gov/nutrition/emergencies-infant-feeding/cup-feeding.html
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/mothers/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/emergency+responders/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/emergency+responders/
https://www.aba.asn.au/emodule-prepare
https://theconversation.com
https://theconversation.com/no-stress-wont-dry-up-your-milk-how-to-keep-breastfeeding-your-baby-in-an-emergency-205031
https://medicalxpress.com/news/2023-10-stress-wont-dry-breastfeeding-baby.html
http://www.tcpdf.org

