
 

What women say about how breastfeeding
affects their body image
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The benefits of breastfeeding are well known—but the UK has one of
the lowest breastfeeding rates in the world. The WHO recommends that
babies should be exclusively breastfed up to the age of six months (when
they can start having food in addition to breast milk). But just 1% of
women in the UK exclusively breastfeed their babies to six months old.
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https://www.cdc.gov/nccdphp/dnpao/features/breastfeeding-benefits/index.html#:~:text=Breastfeeding%20has%20health%20benefits%20for%20both%20babies%20and,baby%20and%20mom%20against%20certain%20illnesses%20and%20diseases
https://www.who.int/health-topics/breastfeeding
https://www.unicef.org.uk/babyfriendly/about/breastfeeding-in-the-uk/


 

There are many reasons that lead mothers to stop breastfeeding, or not
start at all. One of these is body image: their perceptions or feelings
about their body.

In 2019, one of us (Alison Owen) carried out a review of research
studies looking at the relationship between body image and
breastfeeding. In total, 13,046 people took part in these studies.

We found that pregnant women with higher body image—those who
were more satisfied with the way they looked—were more likely to
exclusively breastfeed. Women with concerns about their appearance
were less likely to plan to breastfeed. Those who did start breastfeeding
carried on for a shorter time than the women who felt good about the
way they looked.

In a recent study, we explored the body image experiences of
breastfeeding mothers in the UK, to try and find out a bit more about
how breastfeeding had an impact on how they felt about their bodies—as
well as how body image might have affected their experience of
breastfeeding.

Awareness of bodies

We interviewed 18 women who had all breastfed their babies and asked
them about their thoughts and feelings around their body image,
specifically in relation to their breastfeeding.

Although our previous research found that the choice to breastfeed was
linked with higher body image, we discovered that considerations,
thoughts and worries about how they looked remained a significant part
of their experience.

Breastfeeding is a physical experience and it can require mothers to use
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https://medicalxpress.com/tags/breastfeeding/
https://www.taylorfrancis.com/books/mono/10.4324/9781003100041/body-image-sarah-grogan
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/30873876/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/body+image/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/pregnant+women/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/women/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/37874008/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/babies/


 

their bodies in a way that may draw attention. For one of the women we
spoke to, body image concerns shaped her experience of breastfeeding
by affecting her choices of places to feed her baby. She said, "I don't
have the most positive body image and I think I've definitely avoided
breastfeeding in public as much as possible, to the point where, apart
from flying, I don't think we've ever really breastfed in public."

The choice to breastfeed also means looking different—down to the
need to choose different clothes. Women told us how clothes that are
suitable for breastfeeding didn't always help in terms of body positivity.
Clothes were a big part of the women's body image and identity, helping
them feel like they were getting back to their "old selves" after
pregnancy and breastfeeding, rather than seeing themselves as just
"mums." One said, "I've gone back to my own style. I wore breastfeeding
clothes for a bit, but I just found that they weren't very stylish and the
ones that were stylish you'd have to pay like £60 pound for a hoodie …
or a jumper. So I just thought forget that. "

For one of the mothers we spoke to, considerations of how her body
looked was a key factor leading her to make the choice to breastfeed.
She said, "Everything that I read was always like, you'll go back to your
pre-pregnancy body quicker if you breastfeed… So, I thought oh OK,
then 'cause I thought I'd be like the size of a house after having [baby] so
I thought I better breastfeed then … I think that had a big part in me
choosing to breastfeed so I could lose the weight."

But some of the women we spoke to also talked about negative feelings
about how breastfeeding had affected their bodies, and in particular their
breasts. Although she referred to breastfeeding as "one of the best things
I did," one of the mothers said that she didn't now like to see her breasts.
Another said that "it took me a long time to kind of like the deflated
boobs, but I just thought well, they've served the purpose."
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Bodies as tools

This awareness of the functionality of their bodies—serving a
purpose—helped women feel more positive about them. They felt proud
of what they had achieved through breastfeeding. One said she had "a
deeper level of respect" for her body, whereas before having babies "it
was quite superficial," how the thought of a "muffin top" hanging over
her jeans "mattered." She added, "…In reality it's like no. Actually,
you've grown a human and given birth to one and are keeping one alive
now with just your body, like it's amazing."

But this functionality can have a negative side—the sense that the
purpose of a mother's body is just for motherhood. As one mother said,
"Your world gets taken over by baby and you become mum and that is
your sole purpose … 'cause all you do is just constantly breastfeeding,
and I felt like that was all I was."

Other research surveying mothers who chose not to breastfeed found one
of the reasons was wanting to feel that their bodies were their own again.

Breastfeeding did affect the body image of the women we spoke
to—and the way some of the women felt about their bodies affected
their breastfeeding choices, such as choosing not to breastfeed in public.

This is further evidence of the importance of breastfeeding support that
helps mothers feel as comfortable as possible about their bodies, even if
they do look and feel different to how they did before they had a baby.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2865685/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/mothers/
https://theconversation.com
https://theconversation.com/what-women-say-about-how-breastfeeding-affects-their-body-image-217076
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