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● Learning objectives of this presentation are: to explore the impact of mother-infant 
separation on breastfeeding from a stress and coping framework; to explore how 
different types of separation affect breastfeeding outcomes; and to detail 
recommendations to mitigate the effect of separation on the breastfeeding relationship. 

● To better understand the impact of separation on infants, it is important to understand 
the difference between the current social construction of motherhood within our society 
and the developmental science behind bonding, breastfeeding, and attachment.  

● Constructed motherhood is not conducive to the principles of bonding because of social 
and cultural factors such as the mommy wars, misconceptions surrounding normal 
newborn behavior, lack of public policy that supports families, and workplace policies 
that do not reflect the needs of mothers and infants. 

● Skin-to-skin bonding is the most immediate way to prevent separation and promote 
breastfeeding after birth.  

● Separation triggers stress and coping mechanisms on the physiological level. Coping 
includes either altering the stressful event or accommodating to its effects. 

● Our bodies can produce adrenaline causing a “fight or flight” reflex or oxytocin causing a 
“collect and protect” instinct. Breastfeeding releases oxytocin (the love hormone) and 
results in the latter.  

● Breastfeeding, then, is a coping mechanism that has a physiological effect on both 
parent and baby. Breastfeeding can help the parent to feel more in control of their 
behavior and environment and engage in less risky health behaviors.  

● Separation is a stressor for the parent-child relationship and the breastfeeding 
relationship.  

● Adaptive, or short-term separation, does not typically impact the breastfeeding 
relationship while traumatic, unplanned separation holds no regard for the breastfeeding 
relationship.  

● This is what the research shows about the impact of separation on breastfeeding: 
separation shortly after birth decreases initiation; inconvenience in lifestyle is a barrier to 
breastfeeding maintenance; returning to employment after inadequate maternity leave 
impacts breastfeeding initiation; lack of education about what to expect when separation 
occurs impacts breastfeeding maintenance. 

● Strategies and recommendations to mitigate the effect of separation on the 
breastfeeding relationship include: discuss breastfeeding goals early; educate about 
infant behavior and strategies, e.g., reverse cycling and babywearing; observe and 



document the infant’s behavior and milestones and mother’s behavior and feelings; and 
emphasize the benefits of breastfeeding and celebrate small wins. 

● Ultimately, universal access to education and systems-level change (governmental and 
workplace policies) must be responsive to developmental science recommendations 
supporting breastfeeding. 
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