Increasing Milk Supply in Postpartum Women

Not making enough milk is one of the most common worries for postpartum mothers. This worry is one of the number one reasons for why women stop breastfeeding. Yet women are usually unaware that the likelihood of failure to produce enough milk for their infant is quite small.

The three possible reasons a woman could possibly not produce enough milk are the following:

1) Preglandular: Lack of the milk producing hormone called “prolactin” or pieces of the placenta have been retained.

2) Glandular: Insufficient breast tissue or trauma and/or surgery which prohibits milk letdown.

3) Postglandular: Caused by ineffective or infrequent milk removal.

*** The majority of women will experience postglandular reasons for ineffective milk letdown.
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Supply and Demand:

Women produce on average 1/3 more milk than their infant needs. Yet, if her breasts are not drained by about 67% during feedings, her milk supply will slow to meet the infant’s demands. As the infant draws his mother’s milk out, his mother’s body will adapt to the amount of milk that he needs.  

At the end of the first week, infant needs will increase ten-fold: 
- From 1 ounce on day one to about 10 – 12 ounces per day by day five. 
- As the size of the infant’s stomach grows, the amount of his mother’s milk will increase. 

Strategies for Increasing Milk Supply

	Reason

	Rationale

	Breastfeed on cue: At least 8 – 16 times per day
	This will help the breasts to adapt to the amount of milk they need to produce.

	Allow infant to suck for as long as he would like
	Milk supply will increase as the infant demands more milk.

	Drain each breast often and thoroughly at least once a day.
	Empty breasts make milk more rapidly.

Milk is made rapidly when breast is emptiest and slower as the breast fills with milk. Milk stasis causes build-up of inhibiting factors; pressure of retained milk distorts cell function.



	No long periods without milk removal
	Five hours is longer than most babies go between feeds; overfull breasts cause slower milk production.



	Change or add methods of milk removal
	Babies with effective suck are best; hand expression, hospital-grade pumps, other pumps.



	Increase diameter of breast flange
	Larger diameter flanges allow duct expansion and more flow.



	Massage breasts gently
	Mechanical stimulation of the alveoli causes hormones to be released and milk to be let down.

	Stop hormonal medications
	Estrogen and progesterone suppresses milk production.

	Check endocrine levels
	The endocrine system affects lactation.

	Check for pregnancy
	Pregnancy will reduce milk volume and change composition.

	Increase your fluids
	Lactating woman are supposed to get about 13 cups of fluid a day.

	Mother’s Milk Tea and other herbal supplements
	Supplements should be taken cautiously and carefully. Some tend to cause a greater letdown of milk in women. Check with healthcare provider before taking herbal medications.

	Use lactation-enhancing drugs as a last resort
	Drugs can have side effects that can cause problems: especially psychological ones.



Cultural Differences in the Postpartum Period

Postpartum depression in America:

-  50 – 85% of new mothers experience baby blues. 

-  10 – 20% of new moms have severe postpartum depression. 

Many developing countries have never heard of such a
 thing as postpartum depression.

America Versus Non-Western Cultures:
In America, we try to rush back to what is “normal”. 

· The length of stay at the hospital is short after a woman delivers. 
· Soon, a mother must rush back to work after a short period of about a month.

· The new mother receives less support after she delivers than when she is pregnant. 

· After the delivery, the baby receives all of the focus, the new mother gets pushed aside. The postpartum period for a new mother often goes by unnoticed.


In non-western countries, the postpartum period is distinct:

· The first forty days after birth are the most important for a mother and child. That time is used just for the mother to get to know her child. 

· Postpartum period is the period is set apart from normal life.

· New mothers get to rest and are cared for in seclusion: Mothers are only surrounded by midwives and experienced mothers. They experience social seclusion – this time is focused solely on the baby and breastfeeding. 
· Mothers are relieved of household duties and are recognized as having a new social status. 
Hot and Cold Temperatures:

Hot and Cold:

Guatemala:

In rural Guatemala, traditional midwives emphasize the application of heat in the postpartum period.
New mothers are instructed to use heated water to preserve their warmth; they might take a sweatbath, a sitz bath, or an herbal bath, according to region. 

Believe that a hot bath increases the flow of milk, “lowers” the milk into the breasts, and prevents breast milk from becoming “cold.” 
China:

According to the Chinese custom of zuo yue zi (“doing the month”), the new mother should not go out into the sunshine, walk about, read, cry, bathe, wash her hair, touch cold water.
reported that for the first week following childbirth, the Mayan 

Mexico: 

Mother and infant are considered “hot” and must remain secluded in the house to protect them from “cold” evil wind. Women may restrict full bathing or hair washing for up to 40 days after giving birth.

Henna:
North Africa, India, and the Middle East:

The application of Henna to a woman’s feet in many cultures is viewed as a way to ward off evil spirits, fight depression, and cure disease. Yet it is also used as a symbol of deserved rest after the delivery of her child. Applying henna to a mother’s feet keeps her from getting up and doing house work. She must let a friend or relative do all of the cooking and cleaning for her.

Exploring Differences in Culture can help us to Examine our Own:

The message conveyed to American women is that the role of the woman is less important than that of the physician during giving birth. Gifts and celebrations are centered around the newborn rather than the mother (e.g., baby showers, christenings, visits from friends and relatives to see the baby).

***It is interesting that women’s status has been considered relatively higher in Western cultures than in non-Western cultures, yet paradoxically less recognition seems to be given to new mothers in the United States.
The Beginning of Lactation:


- A woman usually experiences milk letdown 30 – 40 minutes after she gives birth to her baby. 





- Delivery of placenta = drop in progesterone 





- Drop in progesterone causes an increase in a hormone called prolactin (signals for milk production) 





- If the placenta does not get delivered, progesterone will not drop, thus she will not produce milk.








The First Two Weeks Are Essential:


It takes a 2 – 3 times longer to develop a full milk supply later on than if a woman exclusively breastfeeds in the first 2 weeks. 





Why: the amount of prolactin receptors that a woman develops is determined during the first two weeks after birth. These receptors determine a woman’s maximum milk supply.





If breastfeeding exclusively until the infant is 40 days old, the mother will develop a full milk supply. 








Mother’s Milk Tea Ingredients: Fennel, Nettle, Red Raspberry, Blessed Thistle, Star Anise, Hop Flowers.


Herbs that decrease milk production: Parsley and Peppermint





Postpartum Confinement:


China: 


During customary 30-day postpartum confinement, female relatives perform household activities. 


India:


Postpartum confinement typically lasts up to 40 days. 


Seclusion protects new mother and her infant from evil spirits and exposure to illness. 


Jordan, Lebanon, Egypt, and Palestine:


In the Middle East, resting 40 days after having a baby is customary.


North Africa:


A woman is kept secluded after birth, and only the midwife is allowed to attend her behind her curtain.


She is then cared for by an experienced attendant during the 10 day period following the delivery.
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