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X Breastfeeding in Special Situations

F. Cesarean Birth and Breastfeeding

Abstract:
This section reviews the unique situations a mother encounters with a cesarean birth.  The 
discussion includes why breastfeeding is advantageous, circumstances that affect nursing 
early and often, positioning, and considerations for the early post partum period.

Resources:
THE BREASTFEEDING ANSWER BOOK, revised edition, chapter 22; WOMANLY 
ART OF BREASTFEEDING, 6TH Edition chapter 16; LLLI Information Sheet  #80, 
"Breastfeeding After a Cesarean Birth"

Complimentary Reading:

Handouts:  LLLI Information Sheet  #80

Instruction Aids/Visuals:  doll, pillows

Approximate Instruction Time: 15-30 minutes

Discussion suggestions:
Has anyone here ever given birth by cesarean section?  What were some of the challenges 
you faced in caring for and breastfeeding a baby after major surgery?
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Outline:  Module X - Cesarean Birth and Breastfeeding

1. Advantages of breastfeeding after a cesarean birth
a. Oxytocin produced during lactation makes mother's uterus contract which speeds 

her healing

b. Closeness of breastfeeding can help mother and baby bond and heal some of the 
emotional trauma if the cesarean was an emergency, the mother received general 
anesthesia, or mother and baby were separated at birth

c. Breastfeeding can help the woman feel capable and competent as a mother

2. Circumstances that affect nursing early and often
a. Anesthesia--general

(1) If mother received general anesthesia, she will probably be unconscious and 
groggy after the birth; breastfeeding will be delayed

(2) As soon as mother feels able, she should be encouraged to nurse her baby
(3) Mother needs reassurance that the delay will not prevent her from breastfeeding

b. Anesthesia-- regional--spinal or epidural
(1) Mother can begin nursing on the delivery table
(2)  She will still be pain free at this point and this will be a good time to begin

c. Anesthesia will linger in the baby a bit and may cause him to be sleepy or lack 
interest in nursing; mother needs encouragement to keep trying, to keep offering the 
breast, and to continue to hold her baby at the breast even if he isn't very interested

d. Mother will need help if the baby is to room-in; she'll need help with diapering, 
picking the baby up, putting the baby to her breast, switching sides

e. If a helper is not available or hospital policies make it difficult to room in, mother 
needs reassurance that breastfeeding will work anyway; she needs to have her
baby brought to her when baby is asking to nurse

f. If mother or baby are having medical problems postpartum, nursing may be delayed; 
if mother is fine but baby is unable to nurse, mother can pump her milk and save for 
her baby; pumping will also stimulate her milk to come in more quickly

3. Positioning the baby
a. Mother will probably be lying on her back for the first nursing and for several after 

that; if mother has had a spinal, she'll need to lie flat to prevent headache

b. Mother will need help picking up baby, positioning him at breast, and switching 
sides

c. Mother will be hooked up to IV tubes for a while and she will need help working 
around them

d. Keys to positioning are still the same:  keep baby snug against mother's body, baby 
needs to open wide, his tongue needs to be kept down, and he needs to get a large
mouthful of breast

e. Pillows or rolled towels can be used to protect the mother's incision from baby's 
feet; also use them for supporting mother's body--under her knees, head, behind
her back, wherever she is needing support
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f. Side-lying, football hold, or cradle hold all work well; use the latter two once 
mother is able to sit upright

g. Mother needs to ask for help when she needs it; she has just had major 
surgery and she will be in pain

4. Things to consider during the early postpartum period
a. Mother needs encouragement to use the minimum amount of pain medication

for her comfort because it can cause drowsiness in her baby

b. Help at home will be important; if no one is available to be there 24 hours a 
day for a few days, then have someone come in and set things up so mother 
can concentrate on healing and caring for her baby

(1) Food:  prepare several sandwiches, wash and slice carrots, celery, and 
fruit; make a bowl full of salad; slice cheese, meats for snacking; have 
thermos of hot tea, apple cider, containers of water available for mother; 
use cooler for food if available and put near mother's bed

(2) Baby things:  stack of diapers, pail for used diapers, wet wash cloths in a
plastic bag or covered dish, clothes, blankets where mother can reach 
easily

(3) Things for mother:  books, telephone, address book, paper, pens, 
envelopes and stamps, reading lamp, tape recorder, etc.; whatever will help
mother feel prepared and comfortable

c. Mother will need help with laundry, errands, older children, house cleaning, 
and transportation


