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X Breastfeeding in Special Situations

I. Contaminants in Breastmilk and How They Affect Breastfeeding

Abstract:
This section explores the effects of smoking, conception control medication, alcohol, and 
recreational drugs on breastfeeding.  Discussion includes the effects on the baby, the milk, 
lactation, and mothering.

Resources:
THE BREASTFEEDING ANSWER BOOK, revised edition, chapters 2 and 20; Alcohol, 
Tobacco, and Other Drugs May Harm the Unborn, U.S. Department of Health and Human 
Services, WOMANLY ART OF BREASTEEDING, 6th edition, chapter 12

Complimentary Reading:

Handouts:

Instruction Aids/Visuals:

Approximate Instruction Time: 45 minutes

Discussion suggestions:
Women's habits often determine whether or not they will be able to breastfeed 
successfully.  Sometimes their habits will be destructive to themselves and potentially 
harmful to their infants.  Many of these women will be actively discouraged and in some 
cases not allowed to breastfeed.  Others will be encouraged to modify their habits for the 
sake of their own health and that of their babies.  Let's look at some of these habits and 
their affects on breastfeeding.
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Outline:  Module X - Contaminants in Breastmilk and How They Affect Breastfeeding

1. Smoking
a. Women who smoke should be encouraged to breastfeed

b. Breast milk protects babies from respiratory infections; breastfed infants of smokers
have fewer respiratory infections than their formula-fed counterparts

c. The fewer cigarettes a mother smokes, the better it is for her baby; if mother smokes
less than a pack or 20 cigarettes per day, the amount of nicotine baby receives           
through the milk is unlikely to cause a problem

d. Nicotine is not readily absorbed through baby's intestinal tract and is quickly 
metabolized

e. Smoking more than a pack per day increases the risks; mother's prolactin levels will 
decrease

f. Smoking can interfere with the mother's let-down reflex; mother needs 
encouragement to not smoke right before or during nursing

g. Women who smoke tend to wean sooner than non-smokers; heavy smokers wean 
sooner still; decreased prolactin levels may inhibit mother's desire to nurse

h. Second-hand smoke is a major concern:  mother nor anyone else should not smoke 
while holding baby; smoking could be limited to outside or in one room of the house

i. Babies who are affected by smoke can have nausea, vomiting, abdominal cramps, 
and diarrhea

2. Alcohol
a. Alcohol has been found to peak about 30-60 minutes after consumption, 60-90 

minutes when taken with food

b. The alcohol level in the mother's milk will equal the amount in the mother's blood; 
baby metabolizes alcohol more slowly than an adult; baby's blood alcohol content
will generally remain lower than the mother's because the milk he receives will be 
diluted with his body water

c. An occasional drink or regular light drinking (one or fewer drinks per day) has not 
been found to be harmful to the nursing baby

d. Heavy drinking can interfere with the mother's release of oxytocin and inhibit her 
let-down

e. A mother who is regularly under the influence of alcohol may not be able to mother 
her baby adequately; she may not nurse the baby often or long enough and the baby 
may become sleepy from the alcohol he receives from breastfeeding and not request 
to nurse frequently enough

3. Conception Control
a. Oral contraceptives which contain both estrogen and progestin are not compatible 

with breastfeeding; they reduce a mother's milk supply, change the composition of 
the mother's milk, and lead to slow weight gain, early supplementation, and the 
abandonment of breastfeeding
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b. The single hormone, progestin-only or mini-pill has not been shown in 
studies to have the same affects

c. Hormones do pass through the milk and as yet their effects on the growing 
child are unknown; so far studies on children through age eight have shown 
no harmful effects 

d. Norplant and Depo-Provera as progestin-only preparations are considered 
compatible with nursing; wait until the milk supply is well established, 
however,  before considering use

e. Tubal ligation performed a day or two after women have given birth has 
sometimes caused difficulties with lactation due to separation of the mother 
and infant during and after surgery, mother feeling unwell after the procedure,
baby receiving supplemental bottles in the nursery 

4. Recreational Drugs
a. Cocaine

(1) Cocaine passes into the milk in significant amounts and can cause cocaine
intoxication; cocaine can stay in mother's milk and baby's urine for as 
long as sixty hours after exposure

(2) Infants do not have the necessary metabolites in their systems to 
metabolize the drug; leads to drug accumulating in baby

(3) Intoxication symptoms include: irritability, vomiting, dilated pupils, 
tremors, and increased heart and respiration rates

(4) Mother's ability to mother and care for her infant are of great concern
(5) Women who use one drug may also use others as well as smoke and 

drink;  combination of things a great concern

b. Heroin and methadone
(1) Heroin passes into the milk in great amounts and will cause addiction in baby
(2) Methadone is considered compatible with breastfeeding when the mother 

consumes 20mg/24 hours or less
(3) Methadone levels in breast milk approach mother's blood levels and may 

help to prevent withdrawal symptoms in addicted infants
(4) Peak concentrations occur in the milk 2-5 hours after dosage
(5) Mothers in well-supervised methadone programs could be encouraged to 

breastfeed; mother and baby should be closely monitored   

c. Marijuana
(1) The active ingredient in marijuana, THC, concentrated in milk; lingers for 

days after exposure, and is detected in baby's stool and urine
(2) Marijuana use can decrease a mother's levels of prolactin
(3) Baby would be exposed to second-hand smoke, increasing amount of 

drug received
(4) Can cause structural changes in the baby's brain cells and impair the DNA

and RNA formation and proteins needed for proper growth and 
development

5. Peer Counselor's Role
a. Agency will generally screen mothers for drug and excessive alcohol use; 

most will not breastfeed and Peer Counselor will not have contact with her
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b. If Peer Counselor encounters a mother who she thinks may be having a 
problem with substance abuse, she should alert her supervisor at the agency 
or the Peer Counselor Program Administrator


