The First Day of Breastfeeding

What New Parents Need to Know

It is okay to put the baby to the breast as often as the baby wants. Frequent feedings help keep the baby’s blood sugar stable, lessen weight loss, and help the baby have less jaundice. A baby may nurse about 15 to 20 minutes per breast, or longer, in the first weeks. As your baby grows and matures, he/she will become much more effective at nursing and may not nurse as long per breast.  Watch your baby, not the clock.  If he/she is suckling actively, let your baby finish the first breast first.  When baby comes off the first breast, offer the other breast.  Allow your baby to come off the 2nd breast when he/she is ready.  Baby should be sleepy and content. It is normal for your baby to go to sleep at the breast. Your body makes a hormone that makes both you and your baby sleepy during nursing! You are looking for at least 8 to 12 nursings in 24 hours.

Your first milk, called colostrum, is very important for your baby. It contains your antibodies to protect your baby from his/her new environment.  It also coats the gut, preventing bad germs from sticking. Colostrum is all that your baby needs.  Colostrum is low volume (think teaspoons, not ounces!), letting your baby learn the new skills of sucking, swallowing and breathing in the first few days before your mature milk “comes in.” 

New babies usually have their nights and days mixed up, and may be very fussy at night.  This does not mean you do not have enough milk.  Nursing your baby often at night and putting the baby in skin-to-skin contact on your chest will help your body make lots of milk.

Most newborns nurse well during the first hour or two after birth, and then sleep for many hours.  Attempt to awaken your baby by undressing partially, talking to him/her, sitting the baby up and gently moving the arms and legs, or massaging them.

A baby shows early hunger cues by turning the head and searching with an open mouth or putting the fist in the mouth.  Crying is a late sign of hunger and stresses your baby, making it difficult for you to calm him/her to feed.  It is best to respond to early hunger cues. 

Using a pacifier can tire your baby out, cause you to miss hunger cues and baby to miss feedings.

If baby routinely shows hunger cues after feedings, get help with the feedings to make sure the baby is latching and suckling well.  Instead of asking for a pacifier or bottle, ask for help.

If baby routinely falls asleep within the first few minutes of feeding, or comes on and off the breast often during a feeding, or never really latches, ask your nurse for help.

Babies often cluster feed, which means they may have two or three feedings close together (as often as every hour), and then a long rest.  This is normal.

A woman’s body is designed to make milk.  You can make enough milk for a big baby, twins, and triplets!

Newborns cannot be spoiled.

The “Babywise” method or “parent-directed feeding” has caused alarm among health professionals.  Dehydration, failure to thrive and low milk supplies have been associated with it.
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