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Protecting premature infants from a deadly intestinal disease, new 
research suggests, may boil down to a surprising combination: 
milk and bacteria. (1)

According to a new study, breastmilk provides a vital antibody that 
binds to bacteria in a premature infant’s gut.  Preemies with higher 
amounts of bacteria bonded to the antibody from their mothers’ 
milk are less likely to develop NEC, or necrotizing enterocolitis.  
And that’s no small feat.  The intestinal disease can cause dis-
tended abdomen, infection, low blood pressure and shock.  About 
15% of infants who develop NEC die, and those who survive can 
face long-term health challenges. (2)

While researchers already knew that breastmilk helps keep NEC 
at bay��WKLV�UHVHDUFK�EHJLQV�WR�H[SODLQ�KRZ������7KH�¿QGLQJV�DOVR�
UHDႈUP�D�JURZLQJ�WRPH�RI�UHVHDUFK�RQ�WKH�EHQH¿WV�RI�EUHDVWPLON�
for premature infants.  

But for health care providers and new parents, knowing that 
breastmilk can protect a preemie isn’t necessarily enough.  Ac-
cess to milk can be complicated.  Direct breastfeeding may not be 
possible with fragile preemies, and mothers who want to express 
EUHDVWPLON�PD\�QRW�EH�DEOH�WR�SURGXFH�PLON�±�RU�PD\�QRW�KDYH�DF-

cess to a hospital-grade pump.  

Donor milk is an important alternative, as a lead researcher on the 
study noted. (4) But getting donor milk isn’t always easy either.  
Not all hospitals house a donor milk bank or can provide access 
WR�RQH������&RVW�FDQ�DOVR�EH�D�SURKLELWLYH�IDFWRU�±�ERWK�IRU�KRVSL-
tals that aren’t reimbursed for donor milk and for mothers whose 
health plans won’t cover the expense.

“The research makes this much clear: 
Whether from a preemie’s mother or from 
a donor, breast milk has the potential 
to reduce intestinal complications and 
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“Got Milk?” 
May Be a Life-or-Death Question for Preemies

The Alliance for Patient Access (allianceforpatientaccess.org), 
founded in 2006, is a national network of physicians dedicated 
to ensuring patient access to approved therapies and appropri-
ate clinical care. AfPA accomplishes this mission by recruiting, 
WUDLQLQJ�DQG�PRELOL]LQJ�SROLF\�PLQGHG�SK\VLFLDQV�WR�EH�H௺HFWLYH�
DGYRFDWHV�IRU�SDWLHQW�DFFHVV��$I3$�LV�RUJDQL]HG�DV�D�QRQ�SUR¿W�
501(c)(4) corporation and headed by an independent board of di-
rectors. Its physician leadership is supported by policy advocacy 
PDQDJHPHQW�DQG�SXEOLF�D௺DLUV� FRQVXOWDQWV�� ,Q�������$I3$�HV-
tablished the Institute for Patient Access (IfPA), a related 501(c)
����QRQ�SUR¿W�FRUSRUDWLRQ��,Q�NHHSLQJ�ZLWK�LWV�PLVVLRQ�WR�SURPRWH�
D� EHWWHU� XQGHUVWDQGLQJ� RI� WKH� EHQH¿WV� RI� WKH� SK\VLFLDQ�SDWLHQW�
relationship in the provision of quality healthcare, IfPA sponsors 
policy research and educational programming.
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The research makes this much clear: Whether from a preemie’s 
mother or from a donor, breast milk has the potential to reduce 
intestinal complications and even save infants’ lives.  Moving 
forward, policymakers and health insurers would be wise to look 
closely at the question of whether premature infants “got milk.”
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Still a Preemie? 

Jaundice Feeding issues Respiratory 
problems

Born between 
34 and 36 weeks' 
gestation?

Just like preemies born much earlier, 
these “late preterm” infants can face: 

Born preterm
at a “normal” 
weight?

And their parents, like all parents 
of preemies, are at risk for 
postpartum depression and PTSD. 

www.infanthealth.org

Some preemies are born months early, at extremely low 
birthweights.They fight for each breath and face nearly 

insurmountable health obstacles. 

But that’s not every preemie’s story.

Though these babies look healthy, 
they can still have complications 
and require NICU care.

Born preterm 
but not admitted 
to the NICU?

But because some health plans 
determine coverage based on a 
preemie's weight, families of 
babies that weigh more may 
face access barriers and 
unmanageable medical bills.

Some Preemies All Preemies
Will spend weeks 
in the hospital

Will have lifelong 
health problems

Are disadvantaged 
from birth

Face health 
risks

Deserve appropriate 
health coverage

Need access to 
proper health care

Even if preterm babies 
don't require NICU care, 
they can still face health challenges.
Those challenges can extend through 
childhood, adolescence and even 
into adulthood.
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