
Human Milk Supports Health and Growth for Babies

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, 
training and mobilizing policy-minded physicians to be effective 
advocates for patient access. AfPA is organized as a non-profit 
501(c)(4) corporation and headed by an independent board of di-
rectors. Its physician leadership is supported by policy advocacy 
management and public affairs consultants. In 2012, AfPA es-
tablished the Institute for Patient Access (IfPA), a related 501(c)
(3) non-profit corporation. In keeping with its mission to promote 
a better understanding of the benefits of the physician-patient 
relationship in the provision of quality healthcare, IfPA sponsors 
policy research and educational programming.

Peer Reviewed

112NEONATOLOGY TODAYtwww.NeonatologyToday.nettAugust 2023

Josie Cooper

A new study confirms what mothers and doctors have long be-
lieved: human milk is the best source of nutrition for infants.  

The wholesome sufficiency of “mother’s milk” is not just a turn of 
phrase; it is a biomedical reality. Access to human milk, whether 
through mothers or donors, can majorly support neonatal health. 

According to a new study in the American Journal of Preventive 
Medicine, breastfed babies are 33% less likely to die during the 
post-perinatal period than infants who were not breastfed. The 
study included 10 million US infants born between 2016 and 2018. 
The new data joins a growing body of research supporting breast-
milk’s health benefits. Infants born preterm or with health chal-
lenges in particular, benefit from breastmilk.

Human milk supports health and growth for preterm babies. 
In particular, babies born preterm or with health challenges ben-
efit from consuming human milk, whether from their mother or a 

screened donor.  

Recent research on infants with congenital heart conditions affirms 
that a diet rich in human milk can have a life-changing impact on 
health and development. These babies typically struggle to gain 
the healthy weight associated with normal growth. Human milk-
derived fortifiers supply nutrients, prebiotics, and immunological 
components to support infants’ growth. It is also better tolerated 
than milk products from other mammals. 

Babies with congenital heart disease or defects also often un-
dergo surgery before they are released from the hospital. When 
they receive a diet of exclusively human milk, those infants show 
improved growth and decreased risk of complications immediately 
after surgery.  

Human milk also offers other benefits. 
In addition to providing nutrition and immunological protection, hu-
man milk may confer other benefits. Human milk has been shown 
to protect against diabetes, obesity, asthma, cardiovascular dis-
eases, and autoimmune disorders.  

Some cultures even value other “milk therapies,” including topical 
applications to treat everything from pink eye to diaper rash. Sci-
entists have made treatments directly from compounds in human 
milk, and many alternative and folk remedies show signs of having 
health benefits. 

A compound as powerful as human milk — available widely, inex-
pensively, and with minimal side effects – shows great promise. 
With additional research, scientists and healthcare providers can 
continue learning about human milk’s complex impact and bene-

“Babies with congenital heart disease 
or defects also often undergo surgery 
before they are released from the 
hospital. When they receive a diet of 
exclusively human milk, those infants 
show improved growth and decreased 
risk of complications immediately after 
surgery.  ”

“A new study confirms what mothers 
and doctors have long believed: human 
milk is the best source of nutrition for 
infants.  ” “A compound as powerful as human 

milk — available widely, inexpensively, 
and with minimal side effects – shows 
great promise. With additional research, 
scientists and healthcare providers can 
continue learning about human milk’s 
complex impact and benefits.”
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fits.  Increased understanding can, in turn, encourage full use and 
equal access to the wonder drug produced by the human body.
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It  is hard to be a Neonatologist who took the 
path through Pediatrics first, and not use a 
Dr. Seuss quote from time-to-time. 

If  your unit  is anything like ours where you 
work, I imagine you feel as if  you are 
bursting at the seams.

As the population grows, so do our patient 
volumes.  I often quote the number 10% as 
being the number of  patients  we see out of 
all deliveries each year in our units.  When I 
am asked why  our numbers are so high, I 
counter that the answer is simple.  For every 
extra 100 births, we get 10 admissions. It  is 
easy  though, to get lost  in the chaos of 
managing a unit  in such busy  times, and not 
take a moment to look back and see how far 
we have come. What did life look like 30 
years ago or 25 years ago?  In Winnipeg, we 
are preparing to make a big move into a 
beautiful new facility  in 2018. This will see us 
unify  three units into one,  which is no easy 
task but will mean a capacity  of  60 beds 
compared to the 55 operational beds we 
have at the moment.

In 2017, were routinely  resuscitating infants 
as young as 23 weeks, and now with weights 
under 500g at times. Whereas in the past, 
anyone under 1000g was considered quite 
high risk, now the anticipated survival for a 
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“Oh the Places You'll Go”**

By Michael Narvey, MD
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1986 – Opening of the New NICU at Children’s Hospital

“What did life look like 30 

years ago or 25 years 

ago?”

**“Oh the Places you'll Go,” by Dr. Seuss 
(originally published in 1990)

Sign up for free membership at 99nicu, the 
Internet community for professionals in neonatal 
medicine.  Discussion Forums, Image Library, 
Virtual NICU, and more...”

www.99nicu.org

New subscribers are always welcome! 
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