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L Does Nighttime Breastfeeding Increase Women’s Risk of Postpartum
Depression?
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Does nighttime breastfeeding elevate the risk of depression in new mothers? There are an
increasing number of professionals, books, and organizations that tell mothers not to breastfeed at
night in order to prevent depression. While this advice is well-intended, no one knows if it even
actually does what is promised. What's worse, abstaining from nighttime feedings will likely have a
negative impact on breastfeeding. Summarizing recent research and using data from the Survey of
Mothers’ Sleep and Fatigue, a survey of 6,410 mothers from 59 countries, | examine the relationship
between feeding method, where babies sleep and maternal fatigue. Recent research indicates that
breastfeeding mothers actually get more sleep, and better-quality sleep, than their formula-feeding
or mixed-feeding counterparts. Preliminary analyses from our data reveal that breastfeeding
mothers report less daytime fatigue and more energy. This presentation will also include an analysis
of other factors that can compromise the sleep of new mothers, such as depression or a history of
sexual trauma. Our data indicate that women who have experienced sexual trauma, or who are
depressed, have compromised sleep and more daytime fatigue—independent of the effects of
nighttime parenting. Recommendations for sleep interventions for mothers cannot be one-size-fits-
all. They must examine all the factors that can cause sleep issues. And breastfeeding, while
frequently blamed for problems, may in fact be helping mothers cope. In fact, advising a woman to
stop breastfeeding at night may actually increase her daytime fatigue and subsequent risk for
depression.
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