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On-the-Job Moms: Work and Breastfeeding Duration

Background

Breastfeeding provides numerous benefits to infants,
mothers and society, including reductions in illness and
medical costs. Therefore, in 1997 (and now again in
2005), the American Academy of Pediatrics initiated a
public health awareness campaign designed to encourage
mothers to breastfeed until their child was at least one
year old. Between 1990 and 2000, breastfeeding
increased sharply among several groups of mothers, indi-
cating that the public health campaign was having a pos-
itive effect. African-American mothers' breastfeeding
initiation rate went from 23 percent to 51 percent and
teenaged mothers' breastfeeding initiation rate went from
30 percent to 56 percent.

Interestingly, during the same time period, the prevalence
of working mothers also increased. In 1990, 54 percent
of married mothers with young children were in the
workforce and this number increased to 60 percent by the
year 2000. Among women working full-time before the
birth of their child, three-quarters are back at work full-
time by the time their baby is six months old. For these
mothers, the decision to return to work and the decision
to breastfeed are closely connected. In 2000, only 11 per-
cent of mothers who worked full-time were still breast-
feeding at one year, as opposed to 19 percent of mothers
who worked part-time and 22 percent of mothers
who were not in the labor force. Clearly most

Data and Methods

This research brief uses data from the baseline and one-
year follow-up surveys of the Fragile Families and Child
Wellbeing Study [see box] to examine the relationship
between breastfeeding and employment. The sample for
the first analysis - the initiation of breastfeeding - is
comprised of all the mothers in the study who provided
information on breastfeeding (n=4,331). The sample for
the second analysis - the duration of breastfeeding - is
comprised of mothers who initiated breastfeeding and
provided information on the timing of their return to
work (n=2,460).

Breastfeeding initiation is measured by a question at the
one-year follow-up interview that asked the mother if
she had ever breastfed her child (57% had ever breast-
fed). Breastfeeding duration is measured by a follow-up
question that asked the mother how many months she
breastfed her child (average of 5 months among those
who ever breastfed). Maternal employment is measured
as: 1) having plans to work after the child's birth (from
the baseline survey) and 2) actual realized employment
(from the one-year survey). For plans to work, mothers
were asked in the hospital following the child's birth
whether they intended to return to work in the first year
after their child's birth (82% intended to work in the year

American women are not able to combine breast-
feeding and full-time employment.

This brief examines two questions regarding the Mother expects to work next year breastfeeding p-value
relationship between maternal employment and
breastfeeding. The first question is whether a Sl 0.58™ L
mother's plans to return to work after a birth affect

her decision to breastfeed her child. The second

Table 1: Logistic Regression for Breastfeeding Initiation

With controls 0.85* 0.084

Odds of initiating

question iS Whether returning to WOI'k shortens the Notes: Control variables include mother's race-ethnicity, nativity, age, education, relationship
status, prior children, and income.

duration of breastfeeding, and if so, by how much.  *p<.10 ~p<.05 **p<.01
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Figure 1: Survival Curve for Breastfeeding Duration
for All Mothers Who Initiate
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after the child was born). The date of actual employ-
ment is measured by a question that asked mothers how
old their child was when they returned to work (71%
began working when the child was, on average, 4.5
months old). Analyses include individual-level controls
for mothers race and ethnicity, immigrant status, age,
income, occupation, education, relationship  status,
and parity.

Results

Table 1 (page 1) shows the results for the relationship
between plans to work after the child is born and breast-
feeding initiation. The variable of interest, "Mom expects
to work in the next year," is significantly and negatively
related to breastfeeding initiation. Mothers who expect to
work in the year following the birth of their child have 15
percent lower odds of breastfeeding than other mothers
when controlling for differences in background
characteristics. Therefore, mothers who plan to

month. Less than ten percent of mothers breastfeed for at
least a year, the time recommended by the American
Academy of Pediatrics.

Breastfeeding duration differs greatly by maternal
employment status, however. Table 2 shows the relation-
ship between the breastfeeding cessation (or weaning)
and the timing of maternal employment. One month and
two months after starting work, working mothers have 48
percent and 27 percent higher odds, respectively, of wean-
ing than non-working mothers. In the month a mother
starts work, her odds of weaning are 2.4 times the odds of
a mother who did not start working that month. In the
month before she starts work, a mother's odds of weaning
are 46 percent higher and two months before she starts
work, they are 37 percent higher, as compared with moth-
ers who are not getting ready to work.

Conclusion and Policy
Implications

The results of this analysis demonstrate that mothers' deci-
sions to breastfeed and how long they breastfeed are
strongly related to whether and when they intend to return
to work. The results also indicate that mothers anticipate
the difficulty of combining work and breastfeeding and
therefore either choose not to initiate breastfeeding or stop
breastfeeding around the time they plan to begin work.

Given the health advantages associated with breastfeed-
ing, these findings suggest that working mothers and
their infants are at a disadvantage, as compared to moth-
ers who stay home with their children. Although progress
has been made in encouraging more mothers to breast-
feed and to breastfeed for longer periods of time,

work after the child is born may not initiate Table 2: Logistic Regression for Weaning
breastfeeding because of the anticipated difficul-

ties in combining breastfeeding and employ- Odds of

ment. Mother returned to work... weaning p-value
There is a fairly steep drop off in breastfeeding 2+ months ago 1.27= 0.020
rates for all mothers who initiate breastfeeding, Last month 1 4gr 0.003
regardless of employment status. Figure 1

shows the survival curve of breastfeeding dura- | This month 2.42% 0.000
tion over the baby's first year of life. We see Next month 1 46%* 0.000
that over 30 percent of mothers quit breastfeed- .

ing before the baby is one month old. The 2+ months from now 1.37 0-005

survival curve also shows that 50 percent of

rnothers have qU1t breaStfeedlng by the thlrd Notes: This discrete-time logit model includes controls for the number of months since the child's birth.
month and 75 percent have quit by the sixth <10 "p=.05 *"p<.01
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additional steps will be necessary if mothers are to meet
the revised goals set by the American Academy
of Pediatrics in 2005. In addition to changing mothers'
attitudes toward breastfeeding, steps must be taken to
change employer's attitudes and work place policies
so that mothers can take time off from their work to
breastfeed or to pump and store their breast milk for

future feedings. Without a supportive work environment,
new mothers will be forced to choose between breast-
feeding their child for an optimal amount of time and
returning to work to help support their families. For
many mothers today, breastfeeding for a year is simply
not an option.
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Inside...

This research brief uses data from the
Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing
study to examine the relationship
between maternal employment and
breastfeeding.

The Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study is following a birth cohort of nearly 5,000 children, including 3,712
children born to unmarried parents and 1,186 children born to married parents. The data are nationally representative
of births in cities with populations of 200,000 or more. For more information about the study, visit the Web site of

The Center for Research on Child Wellbeing, http://crcw.princeton.edu/fragilefamilies or email the CRCW at
crew@opr.princeton.edu

This research brief was adapted from "On-the-Job Moms: Work and Breastfeeding Initiation and Duration for a Sample
of Low-Income Women" by Rachel Kimbro. To download a copy of the paper on which this brief was based, visit
http://crew.princeton.edu, go to the Fragile Families link, click on Publications, then click on Working Papers Series.

The Fragile Families Research Brief is funded in part by a grant from the Annie E. Casey Foundation.
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