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Abstract

Introduction. There is strong evidence demonstrating that human breastmilk provides complete nutrition for human
infants. While the rate of initiation of breastfeeding in the UK has increased steadily over the last 25 years, rates of exclusive
breastfeeding in the early weeks and months over the same time period have shown only marginal increases.

Method. An interpretive phenomenological approach informed by the philosophy of Martin Heidegger was adopted. The aim
was to understand women’s experience of breastfeeding. Women were recruited from one city in the East Midlands in the UK,
where the prevalence of breastfeeding is decreasing. Potential participants were recruited via health visitors at the primary birth
visit. Ethical approval was received from the university and NHS research ethics committees. Data were collected between three
and six months after the birth of their youngest child and analysis was guided by interpretive phenomenological principles.
Findings. The women were found to be ill-prepared for the realities of breastfeeding and, for most women, the shock of this
experience was overwhelming. In particular there was a lack of understanding and preparation for common problems and a
lack of awareness of newborn behaviour. Misunderstandings of newborn behaviour resulted in the women blaming infant-
feeding behaviours, such as crying, wakeful states and cluster feeding, on the specific method of infant-feeding. Frequent
feeding cues were overwhelming and the women felt overawed by the sense of responsibility. It also led them to question their
ability to provide an adequate milk supply.

Discussion. The extent to which inadequate preparation for breastfeeding had a negative impact on the breastfeeding
experiences of women in this study was a surprise. Antenatal education should focus more on preparing women for the
realities. Education and support for breastfeeding women need to encompass infant-feeding cues and infant behaviours.

Key words: Breastfeeding, infant-feeding, experiences, expectations, qualitative methods, interviews, evidence-based midwifery

Introduction

Method

Research has emphasised the biological nature of infant-
feeding and motherhood, and a body of knowledge has
developed promoting breastfeeding globally as the optimum
method of infant-feeding (Kramer and Kakuma, 2012; WHO,
2011; 2002). Breastfeeding has been suggested to represent
both a medical gold standard for infant-feeding and a moral
gold standard for mothering (Knaak, 2005). Numerous
international, national and local public health policies cite
recommendations to increase breastfeeding prevalence.
NICE (2006) postnatal care guidance recommends that the
UNICEF UK Baby Friendly Initiative should be the minimum
NHS standard. Despite this increasing evidence base,
and encouraging rises in breastfeeding year on year, there
remains a dramatic drop-off during the early postnatal period
(McAndrew et al, 2012). This is in stark contrast to other
countries. For example, 80% of Norwegian mothers (Lande
et al, 2003) and 68% of Swedish mothers (Sveriges officiella
statistik och Socialstyrelsen, 2009) are still breastfeeding at
six months. Locally, there was evidence of a higher fall-off
rate between initiation and six to eight weeks in Lincolnshire
(33%) than in England (28 %) and the UK (26 %) (McAndrew
et al, 2012). A study exploring local women’s experiences
of breastfeeding was designed to consider similarity or
differences with national studies (McAndrew et al, 2012).

The theoretical location of the research was interpretive
phenomenology, informed by the philosophy of Heidegger
(1962). The study was designed to describe and interpret the
phenomena of human experience in the world in relation to
the phenomenon of breastfeeding. Heidegger’s interpretive
phenomenological approach focuses on illuminating details
within experience that may be taken for granted, with the
goal of creating meaning and a sense of understanding.

The question posed was: ‘How do women experience
breastfeeding?’ This requires an answer formulated in terms
of description and interpretation, which recognises that the
way one person perceives an apparently similar experience
(breastfeeding) is not necessarily the way another may see it.
According to Rolfe (2002), the sort of understanding that
arises from a phenomenological study is but one possible
understanding among potential others, thus the authors’
study was an important addition to the body of knowledge
regarding breastfeeding. Ethical approval was received from
the university and NHS research ethics committees.

Sampling and recruitment

Participants were recruited because they had experienced
the phenomenon. Women were recruited via health visitors
from one city in the East Midlands in the UK, where there
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