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Practitioners universally recognise own mother’s milk as a standard of care for all babies, 
including sick and preterm infants admitted to neonatal units. However, as sick and preterm 
infants are often unable to suckle directly from the breast, because of immaturity or underlying 
condition, mothers face having to express milk, often for very long periods. They frequently 
report this as difficult and anxiety inducing, adding to the stresses that are inherent to having a 
baby admitted to neonatal care. For these reasons, the support neonatal unit staff provide 
parents is an important aspect of practice, and the extent to which babies do receive their own 
mother’s milk is a cardinal outcome metric.  

Evaluating the rate of improvement in the provision of own mothers milk and ultimately the 
extent to which babies admitted to neonatal units go home breast-feeding, requires 
standardised metrics. I will discuss metrics considered at a roundtable convened by Medela 
and ways in which neonatal unit staff might capture these systematically. I will describe how 
staff might use such data to drive improvements in care. I will also discuss other 
recommendations relevant to lactation support and the types of information provided to parents. 
There are challenges in recording data, and ensuring they are consistent, complete and high 
quality, but enormous opportunities afforded by advances in data management technologies.  

Implementing recording of standardised information about lactation and infant feeding in 
neonatal units would be an important step towards the development of universally accepted 
quality indicators. Using data effectively also includes embracing the possibilities afforded by 
audit against agreed practice standards, benchmarking across neonatal units, and facilitating 
research to resolve uncertainties in care, as well as develop and evaluate new treatments and 
interventions to improve breast-feeding. Collectively, such actions could spearhead a leap 
forward in ensuring all infants admitted to neonatal units are able to receive their own mother’s 
milk. 


