
Quigley et al. BMC Public Health         (2024) 24:3284  
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12889-024-20618-2

RESEARCH Open Access

© The Author(s) 2024. Open Access This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License, which 
permits use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, as long as you give appropriate credit to the 
original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative Commons licence, and indicate if changes were made. The images or 
other third party material in this article are included in the article’s Creative Commons licence, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line 
to the material. If material is not included in the article’s Creative Commons licence and your intended use is not permitted by statutory 
regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from the copyright holder. To view a copy of this 
licence, visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/.

BMC Public Health

Breastfeeding support during the Covid‑19 
pandemic in England: analysis of a national 
survey
Maria A. Quigley1*, Sian Harrison1, Ilana Levene2, Phyllis Buchanan3, Jenny McLeish1 and Fiona Alderdice1 

Abstract 

Background  Breastfeeding support interventions are associated with longer breastfeeding duration. Contemporary 
nationally representative data on breastfeeding support as reported by women in England is lacking. Using English 
national maternity survey data, we describe sources and modes of breastfeeding support as reported by women who 
gave birth in 2020; sources of support are compared with earlier maternity surveys (2014, 2016, 2018). We also explore 
the characteristics associated with source/mode of support in 2020 (n = 4,611).

Methods  Women who breastfed were asked about sources of breastfeeding support (midwife; other health pro-
fessional; other formal breastfeeding support such as breastfeeding specialist, breastfeeding support group, peer 
supporter; and partner/friend/relative), how this help was given and whether they would have liked more help 
from a health professional with breastfeeding. Adjusted risk ratios (aRR) for the association between sociodemo-
graphic and pregnancy-related variables and each source/mode of support were estimated using modified Poisson 
regression.

Results  From 2014 to 2020 support from midwives and other health professionals declined (from 84.0% to 64.7%, 
and 61.6% to 15.5% respectively) whereas other formal breastfeeding support and informal support from partners/
friends/relatives remained constant at 27–31% and 34–38% respectively. The proportion of women who wanted 
more help with breastfeeding increased from 30% in 2014–2018 to 46% in 2020. In 2020, women most likely to want 
more help with breastfeeding were nulliparous (aRR = 1.64, 95%CI:1.50–1.79), younger (aRR = 1.21, 95%CI:1.03–1.42) 
and of Pakistani ethnicity (aRR = 1.30, 95%CI:1.06–1.60). Receiving breastfeeding support over the phone (35%) 
was more common than via video call (13%) or text message (5%); these percentages varied according to socio-
demographic and pregnancy-related factors.

Conclusions  Breastfeeding support has declined in recent years, and did not meet the needs of many women 
during the pandemic. Planning for a future emergency should include adequate provision of breastfeeding support 
particularly if staff are redeployed into other roles. The characteristics associated with support can inform service plan-
ning and delivery. Future research should use these factors to develop novel ideas for intervention, such as directly 
targeting partners or other informal networks with educational or psychosocial interventions.
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Introduction
Breastfeeding support interventions are associated with 
longer breastfeeding duration [1], and breastfeeding 
support is recommended as part of national and inter-
national guidelines and policies. In England, the NICE 
postnatal care guideline recommends that breastfeeding 
care is tailored to women’s individual needs and provides 
face-to-face support [2]. Written, digital or telephone 
information should also be offered, including who to con-
tact if additional support is needed, information about 
peer support, and information for partners.

Effective breastfeeding support is a key intervention to 
enable women to start and continue breastfeeding, and 
many factors will determine whether women get the sup-
port they need. In England, breastfeeding support in hos-
pital will usually be from the midwife (or neonatal team 
as appropriate), and following discharge, support will be 
from the midwife or health visitor. Due to understaffing 
and lack of resources, support through these routine ser-
vices may not always be offered, taken up, or meet the 
needs of women who are learning to breastfeed or expe-
riencing difficulties.

Additional breastfeeding support from trained vol-
unteers or health professionals is available from a vari-
ety of services including breastfeeding counsellors, peer 
supporters and lactation consultants. These services 
may be provided through hospital clinics, community 
centres, private practices, and voluntary organisations, 
and through a variety of modes and frequencies includ-
ing face-to-face and telephone helplines. Use of these 
services depends on them being available, accessible, 
promoted and the woman being motivated to utilise 
them. Service provision is not standardised, and var-
ies between areas and changes over time, with services 
regularly being adapted in line with available funding and 
resources rather than need [3].

The first year of the COVID-19 pandemic and the 
resultant restrictive measures caused additional chal-
lenges and variability in the delivery of breastfeed-
ing support. Women had reduced contact with health 
professionals, [4–6]; many breastfeeding services were 
cancelled or reduced, and services that had previously 
been face-to-face were often delivered ‘remotely’ [7–9]. 
Remote support encompasses a range of technologies 
including telephone, video call, text (SMS) messages and 
mobile applications (apps). Some of these technologies 
were used before the pandemic; for example, the National 
Breastfeeding helpline was established in 2008.

Remote breastfeeding support increased markedly dur-
ing the pandemic [7] and is likely to continue to grow, 
potentially replacing some face-to-face services in the 
post-pandemic era. A recent systematic review found that 
remote breastfeeding support and education combined 

with support in hospital was effective at increasing exclu-
sive breastfeeding at 3  months, but the effect at other 
time points and for ‘any’ breastfeeding was less clear 
[10]. There was also a lack of evidence on maternal sat-
isfaction with remote support. There is little contempo-
rary national data in England on breastfeeding support, 
particularly remote support, and women’s experiences 
of this support. This data is needed to inform provision 
of support both for future pandemic preparedness, but 
also within the resource constraints and rapidly changing 
technologies of the post-pandemic era. Using data from 
national maternity surveys in England, we describe the 
sources and modes of breastfeeding support as reported 
by women who gave birth during the pandemic, and 
compare the sources of support to those reported by 
women who gave birth before the pandemic (objective 1). 
We also explore the sociodemographic and pregnancy-
related characteristics associated with these sources and 
modes of support during the pandemic (objective 2).

Methods
Design and participants
Data were drawn from the 2020 national maternity sur-
vey (NMS) [11]. A random sample of 16,050 women was 
identified by the Office for National Statistics (ONS) 
using birth registration records. The inclusion criteria 
were women who had given birth to their baby in Eng-
land during a two-week period in May 2020, and who 
were aged 16 years or older and living in England at the 
time the birth was registered. May 2020 was chosen so 
as to identify women who gave birth during the first 
national lockdown in England. Women were invited to 
take part at six months postpartum and had the option of 
completing the questionnaire on paper or online. Women 
self-reported sociodemographic characteristics and 
experiences of pregnancy, birth, and the postnatal period, 
including sections about infant feeding.

Breastfeeding data
Women were asked whether they ever breastfed their 
baby (including giving expressed breastmilk), even if 
only once. Those who answered ‘yes’ were asked addi-
tional questions about ‘who or what helped or advised 
you with breastfeeding your baby’ (hereafter referred to 
as sources of support), how this help was given (here-
after referred to as mode of support) and whether they 
would have liked more help from a health professional 
with breastfeeding their baby. The main sources of sup-
port analysed were health professional support (specifi-
cally from a midwife or other health professional), other 
formal breastfeeding support (from a breastfeeding spe-
cialist, breastfeeding support group, peer supporter, or 
other formal support); and informal support (specifically 
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from a partner or friend/relative). The support questions 
did not distinguish between support given in hospital or 
after discharge.

Statistical analysis
All analysis was restricted to women who ever breast-
fed. As women could select multiple response options 
for source and mode of support, each source and mode 
was analysed as a dichotomous variable, and these were 
described using proportions (objective 1). Where pos-
sible we compared these proportions with similar data 
from previous NMS from 2014, 2016 (which was a pilot 
study) and 2018 [12–14] to assess the impact of the pan-
demic on support. The earlier NMS had similar designs 
to the 2020 NMS, the main difference being that women 
were sampled at 3  months postpartum in 2014 rather 
than at 6 months in all other NMS. There were also some 
differences between the questionnaires in terms of the 
response options for source of support, and only the 2020 
NMS asked about mode of support.

We described the association between key sociodemo-
graphic and pregnancy-related variables and each source 
and mode of support (objective 2). These variables were 
maternal age, age at completion of full-time education, 
area deprivation (measured by the Index of Multiple 
Deprivation, IMD), ethnicity, whether born in/outside 
UK, parity, mode of birth, hospital length of stay, preterm 
birth and whether the baby had a neonatal admission. 
They were chosen because they are strongly associated 
with breastfeeding variables in this and other studies 
[15–18]. Modified Poisson regression [19] was used to 
estimate unadjusted and adjusted risk ratios (aRRs) for 
these explanatory variables and source/mode of support. 
The same explanatory variables were included in all mod-
els irrespective of p-values thus enabling comparison of 
associations across different sources or modes of support.

The survey response rate was 29%. Some anonymised 
sociodemographic information was provided for all 
women (including non-responders) by ONS. On aver-
age response was lower in women who were younger, 
not married, born outside the UK, living in disadvan-
taged areas and who had given birth previously [11]. We 
attempted to correct for these differences using survey 
weights which were derived using maternal age, marital/
registration status, country of birth, region of residence, 
IMD, and parity. The representativeness of the survey 
weighted data was assessed by comparing respondent 
characteristics with data from the ONS source popu-
lation if available, or from a reference population for 
England. Around 8.8% of respondents had missing data 
on explanatory variables and a complete case analysis 
was employed on the remaining 91.2% of women. All 
analysis was conducted in Stata version 17 (StataCorp. 

2021), using survey-weighted commands to allow for 
non-response.

Results
Of the 4,611 respondents to the 2020 survey, 4,009 initi-
ated breastfeeding and 3,658 of these had complete data 
on explanatory variables and were included in the anal-
ysis. Table  1 shows selected characteristics of the 3,658 
women included in the analysis and of all 4,611 survey 

Table 1  Characteristics of the women from the 2020 survey 
included in the analysis

1 For age, IMD, country of birth and parity, these percentages are estimated from 
all 15,972 women sampled (gave birth in England in a two-week period May 
2020)

For premature birth and caesarean, these estimates are for all women who gave 
birth in England in 2019–20: https://​www.​ons.​gov.​uk/​peopl​epopu​latio​nandc​
ommun​ity/​birth​sdeat​hsand​marri​ages/​liveb​irths/​bulle​tins/​birth​chara​cteri​stics​
ineng​landa​ndwal​es/​2019. Accessed 21st March 2024: https://​digit​al.​nhs.​uk/​
data-​and-​infor​mation/​publi​catio​ns/​stati​stical/​nhs-​mater​nity-​stati​stics/​2019-​20. 
Accessed 21st March 2024

For ethnicity, these percentages are for all women living in England aged 15–49 
in the 2021 census: https://​www.​ons.​gov.​uk/​peopl​epopu​latio​nandc​ommun​ity/​
cultu​ralid​entity/​ethni​city/​artic​les/​ethni​cgrou​pbyag​eands​exeng​landa​ndwal​es/​
censu​s2021. Accessed 21st March 2024

Women 
included in 
analysis 
(weighted %)
N = 3,658

All survey 
respondents 
(weighted %)
N = 4,611

Reference 
population for 
England1

(%)

Age at delivery (years)

 < 25 207 (10.0) 15.3 15.0

  25–34 2,200 (59.2) 60.2 60.9

  35 +  1,252 (30.8) 24.5 24.2

IMD quintile

  5 most advan-
taged

853 (17.2) 15.4 15.5

  4 872 (18.9) 17.9 17.8

  3 760 (19.6) 19.3 19.4

  2 690 (21.7) 21.9 22.2

  1 least advan-
taged

483 (22.6) 25.6 25.1

Ethnicity

  White British 2,732 (65.2) 66.3 65.5

  White Other 400 (15.4) 13.3 11.1

  Indian 120 (3.2) 3.1 3.9

  Pakistani 89 (3.3) 2.9 3.4

  Bangladeshi 36 (1.3) 1.2 1.5

  Black Caribbean 19 (0.8) 0.7 1.2

  Black African 74 (4.2) 4.5 3.5

  Mixed/other 188 (6.5) 6.3 9.9

Born outside UK 773 (32.2) 30.9 30.4

Nulliparous 1,930 (46.8) 44.3 43.6

Caesarean birth 1,131 (30.0) 29.9 31.2

Preterm 239 (6.9) 7.5 7.8

https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/birthsdeathsandmarriages/livebirths/bulletins/birthcharacteristicsinenglandandwales/2019
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/birthsdeathsandmarriages/livebirths/bulletins/birthcharacteristicsinenglandandwales/2019
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/birthsdeathsandmarriages/livebirths/bulletins/birthcharacteristicsinenglandandwales/2019
https://digital.nhs.uk/data-and-information/publications/statistical/nhs-maternity-statistics/2019-20
https://digital.nhs.uk/data-and-information/publications/statistical/nhs-maternity-statistics/2019-20
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/culturalidentity/ethnicity/articles/ethnicgroupbyageandsexenglandandwales/census2021
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/culturalidentity/ethnicity/articles/ethnicgroupbyageandsexenglandandwales/census2021
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/culturalidentity/ethnicity/articles/ethnicgroupbyageandsexenglandandwales/census2021
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respondents. Following the application of survey weights, 
the respondents were similar to the reference population 
for England (all women sampled) in terms of maternal 
age, IMD, country of birth and parity. When compared 
with routine data on all births in England, the respond-
ents had a similar prevalence of caesarean birth (29.9% 
versus 31.2%) and preterm birth (7.5% versus 7.8%). Most 
minority ethnic groups, particularly Black Caribbean 
women, were slightly under-represented when compared 
with women in the 2021 census, while women who self-
identified as White Other or Black African were slightly 
over-represented.

Breastfeeding support across the surveys 2014–2020
Table  2 shows the sources of breastfeeding support in 
2020 and the earlier surveys. Data for 2020 are shown for 
the 4,009 women who breastfed (to aid comparison with 
previous surveys; objective 1) rather than for the 3,658 
women included in the complete case analysis (objective 
2). In all surveys, the most common source of breastfeed-
ing support was the midwife although this was declining 
across the surveys, even before the pandemic (84% in 
2014, 80% in 2016, 70% in 2018, 65% in 2020). There was 

also a decline in the proportion of women who received 
support from other health professionals, which again was 
apparent before the pandemic (62% in 2014, 60% in 2016, 
31% in 2018, 15% in 2020). In all surveys, nearly a third 
of women received other formal breastfeeding support, 
and just over a third received informal support from 
their partner, friend or relative. Partner and friend/rela-
tive were separate response options in the 2020 survey, 
and more women received support from a friend/rela-
tive than their partner (27% versus 13%). The proportion 
of women reporting that they were not given any sup-
port was 8.2% in 2020 compared with 2–5% in 2014–18. 
Finally, the proportion of women who wanted more help 
with breastfeeding from a health professional was 46% in 
2020 compared with ~ 30% in 2014–2018.

When restricting the 2020 data to women included 
in the complete case analysis, these figures were almost 
identical to those in Table  2 (Fig.  1). Among the 3,158 
women who received support from a health professional 
or other formal breastfeeding support in 2020, the major-
ity received some face-to-face support (74.5%, 95% CI: 
72.5, 76.3), with support over the phone (34.7%, 95% CI: 
32.8, 36.8) and by video call (13.0%, 95% CI: 11.7, 14.4) 

Table 2  Source of breastfeeding support across the surveys 2014–2020

Numbers shown are percentages (95% CI)
a Source of support response options were not identical across NMS
b Includes BF support group (all surveys), peer supporter (all surveys), voluntary organisation (2014 and 2016 only) and BF specialist (2020 only); 2018 and 2020 also 
have a category ‘other’ where women could write additional detail (these text response have been included)

 ~ Partner and friend/relative were separate response options in 2020 NMS due to the restrictions on social contact

2014
N = 3,849

2016
N = 489

2018
N = 3,999

2020
N = 4,009

Source of supporta

Health professional support

  Midwife 84.0
(82.7, 85.2)

79.6
(75.1, 83.4)

70.0
(68.4, 71.9)

64.7
(62.9, 66.4)

  Other health professional 61.6
(59.9, 63.2)

59.7
(54.6, 64.5)

31.3
(29.8, 33.0)

15.5
(14.2, 16.8)

Other formal breastfeeding supportb 30.6
(29.1, 32.1)

31.5
(27.0, 36.5)

27.2
(25.7, 28.8)

31.0
(29.4, 32.6)

Informal support

  Partner ~  13.1
(12.1, 14.4)

  Friend/relative ~  26.8
(25.3, 28.4)

  Partner/friend/relative ~  35.2
(33.6, 36.8)

34.3
(29.6, 39.2)

38.5
(36.8, 40.2)

33.7
(32.1, 35.4)

No support

  Was not given any support 2.3
(1.8, 2.8)

2.2
(1.1, 4.3)

4.8
(4.0, 5.7)

8.2
(7.2, 9.2)

  Did not need any support 7.8
(6.9, 8.7)

11.0
(8.3, 14.5)

13.3
(12.1, 14.7)

10.8
(9.7, 12.0)

Wanted more help from a health professional 29.3
(27.8, 30.8)

31.6
(27.0, 36.7)

30.4
(28.8, 32.1)

46.2
(44.3, 48.0)
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being the next most common modes of support. Support 
via text messages (5.7%, 95% CI: 4.8, 6.6) or an app (1.7%, 
95% CI: 1.3, 2.3) were uncommon.

Characteristics associated with breastfeeding support 
in 2020
Supplementary Figs. 1–10 show the crude prevalence of 
the breastfeeding support variables by selected sociode-
mographic and birth–related factors. Figures  2–3 show 
the aRRs for the associations between these factors and 
the breastfeeding support variables.

In multivariable analysis, support from a midwife was 
more common in nulliparous versus parous women (aRR 
1.20) and those with a longer length of stay (aRR 1.03), 
and was less common in White Other versus White 
women (aRR 0.85) and when the baby had a neonatal 
admission (aRR 0.83) (Fig.  2a). Support from another 
health professional was more common in nulliparous 
women (aRR 1.29) and when the baby had a neonatal 
admission (aRR 1.56), and was less common in those 
who left full-time education aged 17–18 versus 19 years 
or older (aRR 0.80) (Fig.  2b). Other formal breastfeed-
ing support was more common in nulliparous women 
(aRR 1.68) and those with a longer length of stay (aRR 
1.08), and was less common in younger women (aRR 
0.66 for age < 25 and aRR 0.85 for 25–34 versus 35 +) and 
those who left full-time education aged 16 (aRR 0.56) or 
17–18 years (aRR 82) (Fig. 2c).

Informal support from a partner was more common in 
women aged 25–34 (aRR 1.49), women living in the mid-
dle versus most advantaged IMD quintile (aRR 1.30) and 
Bangladeshi women (aRR 2.73), and was less common 

in White Other (aRR 0.62) and Black Caribbean women 
(0/22 reported support from partner) (Fig. 2d). Support 
from a friend or relative was more common in nullipa-
rous women (aRR 1.95), younger women (aRR 1.32 for 
age < 25), Indian (aRR 1.53) and Bangladeshi women (aRR 
1.57), and was less common in those living in the least 
advantaged IMD quintile (aRR 0.80), those with a shorter 
length of stay (aRR 0.94) and a preterm birth (aRR 0.66) 
and (Fig. 2e).

Wanting more help with breastfeeding from a health 
professional was more common in nulliparous women 
(aRR 1.64), those who had a caesarean (aRR 1.10), 
younger women (aRR 1.21 for age < 25) and Pakistani 
women (aRR 1.30), and was less common in women born 
outside the UK (aRR 0.78) and those who left full-time 
education aged 17–18 (aRR 0.90) (Fig. 2f ).

For women who received help from a health profes-
sional or other formal breastfeeding support, three quar-
ters (75%) received face-to-face support and this did not 
vary much across the factors explored: it was slightly 
more common in nulliparous women (aRR 1.05) and 
those who had a caesarean versus vaginal birth (aRR 
1.07) (Fig. 3a). About a third of women received support 
over the phone and this did not vary much across the fac-
tors explored apart from being more common in nullipa-
rous women (aRR 1.14) (Fig. 3b). Support via a video call 
varied across the factors explored and was more com-
mon in nulliparous women (aRR 1.58) and less common 
in women aged < 25 (aRR 0.39), women who left full-time 
education aged 16 (aRR 0.24) or aged 17–18 (aRR 0.62), 
and those living in the least advantaged IMD quintile 
(aRR 0.63) (Fig. 3c).

Fig. 1  Sources and modes of breastfeeding support in the 2020 NMS
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Fig. 2  Adjusted risk ratios (RR) for factors associated with reporting support from a midwife, b other health professional, c other formal 
breastfeeding support, d partner, e friend/relative, and f wanting more help from a health professional in the 2020 NMS. In figure d, RR 
not estimated for Black Caribbean women due to small numbers (0/22)
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Fig. 3  Adjusted risk ratios (RR) for factors associated with reporting different modes of support: a face-to-face; b phone; c video; d text message 
in the 2020 NMS
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Support via text message was uncommon overall (5%), 
but was less common in preterm birth (aRR 0.34) and in 
women who left full-time education aged 16 (aRR 0.37) 
or aged 17–18 (aRR 0.63), and all ethnic minority groups, 
particularly White Other (aRR 0.50), Black African (aRR 
0.10) and Black Caribbean women (0/22 reported sup-
port via text message) (Fig. 3d). Very few women received 
help via an app (1.8%) and numbers were too small for 
multivariable analysis.

Discussion
Key findings
Our study suggests that breastfeeding support from 
health professionals has declined in England since 2014 
with support from a midwife dropping from four in five 
women in 2014 to three in five in 2020. The decrease in 
support from other health professionals was greater, 
from three in five in 2014 to less than one in five in 
2020. Nearly one in three women received other for-
mal breastfeeding support, and one in three received 
informal support from their partner, friend or relative; 
these proportions remained constant across 2014–2020. 
The proportion of women who wanted more help with 
breastfeeding from a health professional was consistent 
at around 30% across 2014–2018, but increased mark-
edly to 46% in 2020. For women who received breast-
feeding support from a health professional or other 
formal breastfeeding support in 2020, only 74% received 
any face-to-face support, 35% received support over the 
phone and 13% via video, while support via text messages 
and apps was uncommon.

In the 2020 survey, these figures varied according to 
sociodemographic and pregnancy-related factors. Nul-
liparous women were more likely than parous women to 
receive support from any source – health professional, 
other formal support, and informal support. Younger 
mothers were less likely to receive other formal breast-
feeding support (for example, breastfeeding specialist, 
breastfeeding support group, peer supporter), but more 
likely to receive informal support from friends/relatives. 
Women who left full-time education earlier and those 
born outside the UK were also less likely to receive other 
formal breastfeeding support, whereas women living in 
the least advantaged areas were less likely to receive sup-
port from friends/relatives. Partner support was highest 
in Bangladeshi women (37%), and support from friends/
relatives was highest in Bangladeshi and Indian women 
(40%).

The groups who were most likely to want more help 
with breastfeeding from a health professional were nul-
liparous women, younger mothers and those of Pakistani 
ethnicity. Compared with UK-born women, those born 
outside the UK were less likely to want more support. 

Regarding mode of support, younger mothers, those who 
left full-time education earlier and those living in the 
least advantaged areas were less likely to receive support 
via a video call. Support via text messages was low over-
all (~ 5%) and lower in all minority ethnic women than in 
white British women.

Interpretation of findings
As has been reported in other studies from the UK and 
elsewhere, before [20, 21] and during the pandemic [22–
24], a variety of sources of breastfeeding support were 
reported by women, including health professional sup-
port, other formal support, and informal support from 
partners and friends/relatives. This likely reflects avail-
ability of support which varied geographically especially 
in the pandemic, and the preferences and needs of indi-
vidual women. Interestingly, the decline in breastfeeding 
support from the midwife and other health professionals 
was not accompanied by an increase in other formal sup-
port, or women wanting more help with breastfeeding, 
until the pandemic (Table  2). Other surveys in England 
noted a pre-pandemic decline (2017–19) in women hav-
ing postnatal contact with a midwife as much as they 
wanted, and a decline (2018–2021) in women receiv-
ing help and advice from a midwife or health visitor 
about feeding in the six weeks after birth [25]. There 
has been a shortage of midwives in England, together 
with an increasingly complex caseload, which pre-dated 
the pandemic [26] and likely affects the amount of time 
available to support breastfeeding. The decline in sup-
port from other health professionals is likely due to the 
rapid decline in the number of health visitors in England 
since 2015, which continued during the pandemic [27] 
and a withdrawal of health visiting services during the 
pandemic [28]. Support from other health professionals 
also includes support from the neonatal team, hence the 
observed association with neonatal admission.

The increase in the proportion of women wanting more 
support from a health professional during the pandemic 
may reflect fewer services being available. However, it 
may also reflect a complex picture of support needs, with 
some women wanting more support than normal because 
of other aspects of care or life during the pandemic, or 
perhaps because more women were more motivated to 
breastfeed for longer, for example, due to concerns about 
their baby’s health. Even though there was a decline in 
breastfeeding support from health professionals, and an 
increase in women wanting more help with breastfeed-
ing, breastfeeding rates in England [18] and elsewhere in 
the UK [29–31] were largely unaffected by the pandemic. 
This may be because there was no decline in other for-
mal breastfeeding support, and this support may have 
been effective for those who accessed it. Alternatively, 
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the lack of support may have been offset by other pan-
demic-related factors which had a positive impact on 
breastfeeding, such as having more uninterrupted time 
at home to breastfeed. Our data do not reflect the qual-
ity of support or the need for support so it is difficult to 
interpret. For example, nulliparous women were the most 
likely to want more help with breastfeeding, even though 
they were more likely to receive help from most sources. 
This may be partly due to a lack of breastfeeding experi-
ence. Women who had a caesarean birth were also more 
likely to want more help with breastfeeding. As a group, 
women who have a caesarean birth tend to have more 
difficulties with breastfeeding and a shorter breastfeeding 
duration [25, 32]; hence they may benefit from additional 
support.

Several sociodemographic factors were associated with 
breastfeeding support. Younger mothers reported want-
ing more help with breastfeeding than older mothers, 
and were more likely to receive informal support from 
a friend/relative than other formal breastfeeding sup-
port. Women who left full-time education earlier were 
also less likely to receive other formal breastfeeding sup-
port. Other studies have documented that women who 
are younger or have lower levels of education may be 
less likely to access or engage with breastfeeding sup-
port organisations [33] such as peer supporters [3, 34], 
although when they do engage, peer support may be 
effective in increasing breastfeeding duration [35]. Ensur-
ing that breastfeeding support is targeted at socially dis-
advantaged groups is particularly important given that 
these groups tend to have lower rates of breastfeeding in 
the UK [15–18], and the impact on breastfeeding rates 
of less support being available may be more marked in 
these groups [36]. Women born outside the UK were less 
likely to want more help with breastfeeding than those 
born in the UK whereas maternal ethnicity showed a 
more complex pattern. Pakistani women, 43% of whom 
were born in the UK, were more likely to want more help 
with breastfeeding than any other ethnic group, both in 
crude and adjusted analysis. South Asian women, par-
ticularly those who were Bangladeshi, were more likely 
to receive support from their partner or a friend/relative 
than other ethnic groups. This is consistent with evidence 
from qualitative studies which have reported that fami-
lies, particularly grandmothers, are an important source 
of breastfeeding support among South Asians living in 
the UK [37–40].

The fact that other formal breastfeeding support varies 
across sociodemographic factors may partly reflect the 
needs, motivations, resources and preferences of indi-
vidual women. However, it will also reflect the availability 
and equitability of such support across England, which 
has been shown to be patchy [3], with the availability of 

face-to-face support services declining even before the 
pandemic [41]. In contrast, support from a midwife was 
not strongly associated with any of the sociodemographic 
factors explored, apart from being slightly lower in 
women of White Other ethnicity. This suggests that the 
main barriers to this routine support – such as under-
staffing and a decline in home visits, which were marked 
in the pandemic – happened equally across the factors 
explored. Greater provision of routinely offered breast-
feeding support delivered by midwives or health visitors 
could help reduce inequalities in breastfeeding.

In addition to sources of breastfeeding support, our 
study looked at mode of support. National policy in 
England recommends that women receive face-to-face 
breastfeeding support together with written, digital and 
telephone support [2]. A quarter of women who received 
breastfeeding support from a health professional or other 
formal breastfeeding support did not receive face-to-face 
support. This is consistent with another survey of women 
who gave birth in the UK around the same time, in which 
21% received no breastfeeding support in hospital [7]. A 
third of women (35%) in our survey received telephone 
support whereas support via video call was less common 
(13%); these percentages are consistent with an online 
UK survey conducted in 2021 (41% and 12% respectively) 
[24]. Remote breastfeeding support, particularly over the 
telephone, was used extensively in the UK before the pan-
demic, although usually in addition to face-to-face sup-
port. The systematic review on remote support combined 
with postnatal support in hospital found insufficient 
evidence for higher levels of maternal satisfaction with 
remote support compared to standard support, although 
individual studies observed high levels of satisfaction in 
women who received remote support [10]. High levels 
of satisfaction have also been observed in women who 
received breastfeeding support over the phone [42] and 
via text messages [43].

Remote support has the potential to reduce service 
costs and improve accessibility, by removing geographi-
cal barriers and increasing service availability or flexibil-
ity. However, there are potential barriers to the service 
user and provider, including technology, access costs, 
language, privacy and personal preference. Some of these 
barriers have been reported for video calls in the UK and 
other settings [24], and may explain why, in our study, 
support via video call was less likely in younger moth-
ers, those who left full-time education earlier and who 
lived in the poorest areas. Support via text messages in 
our study was low overall (~ 5%) but lower in all minor-
ity ethnic women than in white British women, which 
may suggest language or cultural barriers. As is the case 
with face-to-face support, the development and imple-
mentation of remote support interventions needs to be 
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multifaceted, or tailored to individual populations so as 
to maximise access and uptake.

Strengths and limitations
The main limitation of our study is the low response 
rate. However, the application of survey weights helped 
ensure that the respondents were representative of the 
wider population across key characteristics (Table  1). 
Most other pandemic surveys are smaller, social media 
surveys in which white, educated and socially advantaged 
women are over-represented [7, 22–24], and women 
were recruited at different points in the postnatal period, 
up to one year [7, 22] or three years [23], therefore at dif-
ferent stages in their breastfeeding journey. By includ-
ing women who gave birth in the same month, who were 
contacted six months postnatally, we have ensured a 
more homogeneous group of women. We have also inter-
preted data on sources of support in the pandemic in the 
context of underlying trends in previous national mater-
nity surveys.

The survey questions on breastfeeding support are 
relatively crude and provide no measure of frequency or 
quality of support, and therefore we could not measure 
overall support across the different sources. We also have 
no data on what support was available to the women. 
Some of the sources of support in the survey question-
naire are open to different interpretations, thus giv-
ing rise to potential misclassification bias. For example, 
breastfeeding support groups may be led by health pro-
fessionals and/or volunteers which make them difficult 
to classify and for mothers to be certain who provided 
their support. Our broad classification of ‘other formal 
breastfeeding support’ may have created a heterogeneous 
group, hence masking differences. Support from informal 
sources such as partners is highly subjective and indi-
vidual women may answer differently depending on the 
value they place on the emotional, practical, or mechani-
cal aspects of support which can facilitate breastfeeding. 
While there is good quality evidence on what interven-
tions are effective in a trial setting, and what support is 
recommended by national policy, there is no population-
based data on what support women actually access or 
receive, and whether they feel it is sufficient. Our study 
helps to bridge that gap.

Conclusions
Breastfeeding support has declined in recent years and 
did not meet the needs of many women during the pan-
demic. Therefore, we recommend that planning for a 
future emergency should include adequate provision 
of breastfeeding support particularly if staff are rede-
ployed into other roles. Some of the characteristics 

associated with wanting more support, being less likely 
to receive other formal breastfeeding support, or sup-
port via a video call, are markers of socioeconomic 
disadvantage. Therefore policies aimed at improving 
routine breastfeeding support, together with local eval-
uation of breastfeeding support needs and provision, 
may help meet the support needs in different settings 
and reduce the stark inequalities in breastfeeding in 
the post-pandemic era. The factors that we have iden-
tified as being associated with support from a variety 
of sources and delivered in different ways may be used 
to inform service planning and delivery, including bar-
riers to access for older and newer technologies, and 
investment in breastfeeding support groups. Future 
research should use these factors to develop novel ideas 
for intervention, such as directly targeting partners or 
other informal networks with educational or psychoso-
cial interventions.

Acknowledgements
Most thanks are due to the many women who responded and participated 
in the surveys. Staff at the Office for National Statistics drew the sample and 
managed the mailings but bear no responsibility for analysis or interpretation 
of the data.

Authors’ contributions
MQ, SH and FA were responsible for survey design and data collection. MQ 
and SH analysed the data. MQ drafted the paper. MQ, SH, IL, PB, JM and FA 
contributed to data interpretation and writing.

Funding
This research is funded by the National Institute for Health research (NIHR) 
Policy Research Programme, conducted through the Policy Research Unit 
in Maternal and Neonatal Health and Care, PR-PRU-1217–21202. The views 
expressed are those of the authors and not necessarily those of the NIHR or 
the Department of Health and Social Care.

Data availability
The data underlying this study is not publicly available because the scope of 
the consent obtained from study participants restricts our ability to share the 
data on ethical and legal grounds. There are also third party restrictions by the 
Office for National Statistics (ONS).
Requests to access birth registration data can be submitted to the ONS at 
https://​www.​ons.​gov.​uk/​about​us/​whatw​edo/​stati​stics/​reque​sting​stati​stics/​
makin​gareq​uest; information about the ONS data sharing policy can be found 
at https://​cy.​ons.​gov.​uk/​about​us/​trans​paren​cyand​gover​nance/​datas​trate​gy/​
datap​olici​es/​onsre​searc​handd​ataac​cessp​olicy.
Requests to carry out further analyses on the data from the national maternity 
surveys can be submitted to the Director of the NPEU at general@npeu.ox.ac.
uk. All requests would be subject to the National Perinatal Epidemiology Unit 
Data Access Policy and may require further regulatory approvals.

Declarations

Ethics approval and consent to participate
Ethical approval was obtained from the North West—Greater Manchester East 
NRES Committee (REC reference 20/NW/0426) on 22nd October 2020. The 
NRES Committee approved the study without the requirement for informed 
consent. Return of partially or fully completed questionnaires was considered 
to imply agreement to participate in the surveys and consent to use the data.

Consent for publication
Not applicable.

https://www.ons.gov.uk/aboutus/whatwedo/statistics/requestingstatistics/makingarequest
https://www.ons.gov.uk/aboutus/whatwedo/statistics/requestingstatistics/makingarequest
https://cy.ons.gov.uk/aboutus/transparencyandgovernance/datastrategy/datapolicies/onsresearchanddataaccesspolicy
https://cy.ons.gov.uk/aboutus/transparencyandgovernance/datastrategy/datapolicies/onsresearchanddataaccesspolicy


Page 11 of 12Quigley et al. BMC Public Health         (2024) 24:3284 	

Competing interests
IL chairs the Hospital Infant Feeding Network, a knowledge sharing and advo-
cacy organisation. IL is a trustee for a local breastfeeding support charity. The 
other authors have declared that they have no competing interests.

Author details
1 Department of Population Health, NIHR Policy Research Unit in Mater-
nal and Neonatal Health and Care, National Perinatal Epidemiology Unit, 
University of Oxford, NuffieldOxford, UK. 2 Department of Population Health, 
National Perinatal Epidemiology Unit, University of Oxford, NuffieldOxford, UK. 
3 Breastfeeding Supporter, The Breastfeeding Network, Paisley, UK. 

Received: 30 July 2024   Accepted: 5 November 2024

References
	1.	 Gavine A, Shinwell SC, Buchanan P, Farre A, Wade A, Lynn F et al. Support 

for healthy breastfeeding mothers with healthy term babies. Cochrane 
Database Syst Rev 2022;10(10):CD001141.

	2.	 Postnatal care (NG194). NICE guideline. NICE 2022. https://​www.​nice.​org.​
uk/​guida​nce/​ng194/​chapt​er/​Recom​menda​tions#​plann​ing-​and-​suppo​
rting-​babies-​feedi​ng.

	3.	 Grant A, McEwan K, Tedstone S, Greene G, Copeland L, Hunter B, et al. 
Availability of breastfeeding peer support in the United Kingdom: A 
cross-sectional study. Matern Child Nutr. 2018;14(1): e12476.

	4.	 Jardine J, Relph S, Magee LA, von Dadelszen P, Morris E, Ross-Davie M, 
et al. Maternity services in the UK during the coronavirus disease 2019 
pandemic: a national survey of modifications to standard care. BJOG. 
2021;128:880–9.

	5.	 Maniraman H, Ali M, Cawley P, Hillyer J, Heathcote A, Ponnusamy V, et al. 
Parental perceptions of the impact of neonatal unit visitation policies 
during COVID-19 pandemic. BMJ Paediatrics Open. 2020;4: e000899.

	6.	 McLeish J, Harrison S, Quigley M, Alderdice F. Learning from a crisis: a 
qualitative study of the impact on mothers’ emotional wellbeing of 
changes to maternity care during the Covid-19 pandemic in England, 
using the National Maternity Survey 2020. BMC Pregnancy Childbirth. 
2022;22(1):868.

	7.	 Brown A, Shenker N. Experiences of breastfeeding during COVID-19: 
Lesson for future practical and emotional support. Matern Child Nutr 
2020;e13088.

	8.	 Turner S, McGann B, Brockway M. A review of the disruption of 
breastfeeding supports in response to the COVID-19 pandemic in five 
Western countries and applications for clinical practice. Int Breastfeed J. 
2022;17:38.

	9.	 Lubbe W, Niela-Vilen H, Thomson G, Botha E. Impact of the COVID-19 
Pandemic on Breastfeeding Support Services and Women’s Experiences 
of Breastfeeding: A Review. Int J Women’s Health. 2022;14:1447–57.

	10.	 Gavine A, Marshall J, Buchanan P, Cameron J, Leger A, Ross S, et al. 
Remote provision of breastfeeding support and education: Systematic 
review and meta-analysis. Matern Child Nutr. 2022Apr;18(2): e13296.

	11.	 Harrison S, Alderdice F, McLeish J, Quigley M. You & Your Baby: A national 
survey of health and care during the 2020 Covid-19 pandemic. Nuffield 
Department of Population Health - University of Oxford; 2021. Report No.: 
978–1–8383678–4–8.

	12.	 Redshaw M, Henderson J. Safely delivered: A national survey of women’s 
experience of maternity care 2014. Oxford: National Perinatal Epidemiol-
ogy Unit; 2015.

	13.	 Harrison S, Henderson J, Alderdice F, Quigley MA. Methods to increase 
response rates to a population-based maternity survey: a comparison of 
two pilot studies. BMC Med Res Methodol. 2019;19(1):65.

	14.	 Harrison S, Alderdice F, Henderson J, Quigley MA. You and Your Baby. A 
National Survey of Health and Care 2018. National Perinatal Epidemiol-
ogy Unit, University of Oxford;2020. ISBN: 978–0–9956854–5–1

	15.	 Oakley LL, Kurinczuk JJ, Renfrew MJ, Quigley MA. Breastfeeding in 
England: time trends 2005–06 to 2012–13 and inequalities by area profile. 
Matern Child Nutr. 2016;12:440–51.

	16.	 Simpson DA, Quigley MA, Kurinczuk JJ, Carson C. Twenty-five-year 
trends in beastfeeding initiation: The effects of sociodemographic 
changes in Great Britain, 1985–2010. PLoS ONE. 2019;14(1): e0210838.

	17.	 Simpson DA, Carson C, Kurinczuk JJ, Quigley MA. Trends and inequali-
ties in breastfeeding continuation from 1 to 6 weeks: findings from 
six population-based British cohorts, 1985–2010. Eur J Clin Nutr. 
2022;76:671–9.

	18.	 Quigley MA, Harrison S, Levene I, McLeish J, Buchanan P, Alderdice F. 
Breastfeeding rates in England during the Covid-19 pandemic and the 
previous decade: Analysis of national surveys and routine data. PLoS 
ONE. 2023;18(10): e0291907.

	19.	 Zou G. A modified poisson regression approach to prospective studies 
with binary data. Am J Epidemiol. 2004Apr 1;159(7):702–6.

	20.	 McAndrew F, Thompson J, Fellows L, Large A, Speed M, Renfrew MJ. 
Infant feeding survey 2010. Leeds: Health and Social Care Information 
Centre. 2012.

	21.	 Swanson V, Hannula L. Parenting stress in the early years - a survey of 
the impact of breastfeeding and social support for women in Finland 
and the UK. BMC Pregnancy Childbirth. 2022;22(1):699.

	22.	 Vazquez-Vazquez A, Dib S, Rougeaux E, Wells JC, Fewtrell MS. The 
impact of the Covid-19 lockdown on the experiences and feeding 
practices of new mothers in the UK: Preliminary data from the COVID-
19 New Mum Study. Appetite 2021;156.

	23.	 Costantini C, Joyce A, Britez Y. Breastfeeding experiences during 
the COVID-19 Lockdown in the United Kingdom: An exploratory 
study into maternal opinions and emotional states’. J Hum Lact. 
2021;37(4):649–62.

	24.	 Coca KP, Lee EY, Chien LY, Souza ACP, Kittikul P, Hong SA, et al. Postnatal 
women’s breastfeeding beliefs, practices, and support during the COVID-
19 pandemic: a cross-sectional comparative study across five countries. 
Int Breastfeed J. 2022;17:58.

	25.	 2022 Maternity Survey. Statistical Release. NHS Patient Survey pro-
gramme. Independent analysis for England. Care Quality Commission, 
2023.

	26.	 Royal College of Midwives. State of maternity services report 2018 – Eng-
land. Royal College of Midwives, 2018.

	27.	 Institute of Health Visiting 2022. Accessed 14/3/2024. https://​ihv.​org.​
uk/​news-​and-​views/​news/​health-​visit​or-​workf​orce-​numbe​rs-​in-​engla​
nd-​reach-​an-​all-​time-​low/

	28.	 Institute of Health Visiting. State of health visiting in England. Institute of 
Health Visiting, UK, 2020.

	29.	 Breastfeeding in Northern Ireland. Health Intelligence briefing. Public 
Health Agency, 2021. [Cited 21/10/22]. Available from: https://​www.​publi​
cheal​th.​hscni.​net/​sites/​defau​lt/​files/​2021-​11/​HI%​20Bri​ef%​20Bre​astfe​
eding%​202021%​20FIN​AL%​20Nov%​2021.​pdf

	30.	 Infant Feeding Statistics Scotland. Financial Year 2021/22. Public Health 
Scotland, 2022. [Cited 16/10/22]. Available from: https://​publi​cheal​thsco​
tland.​scot/​media/​16089/​2022-​11-​01-​infant-​feedi​ng-​stati​stics-​report.​pdf

	31.	 Jones HE, Seaborne MJ, Mhereeg MR, James M, Kennedy NL, Bandyo-
padhyay A, Brophy S. Breastfeeding initiation and duration through the 
COVID-19 pandemic, a linked population-level routine data study: the 
Born in Wales Cohort 2018–2021. BMJ Paediatr Open. 2023;7(1): e001907.

	32.	 Prior E, Santhakumaran S, Gale C, Philipps LH, Modi N, Hyde MJ. Breast-
feeding after cesarean delivery: a systematic review and meta-analysis of 
world literature. Am J Clin Nutr. 2012;95(5):1113–35.

	33.	 Fox R, McMullen S, Newburn M. UK women’s experiences of breastfeed-
ing and additional breastfeeding support: a qualitative study of Baby Café 
services. BMC Pregnancy Childbirth. 2015;15:147.

	34.	 Hunt L, Thomson G, Whittaker K, Dykes F. Non-profit breastfeeding organ-
isations’ peer support provision in areas of socio-economic deprivation in 
the UK: A meta-ethnography. Matern Child Nutr. 2022;18(1): e13271.

	35.	 Scott S, Pritchard C, Szatkowski L. The impact of breastfeeding peer sup-
port for mothers aged under 25: a time series analysis. Matern Child Nutr. 
2017;13(1): e12241.

	36.	 Fitzsimons E, Vera-Hernández M. Breast feeding and the weekend effect: 
an observational study. BMJ Open. 2016Jul 8;6(7): e010016.

	37.	 Ingram J, Johnson D, Hamid N. South Asian grandmothers’ influence on 
breast feeding in Bristol. Midwifery. 2003;19(4):318–27.

	38.	 Ingram J, Cann K, Peacock J, Potter B. Exploring the barriers to exclusive 
breastfeeding in black and minority ethnic groups and young mothers in 
the UK. Matern Child Nutr. 2008;4(3):171–80.

	39.	 Twamley K, Puthussery S, Harding S, Baron M, Macfarlane A. UK-born 
ethnic minority women and their experiences of feeding their newborn 
infant. Midwifery. 2011;27(5):595–602.

https://www.nice.org.uk/guidance/ng194/chapter/Recommendations#planning-and-supporting-babies-feeding
https://www.nice.org.uk/guidance/ng194/chapter/Recommendations#planning-and-supporting-babies-feeding
https://www.nice.org.uk/guidance/ng194/chapter/Recommendations#planning-and-supporting-babies-feeding
https://ihv.org.uk/news-and-views/news/health-visitor-workforce-numbers-in-england-reach-an-all-time-low/
https://ihv.org.uk/news-and-views/news/health-visitor-workforce-numbers-in-england-reach-an-all-time-low/
https://ihv.org.uk/news-and-views/news/health-visitor-workforce-numbers-in-england-reach-an-all-time-low/
https://www.publichealth.hscni.net/sites/default/files/2021-11/HI%20Brief%20Breastfeeding%202021%20FINAL%20Nov%2021.pdf
https://www.publichealth.hscni.net/sites/default/files/2021-11/HI%20Brief%20Breastfeeding%202021%20FINAL%20Nov%2021.pdf
https://www.publichealth.hscni.net/sites/default/files/2021-11/HI%20Brief%20Breastfeeding%202021%20FINAL%20Nov%2021.pdf
https://publichealthscotland.scot/media/16089/2022-11-01-infant-feeding-statistics-report.pdf
https://publichealthscotland.scot/media/16089/2022-11-01-infant-feeding-statistics-report.pdf


Page 12 of 12Quigley et al. BMC Public Health         (2024) 24:3284 

	40.	 Rayment J, McCourt C, Vaughan L, Christie J, Trenchard-Mabere E. Bang-
ladeshi women’s experiences of infant feeding in the London Borough of 
Tower Hamlets. Matern Child Nutr. 2016;12(3):484–99.

	41.	 Better Breastfeeding. Cuts to breastfeeding support in England, 2018. 
https://​bette​rbrea​stfee​ding.​files.​wordp​ress.​com/​2018/​07/​cuts-​in-​engla​
nd-​20182.​pdf

	42.	 Thomson G, Crossland N, Dykes F, Sutton CJ. UK Breastfeeding Helpline 
support: An investigation of influences upon satisfaction. BMC Pregnancy 
Childbirth. 2012;12:150.

	43.	 Knox O, Parker D, Johnson D, Dombrowski SU, Thomson G, Clarke J, 
Hoddinott P, Jolly K, Ingram J. Text message conversations between peer 
supporters and women to deliver infant feeding support using behaviour 
change techniques: A qualitative analysis. Midwifery. 2023;127: 103838.

Publisher’s Note
Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in pub-
lished maps and institutional affiliations.

https://betterbreastfeeding.files.wordpress.com/2018/07/cuts-in-england-20182.pdf
https://betterbreastfeeding.files.wordpress.com/2018/07/cuts-in-england-20182.pdf

	Breastfeeding support during the Covid-19 pandemic in England: analysis of a national survey
	Abstract 
	Background 
	Methods 
	Results 
	Conclusions 

	Introduction
	Methods
	Design and participants
	Breastfeeding data
	Statistical analysis

	Results
	Breastfeeding support across the surveys 2014–2020
	Characteristics associated with breastfeeding support in 2020

	Discussion
	Key findings
	Interpretation of findings
	Strengths and limitations

	Conclusions
	Acknowledgements
	References


