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Cohort study

Breastfeeding is important for cognitive development in term 
and preterm infants

Lynne P Lewallen

Implications for practice and research

Cognitive development is enhanced with any breast- ■
feeding, but more signifi cantly with at least 4 months 
of breastfeeding.
Preterm infants may especially benefi t from  ■
breastfeeding.
Studies using multi-ethnic participants should be con- ■
ducted to see if the increase in cognitive ability shown 
in this study holds true among other ethnic groups.

Context
The health benefi ts of breastfeeding for infants have been 
well documented. International1 and country-specifi c2 
professional organisations recommend exclusive breast-
feeding for the fi rst 6 months of life and breastfeeding 
with complementary foods for at least 1 year. Quigley et 
al sought to measure the effects of any breastfeeding as 
well as the effects of exclusive breastfeeding on children’s 
cognitive development at 5 years of age.

Methods
Data from the Millennium Cohort Study, which measured 
a random sample of all infants born in England, Wales, 
Scotland and Northern Ireland from 2000 to 2002 were 
analysed. Parents were recruited when the infants were 
around 9 months of age (sweep 1), and they were inter-
viewed again when the children were 3, 5 and 7 years old 
(sweeps 2–4). The variables measured were breastfeed-
ing initiation, duration and exclusivity; and cognitive 
ability (using the British Ability Scales (BAS) subscales 
of naming vocabulary, picture similarities and pattern 
construction). The following were excluded; non-white 
ethnic groups, non-English speakers, children born at less 
than 28 weeks gestation, multiple gestations and chil-
dren whose natural mother was not available. A total of 
11 879 children born at term (≥37 weeks gestation) and 

those born preterm (28–36 weeks gestation) were analy-
sed using linear regression analysis with adjustments for 
potential confounders and mediators that were pregnan-
cy-related, parenting-related or socio-demographic.

Findings
For the group of children born at term, there was a two-
point difference in the naming vocabulary BAS subscale 
between children who were breastfed for at least 12 months 
and those who were never breastfed. There was also an 
increase of two points in the BAS subscale of picture simi-
larities for those breastfed for at least 4 months, and a one-
point increase in the BAS subscale of pattern construction 
for those breastfed for any length of time. For children 
who were born prematurely, those who were breastfed for 
at least 2 months showed a four-point increase in the pic-
ture similarities subscale and a six-point increase in the 
pattern construction subscale over those never breastfed; 
there was also a four-point increase in the naming vocab-
ulary subscale for children who were breastfed for at least 
4 months. There were similar fi ndings across all subscales 
for those who were exclusively breastfed.

Commentary
All children who had been breastfed showed increases 
in the subscales of this measure of general ability. Given 
that the BAS is a widely-used scale which can be com-
pared with measures of educational progress in school3 
and is known to the British population, it was an appro-
priate instrument to measure cognitive ability. Non-
white participants were excluded because of concerns 
about validity of BAS subscales in these groups; however, 
this exclusion limits the generalisability of these results. 
Unfortunately, some ethnic minority groups in developed 
countries have lower breastfeeding initiation and dura-
tion rates,4 so studies using multi-ethnic participants are 
needed to substantiate the fi ndings of the present study.
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Large studies examining cognitive health benefi ts of 
breastfeeding have yielded confl icting results.5 6 This study 
adds to the body of evidence suggesting that breastfeeding 
is associated with enhanced cognitive development as it 
measured the effects of breastfeeding on preterm (28–36 
weeks gestation) as well as term infants, whereas other 
large studies excluded preterm infants. Breastfeeding 
seems to be especially benefi cial for infants born pre-
maturely. Preterm infants are breastfed less often due to 
developmental feeding issues and Neonatal Intensive Care 
Unit care.7 These fi ndings can be used to encourage women 
to initiate breastfeeding and to continue for longer.
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