
Objective:

The purpose of this review is to analyze the effects that breastfeeding has on 

psychosocial behavior in children and adolescents who were breastfed at the age 

of 6-12 months.

Background:

Nutrition plays a significant role when it comes to the psychosocial development 

from newborn to later life adolescents. The first, natural choice for nutrition as an 

infant is breastfeeding. Breastfeeding is the biological norm for human infants, and 

is widely recognized to promote appropriate infant health and development.¹ 

Health authorities consider optimal feeding for infants to be 6 months of exclusive 

breastfeeding, followed by introduction of appropriate complementary foods, and 

continued breastfeeding into toddlerhood.¹ More than 8 out of 10 mothers 

breastfeed; however, most of them do not continue for the recommended duration. 

There are many factors that may affect the mother’s choice to breastfeed, such as 

family/parental support, work, stress, low income, and smoking. Research has 

found that if mothers stop breastfeeding too early, they may be missing out on 

several benefits. The slogan “breast is best” is a term that shouldn’t be taken 

lightly and should be taken advantage of if mothers have the ability to do so. 

Breastfeeding is known to have positive effects on infant health and nutrition and 

has been associated with enhancement of later cognitive ability and educational 

achievement. It is also believed to foster the development of a “bond” between 

mother and infant in early infancy. The term “bonding” refers to the tie from parent 

to infant, a tie unique and specific to that relationship.²

Methods:

The Journal of the Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics and the Tennessee 

Technological University Library Database were both used to find the peer-

reviewed research literature. The search was narrowed down to articles and 

journals from the past ten years for more up-to-date studies. Key terms such as 

“breastfeeding”, “behavior in children who were breastfed”, “psychosocial behavior 

in adults who were breastfed”, “benefits of breastfeeding”, “effects of breastfeeding 

in later life”, and more were searched. The goal of these searches was to be as 

specific as possible when finding articles that discussed topics on the psychosocial 

development in children who were breastfed when they were infants.
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The biological mechanism behind the effects of breastfeeding is unclear. 

Biochemical components of human milk, such as fatty acids and 

hormones may have a role in brain development and infant attachment.¹ 

As research continues today, the correlation between the nutrient 

compounds in breast milk itself and the act of breastfeeding both have 

shown to have positive outcomes on the mother and infant. Furthermore, 

breast milk may contain elements relevant to the stress response. For 

example, the hormone leptin in breast milk may reduce stress in infants 

through its action on the hippocampus, hypothalamus, pituitary gland, 

and adrenal gland, whereas formula milk may have a depressant effect 

on newborn behavior.⁴ Studies have also continued to observe how it 

may relate to a child’s behavior in early childhood all throughout early 

adulthood.

FIGURE 1 Percentage of high difficulties in domains measured by the SDQ in children by 

breastfeeding duration (N = 1442): Y6FU. *P , .05.

References

Note. Ns range from 13,026 to 13,111. Estimated marginal means (standard errors) of psychological 

functioning by feeding duration from analysis of covariance that controls for participant age, sex, race, 

and education. Different subscripts within the same row differ significantly at p<.05. Rows without 

subscripts do not have any significant differences between the means.

They examined whether there were differences in psychological functioning by the length 

of breastfeeding (Table 2). Participants who had been breastfed in infancy scored lower 

on traits related to negative emotionality (i.e., trait neuroticism, anxiety, and hostility) and 

higher on openness and optimism. These differences persisted even after controlling for 

socio-demographic factors that may confound the relation.

In general, as any breastfeeding and exclusive breastfeeding duration increased, the percentage

of reported difficulties appeared to decrease.The overall differences were significant for conduct p

roblems and total difficulties.
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The purpose of this review of literature was to explore breastfeeding and its effects on 

children’s psychosocial behavior from birth to adolescents. It is difficult to give a 

definitive answer on this outcome based on these cited articles alone; however, from 

the peer-reviewed articles cited in this paper, it’s enough to confirm that there is a 

correlation between breastfeeding and the psychosocial development short-term. 

There is also enough to conclude that breastfeeding does affect the level of sensitivity 

attachment between mothers and their infants. Although there is not enough to 

confidently say that breastfeeding affects the psychosocial behavior in individuals aged 

greater than fourteen years old, it leaves more room for research to be done and 

studies to be determined. Evidence supports a link between breastfeeding and positive 

mother-infant and neurobehavioral outcomes in the short term. However, the extent to 

which these early and relatively subtle differences translate into long term differences 

in psychosocial functioning is less clear.⁴ To encourage more mothers to breastfeed 

and for a longer duration, there needs to be more education on the subject. 

Breastfeeding promotion by health care professionals to educate families, employers 

and policy makers is needed to increase awareness of the important role of 

breastfeeding in improving health and reducing health care costs.⁷ Families need 

support to reach their breastfeeding goals.⁷ Although not definitely established, there is 

evidence that supports the effects of breastfeeding on children’s psychosocial behavior 

from birth to adolescents.
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