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“	Now more than ever
is the time to give
breast milk to babies”
Jada Wright Nichol. MS, OTR/L, IBCLC

How can COVID-19 be transmitted to a newborn?
The same way as it can be
transmitted to anyone.
The main way that COVID-19
spreads is through direct, indirect, or
close contact with infected people
and their secretions, like saliva or
respiratory droplets that can be
expelled when talking, coughing, or
sneezing. 1

These respiratory droplets (also
known as ‘aerosols’) may be the
source of transmission by way of
direct routes, like a sneeze, or from
touching a contaminated surface,
such as something that has been
sneezed on. To date, research shows
that these aerosols can survive on
surfaces like cardboard, plastic, and
stainless steel for up to 72 hours. 2

Up to the time of this publication,
scientific information confirms that
COVID-19 infection in babies is very
uncommon. Babies are almost never
symptomatic, and the rate of infection
does not drastically change if the
baby is born vaginally, breastfed,
and/or in contact with a COVID-19
positive or suspected positive mum. 3–7

WHO8 and other organisations such as UNICEF,9 the CDC,10 and the
Royal College of Obstetricians and Gynaecologists11 recommend that
mums continue breastfeeding their newborns due to the overwhelmingly
positive clinical evidence supporting the benefits of breast milk.
Can COVID-19 be transmitted via breast milk?
Current evidence suggests that breast
milk does not transmit COVID-19 to
babies.12
While a recent report did not detect
any of the virus in the breast milk
samples taken from women with
COVID-19,13 some earlier reports have

noted the presence of tiny parts of
RNA from the virus in breast milk.14–20
However, there was no evidence
of complete and/or active virus present in those samples, which means,
that it is highly unlikely to pass the virus
to your baby through breast milk.
It’s important to also note that only

random breast milk samples from
the same COVID-19 positive mother
were found to have tiny parts of viral
RNA.15, 18, 19
Researchers are working hard to
understand how the COVID-19 RNA
might get into breast milk, though one

plausible explanation could be that
the milk was contaminated by respiratory droplets that passed into it as the
mother expressed the samples.
Several studies have shown that Hold-

er pasteurisation, a method that is routinely used in donor human milk banks,
was able to destroy the COVID-19
virus that had been added to human
milk samples.18, 21, 22 This confirms that

pasteurisation of breast milk is a safe
and possible option, particularly in
times of COVID-19.

To date, no studies have shown that breast milk is the cause for
infection from mum to baby.
Can breast milk from mothers who are positive for COVID-19
protect the baby against COVID-19?
Apart from all the proven benefits
that we know about breastfeeding,23
recent research has shown additional
benefits that are specific to

COVID-19: Antibodies that inactivate
the virus have been found in the milk
of mothers who had had COVID-19
thus showing a strong immunological

response by breast milk against the
virus. 13, 24–26

Current research suggests that the breast milk of mums with COVID-19
provides an active form of protection against the virus. This protection
cannot be provided to the baby by infant formula, highlighting the
importance of breastfeeding during these times.
If you are a new mum who has tested positive for COVID-19, practice the 3 Ws when breastfeeding:9

WEAR

WASH

WIPE

a mask during nursing
and pumping sessions

hands with soap before and
after touching the baby

and disinfect surfaces
regularly
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