
Context 
The Millennium Goal to reduce the < 5 mortality rate by 66%, has not 
materialised in South Africa, with lack of exclusive breastfeeding being a  
key driver. The Minister of Heath has made a commitment to promote 
exclusive breastfeeding. At Netcare Cuyler Hospital we are also committed 
to this initiative and have involved mothers and NICU staff in achieving  
this goal. 

Problem and analysis 
In many cases of premature birth, mothers were not able to lactate with 
no alternative feeding choice available except formula feeding, hence only  
50% of neonates were being exclusively breastfed at discharge. If breastmilk 
was available to mothers who were not able to lactate this could be a viable 
alternative for them. Vermont Oxford Network (VON) data indicated that  
there was a need to improve on our exclusive breastfeeding.
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The implementation of a human milk bank has a 
positive impact on the percentage of exclusively 
breastfed babies at time of discharge from NICU

Intervention
All premature babies < 1,8kg would be eligible for donor breastmilk until the 
mother could supply sufficient breastmilk. The mom would repeatedly be 
reminded that:
- breast milk is the best for her baby; 
- her consent is necessary to feed the baby donor milk;                                                                      
- donor milk is available until she has supply that is adequate for her 
 baby’s needs; and
- formula should only be considered when the baby was > 1,8kg. 

Study design
The study was a retrospective study of neonates discharged from NICU from 
January 2008 to July 2013 (618 participants). The percentage of babies 
discharged on exclusive breastfeeding was measured. The data collected 
was obtained from the hard copy VON forms. These forms are completed 
for each baby prior to capturing the data on the Vermont Oxford Neonatal 
Network (VON) system. All babies who died in NICU were excluded. Immune 
compromised babies were not excluded. 

Strategy for change
The South African Breast Reserve (SABR) Milk Bank was managed by NICU. 
Two nursing staff members were allocated the daily responsibility of the 
operation of the milk bank. Staff members were vigilant of potential donors 
and had conversations with mothers about their milk production daily. 
There was extensive buy-in from paediatricians and nursing staff who were  
pro-breastfeeding. Staff were continuously reminded to take a baby to 
the mom for breastfeeding and to promote donor milk where appropriate.  
The aim was to breastfeed every baby.

Lessons learned
Moms can be convinced to breastfeed exclusively. They need a lot more 
support than what they get in the three days in the maternity ward. The milk 
bank definitely contributes to the improved breastfeeding statistics for our 
unit. The milk bank is not that difficult or time consuming to run. If not for the 
benefit of the hospital’s own patients, the hospital could be helping mothers 
at other institutions by asking to donate breastmilk. 

Message for others
Open a milk bank and improvement on the number of exclusively breastfed 
babies will follow.

Measurement of improvement
All discharged babies were participants. The number of discharged babies  
on exclusively breast milk was calculated as a percentage of all babies 
discharged, including those on formula feeds and those on mixed feeds 
(breastmilk and formula). The percentage of exclusively breastfed babies  
was calculated annually. 

Most premature babies now receive expressed breastmilk or donor  
breastmilk. The percentage exclusively breastfed babies increased from  
59,5% in 2008 to 82,8% in 2013. This is a very impressive result, as all  
immune compromised babies are still formula fed. They have not been 
excluded from this trial, but should actually be as the numbers are definitely 
on the increase in our unit, and they are all on formula milk.
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