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ABSTRACT | Objective: Analyze breastfeeding during COVID-19 pandemic. Method: Narrative review of the literature that 
selected articles in the USA National Library of Medicine (Pubmed) database, in the regional portal of the Virtual Health Library 
(VHL) and in the electronic library Scientific Electronic Library Online (Scielo) using the descriptors “Breastfeeding”,“Coronavirus 
”and“ Coronavirus Infections”, and between the terms the Boolean operator AND. At Pudmed, the descriptors were “Breast 
Feeding”, “Coronavirus” and “Coronavirus Infections”, according to the Medical Subject Headings (MeSH). Articles in Portuguese 
and published between 2019-2021 were included. Results: 129 articles were selected, 125 were excluded and three were 
analyzed. Conclusion: There is still a shortage of studies addressing the theme mainly in Portuguese. However, to date, current 
recommendations encourage breastfeeding by breastfeeding mothers who are suspected or positive for COVID-19, but with 
correct biosafety measures due to the benefits of breastfeeding
Keywords: Breastfeeding; Coranavirus; Coronavirus infections.

RESUMEN | Objetivo: Analizar la lactancia materna en tiempos de la pandemia de COVID-19. Método: Revisión narrativa de la 
literatura que seleccionó artículos en la base de datos de la Biblioteca Nacional de Medicina de EE. UU. (Pubmed), en el portal 
regional de la Biblioteca Virtual en Salud (BVS) y en la biblioteca electrónica Scientific Eletronic Library Online (Scielo) utilizando 
los términos de búsqueda. “Lactancia materna”, “Coronavirus” e “Infecciones por coronavirus”, y entre los términos el operador 
booleano AND. En Pudmed, los descriptores fueron “Lactancia materna”, “Coronavirus” e “Infecciones por coronavirus”, de 
acuerdo con Medical Subject Headings (MeSH). Se incluyeron artículos en portugués y publicados entre 2019-2021. Resultados: 
se seleccionaron 129 artículos, se excluyeron 125 y se analizaron tres. Conclusión: todavía hay una escasez de estudios que 
aborden el tema principalmente en portugués. Sin embargo, hasta la fecha, las recomendaciones actuales fomentan la lactancia 
materna en madres que amamantan con sospecha o positividad de COVID-19, pero con las medidas de bioseguridad correctas 
debido a los beneficios de la lactancia materna.
Palabras claves: Lactancia materna; Coronavirus; Infecciones por coranavirus.

RESUMO | Objetivo: Analisar a amamentação em tempos de pandemia da COVID-19. Método: Revisão narrativa da literatura 
que selecionou artigos na base dados USA National Library of Medicine (Pubmed), no portal regional da Biblioteca Virtual em 
Saúde (BVS) e na biblioteca eletrônica Scientific Eletronic Library Online (Scielo) utilizando os termos de busca “Aleitamento 
Materno”, “Coronavírus” e “Infecções por Coronavírus”, e entre os termos o operador boleano AND. Na Pudmed os descritores 
foram “Breast Feeding”, “Coronavirus” e “Coronavirus Infections”, conforme o Medical Subject Headings (MeSH). Incluíram-
se artigos em português e publicado entre 2019-2021. Resultados: 129 artigos foram selecionados, 125 foram excluídos e três 
foram analisados. Conclusão: Ainda há escassez de estudos abordando a temática principalmente em português. Contudo, até 
o momento, as recomendações vigentes encorajam a amamentação pelas nutrizes com suspeita ou positivas para COVID-19, 
porém com medidas de biossegurança corretas devido aos benefícios da amamentação. 
Palavras-chaves: Aleitamento materno; Coranavírus; Infecções por coronavírus.

Breastfeeding during COVID-19 period: a 
narrative review

INTRODUCTION

In December 2019, in the city of 
Wuhan in China, a new corona-
virus 2 was identified, causing 

Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome 
(SARS-CoV-2) and the disease genera-
ted by the new virus was called CO-
VID-19. It spread quickly across Chi-
nese territory,(1,2,3) and in February 2020 
it was detected in several countries, (1) 

subsequently reaching all continents (3) 

which culminated in the statement by 
the World Health Organization (WHO) 
characterizing COVID-19 as a pande-
mic, “public health emergency of in-
ternational importance” (4) and a global 
problem.
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At the beginning of the pandemic, the 
population most affected was those over 
60 years of age (3) however, with the ra-
pid dissemination of COVID-19 all age 
groups, social and economic conditions 
were reached, including women in the 
pregnancy-puerperal cycle, however the 
repercussions of both maternal and peri-
natal COVID-19 are still poorly eviden-
ced in the literature in relation to the CO-
VID-19 behavior in the organisms of the 
mother/ fetus binomial, as well as during 
the breastfeeding period. (5) 

SARS-CoV-2 is transmitted directly 
through close contact with people, main-
ly through respiratory droplets or indi-
rectly, through contact with surfaces or 
objects used by the infected person. (6) It 
is known the importance of contact be-
tween mother and child in the first minu-
tes after birth, even with the beginning 
of breastfeeding, but some countries, in 
suspected or confirmed cases of puerpe-
ral women with COVID-19, there is the 
separation of the mother and newborn , 
even with the WHO recommendation of 
maintaining contact and breastfeeding 
during this period.(7) This separation could 
even impact the reduction or absence of 
breast milk supply.

In the literature, we have limited in-
formation about the transmission of the 
new coronavirus through breastfeeding 
and the data are constantly updated, but 
it is considered that mother-child trans-
mission is more likely through direct 
contact, by the elimination of droplets 
from the mother to the child by close 
contact during breastfeeding,(8) It is ne-
cessary that nursing mothers with symp-
toms of COVID-19 or with a positive 
diagnosis for the disease maintain some 
essential care during breastfeeding, such 
as assiduous hand hygiene and the use 
of a face mask. (9)

The interruptions in essential heal-
th services during COVID-19 seriously 
affected the quality of care provided to 
pregnant women during the prenatal pe-
riod and this also affects the health of their 
children. It is understood that the quality 

of prenatal care directly influences mater-
nal and child health and should not be 
limited to consultations and exams, as it 
aims at comprehensive care. (10) The gui-
delines in this period on health care are 
seen as a differential that contributes to a 
humanized and comprehensive care. (11)

Carrying out health actions that ad-
dress the care of pregnant women and 
newborns, in addition to encouraging 
breastfeeding, are essential, as we know 
that many pregnant women experience 
this period with a lack of information. 
However, with the recommendation of 
social isolation, operative groups were 
also suspended, which may have an im-
pact on breastfeeding. (12)

Breastfeeding is considered an an-
cient practice that has several immunolo-
gical, cognitive, socio economic and nu-
tritional benefits for the mother/ newborn 
binomial. (13,14,15) It should be started right 
after birth because in addition to the rich 
nutritional composition of breast milk, 
there are still other components with 
immunoprotective properties that pro-
mote and help to reduce the chances of 
infection of the newborn and also help 
the newborn against possible aggressions 
from the environment, in addition it has 
hormones and peptides that promote 
growth. (16,17,18) In this way, breastfeeding, 
in addition to providing the newborn with 
all the nutritional support for its growth 
and development, can also be considered 
as a protective factor against COVID-19, 
due to its immunological components, 
thus highlighting the importance of bre-
astfeeding during the new coronavirus 
pandemic.

In view of the pandemic scenario in 
which we find ourselves and due to the 
increase in new research related to the 
topic of breastfeeding by breastfeeding 
women affected by COVID-19 or with 
suspicion of the disease, there is a ques-
tion about the maintenance of breastfee-
ding due to the need to adopt some safety 
measures for the prevention and control 
of neonatal infection. However, in recent 
research with nursing mothers, the new 

coronavirus has not yet been detected in 
breast milk, however specific antibodies 
against it have already been identified in 
milk samples from mothers tested positive 
for the disease. (19,20)

In this perspective, considering the 
need for access to knowledge based on 
scientific evidence that can guide safe 
breastfeeding practices during the CO-
VID-19 pandemic, the relevance of this 
study is observed, which aims to conduct 
a narrative literature review in order to 
analyze breastfeeding in times of CO-
VID-19 pandemic.

METHOD

This is a study of narrative review of 
the literature. This type of research aims 
to describe and discuss the development 
of a given subject from a theoretical point 
of view.

They consist of an analysis of the li-
terature published in the various means 
of scientific dissemination, interpretation 
and personal critical analysis of the au-
thor. This study has a fundamental role in 
the scientific field, as it allows the reader 
to update himself in knowledge about the 
studied theme. (21)

As a guiding question of the study, 
he defined: How is breastfeeding during 
the pandemic of COVID-19? To select the 
articles that addressed the theme, syste-
matic searches were carried out in the da-
tabase of the USA National Library of Me-
dicine (Pubmed), in the regional portal of 
the Virtual Health Library (VHL) and in 
the electronic library Scientific Electronic 
Library Online (Scielo). The search terms 
were “Aleitamento Materno”, “Coronaví-
rus” and “Infecções por Coronavírus”, all 
extracted from the Health Sciences Des-
criptors (DECS), and between the terms 
the Boolean operator AND. For Pubmed 
searches, the descriptors were "Breastfee-
ding", "Coronavirus" and "Coronavirus In-
fections", according to the Medical Sub-
ject Headings (MeSH), carried out during 
the month of March 2021.

As for the inclusion criteria, articles 
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were selected that addressed the theme 
with an emphasis on breastfeeding and 
COVID-19, considering the Portugue-
se language and works published in 
the last two years, between 2019 and 
2021. Literature reviews, systematic 
reviews, documents/ recommenda-
tions from entities, bodies or institu-
tions and studies that did not address 
the proposed theme. 

The initial literature search resulted in 
a sample of 129 publications. After this 
stage, there was a thorough reading of the 
titles and abstracts of the studies. Accor-
ding to the eligibility criteria, three arti-
cles were pre-selected. Subsequently, the 
articles were read in full, and the three 
were included for satisfactorily respon-
ding to the guiding question, and therefo-
re made up the final set of analysis for this 

review. The flowchart detailing the steps 
for selecting publications is shown below, 
in Figure 1.

With regard to ethical aspects, since it 
is a narrative review of the literature and 
the secondary information is extracted 
from scientific articles, already published 
in databases and virtual libraries, autho-
rization for the use of the data was not 
necessary and neither was the Research 
Ethics Committee, according to National 
Resolution 466/2012.

RESULTS

A total of 129 studies were found in 
the databases, 126 of which were exclu-
ded for not meeting the inclusion criteria, 
resulting in three articles selected for the 
study. Chart 1 shows the studies included 

in the research according to title, authors, 
year of publication, type of study and ob-
jective of the research.

DISCUSSION 

The infection caused by COVID-19 
raised several concerns for the general 
population, especially for those at hi-
gher risk, such as pregnant women, nur-
sing mothers and newborns. (22) Due to 
the recent discovery of the virus, doubts 
related to breastfeeding and the risk of 
spreading the disease to the newborn 
have arisen, (23) therefore, studies on the 
theme are needed.

The research found in this review 
was included due to its importance in 
the current context experienced, aiming 
to analyze breastfeeding inserted in the 
COVID-19 pandemic times, through di-
fferent contexts, such as the approach 
related to the maintenance of breastfee-
ding, interventions regarding continuity 
and the new adaptations of the human 
milk bank. (24,25,26)

Breastfeeding, COVID-19 and its recom-
mendations

Dantas et al. 2020 reported results 
in relation to the recommendations on 
breastfeeding and COVID-19 and the 

 

Figure 1- Flowchart of the selection process for the studies included in the review.

34 studies excluded because 
they are documents/ 
recommendations.

37 studies

BVS

3 study

2 studies excluded because 
they are not in the 

Portuguese language.

3 studies

Scielo

1 study

89 studies

Pubmed

No study

Source: The authors

Num-
ber

Title Authors
Publication 

Year
Type of study Objective

01
Reflecting on the context 

of breastfeeding during the 
Covid-19 Pandemic.

Dantas AC, Santos, 
W Nascimento, AAA, 

Oliveira LAM.
2020

Theoretical stu-
dy of reflective 

nature.

The objective is to develop a reflection on 
the recommendations of the practice of 

breastfeeding in the pandemic scenario of 
COVID-19 based on scientific studies and 

current published protocols.

02
Breastfeeding consultancy du-
ring the COVID-19 pandemic: 

experience report.

Lima ACMCC, Chaves 
MAF L, Oliveira M G, 
Lima SAFCC, Macha-
do M. MT, Oriá MOB.

2020
Experience 

report.
Describe the experiences of breastfeeding 
consultants during the Covid-19 pandemic.

03
Nursing actions in human 

milk banks in times of 
COVID-19.

Marchiori G. RS, Alves 
VH, Pereira AV, Vieira 
BDG, Rodrigues D P, 
Dulfel P A. M. et al.

2020

Descriptive 
study with a 
qualitative 
approach.

Analyze the actions of the coordination of 
the Human Milk Banks to favor the conti-

nuity of breastfeeding during the COVID-19 
pandemic.

Source: The authors

 

Chart 1- Information regarding the title, authorship, year of publication and objective of the studies that were selected to 
participate in the research.



5801Revista Nursing, 2021; 24 (277): 5798-5802

Sthefany Silva, B.; Chaves, K.S.; Januário, G.C.; Baquião, L.S.M.; Gomes, A.T.; Morceli, G.;
Breastfeeding during COVID-19 period: a narrative review

practice of breastfeeding in the current 
scenario. (24)

According to WHO guidelines, the 
benefits of continuing breastfeeding in 
times of COVID-19 are greater than the 
risks, therefore breastfeeding is recom-
mended, provided that women who wish 
to breastfeed perform respiratory hygiene, 
hand washing before and after touching 
the newborn, and the disinfection of the 
environment whenever there is contact. (27)

The Ministry of Health also recom-
mends that the use of a mask during bre-
astfeeding is mandatory and used in all 
feedings, requiring replacement in cases 
of coughing or sneezing, in the case of 
using mechanical milking, after using the 
machine, it is necessary cleaning it and 
after removing the milk, if necessary, con-
sider the help of someone who is not con-
taminated to offer the cup or spoon of the 
expressed milk. (28)

For breastfeeding mothers who do not 
feel comfortable and do not wish to breas-
tfeed during the infection by COVID-19, 
it is recommended that they perform milk 
expression or relactation, aiming at main-
taining the supply of breast milk after the 
new virus is reestablished. (27)

Recently researchers analyzed sam-
ples of breast milk, amniotic fluid, neona-
tal swab at birth and umbilical cord blood, 
finding negative results in all samples for 
SARS-CoV-2, suggesting that there was no 
vertical transmission of COVID-19 during 
the late phase of pregnancy. (29)

As it is a recently discovered virus, it 
is common for doubts, fear and concern 
to arise in relation to breastfeeding and 
the risks for nursing mothers and newbor-
ns. (30) Corroborating these findings, 
Lima et al, showed feelings of insecurity, 
fear and anxiety experienced by infants 
when approached on the subject. (25)

As an intervention, the authors of the 

aforementioned study carry out breastfee-
ding consultations through social media, 
since detachment is one of the precautio-
nary measures for the pandemic. These 
lives were important for maintaining bre-
astfeeding, being considered an aggrega-
ting device in women's health care. (25)

New adaptations of the human milk bank
As a way of providing breastfeeding 

safely, human milk donation is also an 
important alternative. (27) In this context, 
Marchiori et al, addressed the nursing 
actions in front of the human milk bank 
considering the current scenario and how 
their actions were directly affected by the 
pandemic. (26) 

To avoid the spread of the virus and 
favor breastfeeding, adjustments were 
necessary by the nursing team in order 
to minimize the risk of contagion by 
COVID-19 of nursing mothers, newbor-
ns, family members and health profes-
sionals. (31) In relation to the changes 
and adaptations that were made in this 
period, some included the promotion 
of social distance, through the home 
collection of human milk donations, 
the intensification of care by telephone 
and the use of social media to promote 
knowledge about the breastfeeding. (26)

As a recommendation, the Ministry of 
Health (MH) contraindicates the donation 
of milk by women who are positive for 
COVID-19, or who are showing any flu-
-like symptoms. Despite the recommen-
dation of the MoH, it is still essential that 
the donation be continued after the end 
of the infectious period, and that the pro-
fessionals who work in the human milk 
bank make the necessary adaptations for 
the continuity of the assistance. (31)

CONCLUSION

In the context of the serious pande-
mic of COVID-19, which has been perpe-
tuating for more than a year with a large 
number of people affected by the virus, 
especially here in Brazil, there is still a 
scarcity of studies addressing the theme, 
mainly in Portuguese and, therefore, the 
need for continuation of investigations on 
the subject and constant updates.

However, to date, the current recom-
mendations encourage breastfeeding by 
breastfeeding mothers suspected or po-
sitive for COVID-19 provided that the 
correct biosafety measures are adopted, 
as the benefits of breastfeeding outweigh 
the possible risks of contamination of the 
newborn. 
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