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What longitudinal studies tell us about 

Breastfeeding 
Longitudinal studies have allowed researchers to track whether breastfeeding is 

associated with other outcomes in infancy and childhood, through to adolescence 

and even adulthood. 

Key findings 

 Any amount of breastfeeding is associated with better cognitive function in 

children, adolescents and even adults. But there remains considerable 

uncertainty over whether this association is causal. 

 Studies suggest that far fewer infants would be hospitalised for diarrhoea and 

respiratory infections if all were breastfed. However, other research indicates 

that the perceived health benefits are actually due to other factors. 

 There is little evidence of any health benefits from breastfeeding beyond 

infancy. 

 There is some indication that breastfed children stand a better chance of 

moving up the social ladder later in life, in part due to the positive effects of 

breastfeeding on cognitive development. 

 Women who were breastfed as babies have better mental wellbeing 

throughout their lives than those who were never breastfed, but the same 

cannot be said for men. 

 People who were exclusively breastfed in their first year of life are more likely 

to have healthier eating habits as adults. 

Breastfeeding and infant health 

Several studies have found associations between breastfeeding and better infant 

health. 

Findings from the Millennium Cohort Study estimated that 53 per cent of 

hospitalisations for diarrhoea could be prevented every month if all infants were 

exclusively breastfed, and 31 per cent they were partially breastfed. 
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In addition, exclusive breastfeeding could prevent 27 per cent of hospital admissions 

for infants with lower respiratory tract infections every month, and 25 per cent by 

partial breastfeeding. 

A similar study of more than 1,700 infants in the Southampton Women’s Survey 

found that breastfeeding protects against an even wider range of respiratory and 

gastrointestinal illness, including chest wheezing or whistling, prolonged cough, 

chest infection, bronchitis, bronchiolitis, pneumonia, diarrhoea and vomiting. 

However, in both studies, the apparent benefits wore off shortly after breastfeeding 

ended. A study of more than 6,500 children taking part in the Avon Longitudinal 

Study of Parents and Children (ALSPAC) also concluded that there was no evidence 

of any effect (positive or negative) of breastfeeding on wheezing, asthma, allergies, 

or lung function by ages seven to eight. 

Breastfeeding and lifetime cognitive function 

Findings from a number of longitudinal studies indicate that breastfeeding is 

beneficial for cognitive development. 

A comparative study of more than 4,800 children taking part in the Avon Longitudinal 

Study of Parents and Children (ALSPAC) and more than 500 children taking part in a 

Brazilian cohort concluded that increased breastfeeding is potentially the cause of 

higher IQs among four-year-olds, even when taking into account socioeconomic 

factors. 

The benefits of breastfeeding on children’s development can also last well into 

childhood. Another ALSPAC study of around 12,000 children found that children who 

had been breastfed – either partially or exclusively – for at least four weeks scored 

higher on standard attainment tests from age 5 to 14 than those who had not been 

breastfed, with the greatest difference being among 14-year-olds.  

Interestingly, the benefits were strongest for infants whose mothers faced 

circumstances that may have deterred them from breastfeeding, such as poor 

health, lower socioeconomic status, and single parenthood. 

A study of nearly 5,500 children taking part in the Millennium Cohort Study (MCS) 

found a similar association between breastfeeding and educational achievement. 

Researchers found that English children who had been exclusively breastfed for at 

least two months were nine per cent more likely to have reached a good level of 

attainment on the Foundation Stage Profile – a statutory assessment tool used by 

teachers in state schools in England. Breastfed children’s score were, on average, 

two to three points higher than those who were never breastfed. 

The association remained even after controlling for a wide range of maternal and 

socioeconomic factors. 

http://www.closer.ac.uk/
http://www.mrc.soton.ac.uk/sws/
http://www.bristol.ac.uk/alspac/
http://www.bristol.ac.uk/alspac/
http://www.bristol.ac.uk/alspac/
http://www.bristol.ac.uk/alspac/
http://www.bristol.ac.uk/alspac/
http://www.cls.ioe.ac.uk/mcs


3 

www.closer.ac.uk 

@CLOSER_UK 

Other findings from the MCS, the 1958 National Child Development Study and the 

1946 British birth cohort have found associations between breastfeeding and 

children’s scores on various assessments of general ability as early as 3 years and 

as old as 15. 

Another study of the 1946 British birth cohort concluded that the benefits of 

breastfeeding on cognition can last well into adult life. Researchers found that people 

who were breastfed for longer as infants had slightly better reading ability at age 53. 

This was largely due to the connection between breastfeeding and improved 

cognitive ability at age 15. 

However, other research has suggested that better cognitive function is only 

associated with, and not caused by, breastfeeding.  

A study of the children of the 1946 cohort members found that the association 

between breastfeeding and cognitive development was explained by either father’s 

social class, mothers’ education, or mother’s cognitive function. 

Another study of 5,475 children taking part in the US National Longitudinal Survey of 

Youth 1979 found no effect of breastfeeding on the children’s cognitive function, 

once their mother’s IQ had been taken into account. The association between 

breastfeeding and cognitive development was significantly reduced when controlling 

for mother’s IQ, and became statistically insignificant when controlling for other 

related factors, such as mother’s education, mother’s age at birth, and family 

socioeconomic circumstances. 

Breastfeeding and adult outcomes 

Women’s mental well-being in adulthood 

A study of more than 7,000 British people born in 1958 and more than 6,000 born in 

1970 found that girls who were breastfed for at least one month were more socially 

well-adjusted than those who were breastfed for less than one month, even when 

controlling for other factors. There was no effect on boys. 

The women who were well-adjusted in childhood due to breastfeeding were less 

likely to experience emotional distress as adults than those who were not breastfed. 

They also had greater self-efficacy. Once again, there was no effect on men. 

Breastfeeding and social mobility 

A longitudinal study of was one of the first to identify the link between breastfeeding 

and social mobility. 

Researchers analysed information on more than 16,000 members of the 1958 cohort 

and 16,000 members of the 1970 cohort. Children in both cohorts who had been 

breastfed for at least one month were more likely to be upwardly socially mobile and 
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less likely to be downwardly mobile than those who were breastfed for a shorter 

period or not at all. 

Breastfeeding and adult diet 

Findings from the Hertfordshire Cohort Study found that infant feeding is associated 

with eating habits in later life. 

Researchers examined the diets of more than 3,000 men and women between the 

ages of 59 to 73 who were born in Hertfordshire in the 1930s. They compared this 

information to whether they had been breastfed, breast and bottle-fed or bottle-fed 

only in their first year of life. 

They found that people who had been exclusively breastfed ate more fruit, 

vegetables, wholemeal cereals and oily fish as adults than those who were breast 

and bottle-fed, or bottle-fed only. They were also less likely to eat lots of white bread, 

chips, added sugar and processed meat. 
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