
The 2016 World Health Day (WHD) theme 
is “Beat Diabetes.” According to the World 
Health Organization (WHO)1:
•	 In 2014, nine percent of adults 18 years and older had diabetes.

•	 In 2012, diabetes was the direct cause of an estimated 1.5 million 
deaths, with more than 80% of diabetes deaths occurring in low- 
and middle-income countries. WHO projects that diabetes will be 
the 7th leading cause of death worldwide in 2030.

What is Diabetes?
Diabetes Mellitus is a chronic disease involving how sugar is 
processed and used by the body. Sugar provides the energy that 
cells in the body need to function. Insulin, a hormone produced 
by the pancreas, regulates how much sugar is in the blood. 
People with diabetes are prone to having high blood sugar, which 
can cause damage to many organs in the body.

Diabetes occurs when either the pancreas does not produce 
enough insulin, or when the body can’t effectively use the insulin 
it produces. 

Types of Diabetes
There are two main forms of diabetes:
•	 Type 1: Type 1 diabetics cannot make insulin and so they need 
insulin injections to live.

•	 Type 2: Type 2 diabetics can produce insulin, but don’t make 
enough or can’t use it properly. Insulin injections are sometimes 
also required for type 2 diabetics. Type 2 diabetes is more 
common than type 1, and is often related to obesity and 
sedentary lifestyles. 

A third type of diabetes, gestational diabetes, occurs during 
pregnancy. Blood sugar levels are higher than normal, but less 
than those characteristic of other forms of diabetes. Gestational 
diabetes can lead to complications during pregnancy and 
delivery, and can increase mother’s future risk of type 2 diabetes.

Diabetes can lead to heart attacks, strokes, nerve damage, 
kidney failure, blindness, impotence, and infections. Because 
of several of those complications, amputations of the lower 
extremities are often required.

What about Breastfeeding?
Breastfeeding protects mothers and infants from a wide range of 
short and long term illnesses, including a likely risk reduction for 
both types 1 and 2 diabetes.2,3,4

Breastfeeding, Mothers, and Diabetes
Mothers who breastfeed their children lower their risk for 
diabetes, and, as is often seen in breastfeeding research, the 
protection is dose-dependent. The total number of months a 
mother breastfeeds all of her children, the more protection from 
diabetes she is likely to receive.5

Gestational Diabetes
There is good evidence that mothers with gestational diabetes 
who breastfeed have a lower risk of developing type 2 diabetes 
later on. A recent study followed about a thousand women 
diagnosed with gestational diabetes at 35 weeks or later in 
singleton pregnancies.5 The highest risk for these women to 
develop type 2 diabetes was associated with mostly formula 
feeding, followed by mixed feeding. The risk was lowest among 
women who exclusively breastfed. 

Mothers who breastfed the longest (greater than 10 months) 
had the lowest risk among the women who breastfed after 
gestational diabetes. The study concluded, “Higher lactation 
intensity and longer duration were independently associated 
with lower 2-year incidences of Diabetes Mellitus (DM) after 
gestational diabetes mellitus (GDM) pregnancy. Lactation may 
prevent DM after GDM delivery.”5

Type 2 Diabetes
Breastfeeding is associated with a decreased risk for mothers 
developing type 2 diabetes. Studies include: 
•	 A study looked at 140,000 postmenopausal women and found 
that a lifetime history of more than 12 months of breastfeeding 
was related to lower risk of diabetes and other related 
cardiovascular diseases.6 

•	 A study looked at over 150,000 women and found that 
a longer duration of lactation reduced the risk of type 2 
diabetes, and that each additional year of breastfeeding 
decreased the risk by 15%.7 

Breastfeeding, Children, and Diabetes
Children who are breastfed also appear to be at reduced risk 
for diabetes.
•	 The 2013 “Long-term effects of breastfeeding: 	
A systematic review” World Health Organization publication 
concluded: “The evidence suggests that breastfeeding may 
have a protective effect against type 2 diabetes, particularly 
among adolescents.”8 
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Type 1 Diabetes
The relationship between breastfeeding and protection against 
type 1 diabetes is not as clear as with the other forms of 
diabetes. Studies have yielded mixed results, which may reflect 
study design, such as how breastfeeding was defined, relying on 
recall of feeding from prior years, and other factors. WHO states, 
“There is no known way to prevent type 1 diabetes.”9

Explaining the Link between Breastfeeding 
and Lowered Risk of Diabetes
Breastfeeding is the biological norm—humans are built to expect 
breastfeeding as a normal course of events after birth and 
delivery. How might breastfeeding protect against diabetes?

While the actual mechanism for such protection is not fully 
understood, researchers are beginning to understand more about 
how it might work:

•	 Study authors noted that “lactation improves glucose 
metabolism,” which may help explain the correlation between 
breastfeeding and lowered risk of diabetes after GDM.5 

•	 Being overweight and obese are major factors in triggering 
type 2 diabetes. There is growing evidence that breastfeeding 
protects against these two factors, which could, in turn, lower 
diabetes risks.4

•	 Breastmilk contains long-chain polyunsaturated fatty acids, which 
may protect against insulin-resistance and type 2 diabetes.10 

•	 Formula-fed infants have higher concentrations of insulin, which 
may overwhelm the infant’s ability to process the insulin and 
may contribute to type 2 diabetes.10

As diabetes rates rise worldwide, as well as death rates 
associated with it, breastfeeding’s potential effect on reducing 
this epidemic should not be underestimated. As with any study 
of breastfeeding’s effect on a specific illness or condition, 

the benefits of breastfeeding—as well as the risks of not 
breastfeeding—extend beyond just the one studied condition. 
Breastfeeding, as the biological standard, helps infants and 
children begin life as nature intended. 
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For More Information:
La Leche League International (LLLI) is a non-profit organization founded in 1956 by seven women who wanted 
to help other mothers breastfeed their babies. LLLI, the world’s largest resource for breastfeeding and related 
information, offers encouragement worldwide through mother-to-mother support and breastfeeding mother 
support groups in 70 countries. w Address: 35 E. Wacker Drive, Suite 850; Chicago, IL 60601USAw Tel: 1+312-
646-6260 w Fax: 1+312-644-8557 w  Website: www.llli.org

The World Alliance for Breastfeeding Action (WABA) is a global network of individuals & organisations 
concerned with the protection, promotion & support of breastfeeding worldwide. WABA action is based on the 
Innocenti Declaration, the Ten Links for Nurturing the Future and the Global Strategy for Infant & Young Child 
Feeding. Its core partners are International Baby Food Action Network (IBFAN), La Leche League International 
(LLLI), International Lactation Consultant Association (ILCA), Wellstart International and Academy of Breastfeeding 
Medicine (ABM).  WABA is in consultative status with UNICEF & an NGO in Special Consultative Status with 
the Economic and Social Council of the United Nations (ECOSOC). WABA is incorporated in Malaysia as World 
Alliance for Breastfeeding Bhd (847762-P), a non-profit company limited by guarantee.
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