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Knowledge and attitude of breast feeding of female students
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Abstract
To assess knowledge and attitude of college girls, Medicine, Phannacy and Arts in Baghdad City towards

breast feeding. Across-sectional study with a random sample of 258 female studies during period of
1994-1998 from girls, medical, pharmacy & art college in Baghdad City, using a self-administered

questionnaire. The ages of the females ranged from 18 to 32 years. About 13% of them received some

health education about breast feeding. One-quarter reported that they leamed about breast feeding at

school. About 4% of students learned from their mothers. Less than half the students in the sample

(qOVr) larew the meaning of colosfum. Only 22Yo students gave the right answer about the right time for
the first feed. Regarding the frequeniy of breast feeding, one third gave the right answer.The study

showed considerable deficiency in the knowledge of the college femalg shrdents about breast feeding.

Relevant knowledge and skills about breast feeding should be included in the curriculum of college to

prepare them successfirl breast feeding.
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Introduc;ioi:.
Breast feed.;.;g is a cultural role for women in
midole Eas.eil societies. It was universally

practiced t,;rtii a few decades back when it
iturt"d to ci:;ciile. Promotion of breast feeding

is one of f:ur priorities strategy proposed by

TINICEF to safeguard the health of
chilciren.('Ecast feeding is beneficiai for both

babies ald ;loihers in rich and poor countries.

Besides being ideal for babies, it helps to
prevent scpsis in newbom babies. It protects

got, chest, ear and urinary tract from infections

in young children, and is valuable in the

managenent of diarhea.Although the

advantages of breast feeding are well
docr-rmented, studies in Iraq showed a

decreasing incidence of breast feeding a long

with dirninisiring length of the nursing

period.(a's).rn view of this, research is needed to

find ways and mans of reversing this trend.

Prirnary iieai-ih cal'e physician, more than

others, shculd have concern for the current

status oibreast feeding in lraq.Knowledge and

attitudes of coileges fenrale 
'students 

constitute

a priority in breast feeding research as they

will eventually become mothers & Doctors.

Studies have shown that the level of aducation

of women can affect the intention and success

of breast feeding. *l Since college students

qualify to become teachers, doctors and

Pharmacists, ihey can play an important role

through iheir future careers. Besides, they can

enlighten worten in tlie cornrnunity on the

benefits and importance of breast feeding.The

objective of this study was to asses knowledge

and attitide of these colleges towards breast

fecding a:id ic use this as a basis for a strategy

to prom.ie appropriate knowledge* attitude

themselvus a:rd the women in community.

N-ater,-,is .tnd Methods
This was across-sectional study. The study

populatiol included samples of female

students in ure girls, pharmacy, Medical & Art
cclleges rn l3aghdad city.A self-administered
questiornaire was used as a tool for the

study. The questionnaire was Oiled by all
students sin:.ultaneously. It was designed to

collect dcinograpiric, personal . data and

fuipor",ar.', questions on breast feeding such as.

the righttime for the first feed, frequency and

duration of breastf'eeding. Open ended

questions on benefits of breast feeding to the

mother and baby were also included.

Results and Discussion
A total of 158 students: responded giving a
response rate of 63.24%. The majority of thern

from the middle. The ages of students ranged

from 18-32 Years,More than 13% were

manied; 6 of them (3-I%) were divorced and

more than, half were single Nearly half the

student's mothers were either illiterate or semi-

literate. 30% of the mothers had primary

education. Orny 6% had university education

and 2 had postgraduate degree.Forty-seven of
the students 30% said they had received some

education about breast feeding- About one

quarter of the students reported that they

learned about breast feeding at school while the

rest leamed about it outside school. When they

were asked who gave the lesson on breast

feeding, only 8.9% said they leamed from their

mothers, I2o/o from the teacher, 13.5% from
media and 18% from other sources. Almost
40% of thenr. did not receive any education

on breast feeding. Less than half of students

knew the meaning of colostrum. The rest

gave incomplete or a wrong. answer.

Regarding the right time of the students gave

the right answer. Half of the students said the

baby should be put to the breast few houres

after brith, and about I2Yo said the first feed

should be giving within days. Some thought
it is no neeessary when to start the first feed.

When asked about how often should a mothel

breast feed her baby, about one third of the

students larew the right frequency' of breast

feeding, then they answered "on. demautf \
However, the rest of the students gave

different wrong answers, sorne said every

hour, others said evely two hours and some

said three times per a day. When asked about

how long should a feed last, about 30% said

it should fast 10 minutes, about one fourth
said it should last more than 15 minutes,

about I fifth said it should last 5 minutes and

the rest not know. Regarding how Long

should a baby breast feed, 35% of the
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Table(1): -Benefits of breast feeding to the baby and mother according to students

students said it should be more than a Year, -
25% said the duration of breast feeding
should be one year, the others said it should
be 9 months or less.Table I shows the most

35 %o of the students thought that breast
feeding gives baby immunity against some
disease. Regarding the benefits of breast
feeding to mother 23o/o of the students

repealed responses from the students about
the benefits of breast feeding to the baby and-
mother.

thought that breast feeding restores womb to
normal position and this represents the
highest response about benefits of breast
feeding to mother.

Table (2):- shows the relationship between knowledge about duration of each Iced and
distribution. It was noticed that younger students (less than 20 years) knew the correct answer
about duiation of each feed compared to other age.

ig. oiiliiitution'
, '. r' (in years) ,' *il*ffi

<20

20-24

25-32

Total

13

72

t2

97

JI

18

06

61

50

90

18

158

15
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Discussion
For any breast feeding progrAm to succeed, ii
is important lo improve the knowledge and
attitude of mothers about it. In tiris study
13% of coiiege students seem to have
received some education about breast
feeding. This peicentage is small it we know,
tlrere is about 60% of females their ages

between 20-32 year. The effect of deficient
education should be evaluated with change in
life style in rnind with rnore urbanization and

more dismairtling of extended families, the
need tor educating young inexperienced
women become esseutial (8). The school
seems to have a limited role in education
about breast feeding as only one quarter of
them had some teaching on it.Several studies
encourage teaching about breast feeding to
schooi(3'8'e) girls to influence their decision
on breast feeding.A small proportion of
students fearned about breast feeding from
their mothers. In this study, the role of
mother as a source of health education about
breast feeding is much less than, expected. It
is surprising that such a small percentage of
students received instructionS from their
mothers but tlie percentage might be expected
to he a little higher if the population studied
were all young mothers rather than students.
Alsothis could be explained by the high
proportion of educated mothers change in life
style.Studies have shown strong association
between educational level attained the
incidence and duration of breast feeding(e'10). A woman's education affects her
motivation to breast feed. In . many
irrdustrialized countries in the west, breast
feeding now a days is becoming more
commcn ainong educated and upper class
women. On tire other hand, in third world
countri.es the educated women are more
likely to "feed their infanta artificially.
However in some countries women's
education apparently has no effect either
rvay(ll) . If mothers do not practice breast
feeding, this will be reflected in the attitudes
and knowledge of their children about breast
feeding. Less than half the students in the
sample knew the meaning of colostrum. This
represents a deficiency in the knowledge of
the students about mother's milk and its
protective value. lirowledge about colostrum

is particularly important, not only because of
its protective. value but also because of the
prevalent mispereeptions about it. When
asked about the right time for the first feed

only 38.6% of the students gave the right
answer. This is a vital information that they
would need shortly. This means that maried
students probably did not give the first feed
in time. Also we do not know if these

students had seen their own mothers breast

feed immediately after delivery. The time of
the first iced is crucial to successful breast

feeding. Several studies encourage

immediate. Postpartum suckling(l2'l3i Eaily
suckling helps milk-production to start

sooner and encourages the imporlant
psychological bonding of the mother and her
new born through a close, warm contact. U
has also been found that mothers who initiate
breast feeding early will breast feed longer
than those who starl after 12 hours later \ It is
documented that colostrum Is beneficial to
the infant both nutritionally and immune-
logically .(10'12'13)The poor responses on the
frequency of feeding w&giant a special
attention. Most of recent studies recommend
"on demand" feeding whereby infants should
be given the breast whenever they cry of
hungry .(2'e'11'12'13)The students were also
asked about the duration of each feed and
more than one third answered correctly..
Several studies have shown that the average
time of a feed is about 5-10 minutes (7'rl'13).

About 70% thought that breast feeding should
last more than a year while the rest thought, it
should be up to one year. In this culture it
was the norm for women to breast feed for 2
years.A duration of 2 years is recommended
by religious teaching. In this study the
respondents were not clear about breast
feeding duration. This could be explained by
deficiency in their knowledge or may reflect
observation of their mothers or other close
female relatives. This needs to be attended to
thought a number of possible measures such
as: health education. The tradition in most
parts of the developing world is to breast feed
for at. least 12 month, but it is recommended
to continue breast feeding up to 2 yeals of
age (e'll'12) .The knowledge of the students
about the benefits of breast feeding to mother
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and to the baby was satisfactory- This could
be explained by the fact that-most of health
education programs about breast feeding
concentrate on this aspect. The study shown
that students who *.ti less than 20 years of

-age knew more about breast feeding than 20
years or above. Mass media and school
nowadays piay a role on'health 'education

about bleast feeding.

Conclusions
In conclusion, the study shows a serious
deficiency in the knowledge of colleges
"female" students about breast feeding-
mothers play a minirnal role on health
education about this topic. It is recommended
that relevant knowledge and skills about
breast feeding be integrated in the curriculum
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