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Key Findings 
Initial incidence of breastfeeding 

• Initial breastfeeding rates in 2005 were 78% in England, 70% in Scotland, 67% in 
Wales, and 63% in Northern Ireland.  In England and Wales, Scotland and Northern 
Ireland the incidence of breastfeeding increased between 2000 and 2005.  The 2005 
survey was the first time estimates were available separately for England and Wales. 

• Some of the increase in breastfeeding rates between 2000 and 2005 can be explained 
by changes in the age and educational profile of mothers.  However, even after 
standardising the results to take account of these changes, breastfeeding rates in 
England and Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland increased between 2000 and 2005 

• The highest incidences of breastfeeding were found among mothers from managerial 
and professional occupations, those with the highest educational levels, those aged 30 
or over and first time mothers.  These variations were evident in all countries and were 
consistent with the patterns found in previous surveys. 

Prevalence and duration of breastfeeding 

• The higher levels of initial breastfeeding seen in 2005 compared with 2000 extended 
beyond birth in all countries.  Increases in the prevalence of breastfeeding were 
observed at all ages up to nine months in both England and Wales and Northern 
Ireland.  In Scotland an increase in prevalence was seen only at ages up to six weeks.  

• Prevalence of breastfeeding at all ages up to nine months was highest among mothers 
from managerial and professional occupations, those with the highest education 
levels, those aged 30 or over, and those from minority ethnic groups. 

• Among mothers who did breastfeed initially the proportion still breastfeeding at six 
weeks and at six months was the same in 2005 compared to 2000.  Only at nine 
months was the proportion of mothers still breastfeeding higher in 2005 compared with 
2000.  However, in Scotland the proportion of mothers still breastfeeding at six weeks 
and six months fell in 2005 compared with 2000.  

Prevalence and duration of exclusive breastfeeding 

• Prevalence of exclusive breastfeeding was highest in England at ages up to four 
months and lowest in Northern Ireland and Wales.  At six months prevalence of 
exclusive breastfeeding was negligible in all countries (<1%). 

• Among mothers who breastfed exclusively at birth, the proportion still feeding 
exclusively at all ages up to four months was higher in England and Scotland 
compared with Northern Ireland and Wales 

• Prevalence and duration of exclusive breastfeeding were higher at all ages up to four 
months among mothers from managerial and professional occupations, mothers aged 
30 or over, and mothers with the highest education level.  

• Among mothers who breastfed exclusively at birth, almost two-thirds (64%) lost their 
exclusive feeding status by the introduction of formula milk, while 10% lost exclusivity 
through the introduction of solids. Mothers who first introduced solids fed exclusively 
for much longer than mothers who first introduced formula milk or other liquids.    
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This chapter presents the key statistics about initiation of breastfeeding, the proportion of 
babies who were being breastfed at specific ages up to nine months, and the length of time 
mothers continued to breastfeed.  The survey also measured levels of exclusive 
breastfeeding at specific ages up to six months for the first time.  For all these key measures 
comparisons are made with previous surveys where possible and variations by different 
demographic subgroups are explored.  

2.1 Incidence of breastfeeding 

Incidence of breastfeeding is defined as the proportion of babies who were breastfed 
initially.  This includes all babies who were put to the breast at all, even if this was on one 
occasion only. 

2.1.1 Trends in incidence of breastfeeding 

Trends in the incidence of breastfeeding by individual country and for the United Kingdom as 
a whole are available back to 1990.  The historical data show that, in all countries where time 
trend data are available, there has been a steady increase in the incidence of breastfeeding 
since 1990.  This trend continued over the period between the 2000 and 2005 surveys, with 
breastfeeding rates having increased from 71% to 77% in England and Wales, 63% to 70% in 
Scotland, and 54% to 63% in Northern Ireland. 

As in previous surveys the incidence of breastfeeding varied by country, being highest in 
England and lowest in Northern Ireland.  Although breastfeeding rates in Northern Ireland 
remain lower compared with other countries, it is worth noting that the increase in rates 
between 2000 and 2005 was greater in Northern Ireland than elsewhere in the United 
Kingdom. 

Separate breastfeeding rates were available for England and Wales for the first time in 2005 
and showed incidence rates of 78% and 67% respectively. 

   Table 2.1, Figure 2.1 
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Figure 2.1: Incidence of breastfeeding by country (1990 to 2005) 

 

Base: All Stage 1 mothers 

 

2.1.2 Variations in the incidence of breastfeeding 

All previous surveys have shown a consistent pattern of variation in the incidence of 
breastfeeding according to certain socio-demographic characteristics of the mother, such as 
socio-economic classification, education level and age of mother.  The 2005 survey confirmed 
the continued existence of these variations, which were broadly consistent across all 
countries.    

Birth order 

Previous surveys have shown that the incidence of breastfeeding is higher among mothers of 
first babies compared with later babies. This continued to be the case in 2005 and was seen 
in all countries. 

Across the United Kingdom almost eight in ten first-time mothers (79%) breastfed their babies 
initially compared with 73% of mothers of second or later babies.  However, between 2000 
and 2005 the increase in breastfeeding rates across the United Kingdom was greater among 
mothers of second or later babies compared with first-time mothers.  This continued a trend 
that was seen in the last survey and means that the gap between the breastfeeding levels of 
first-time and second-time mothers is now at a historically low level, suggesting that the 
messages about the benefits of breastfeeding are reaching both first-time and second-time 
mothers. 

Table 2.2 
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Changes in feeding behaviour between current baby and previous baby  

Previous surveys have shown that the likelihood of a mother breastfeeding her second or 
subsequent baby is strongly associated with her experiences of feeding her previous children.  
This has led to the targeting of feeding information and advice to first-time mothers.  Table 2.2 
showed that although the incidence of breastfeeding was higher among first-time mothers 
compared with mothers of second or later babies this gap has narrowed over time.    

In 2005 the association between current breastfeeding behaviour and previous behaviour was 
still in evidence.  In the United Kingdom, while 73% of all mothers of second or later babies 
initially breastfed there was a large difference in feeding rates according to how they had fed 
their previous child1.  Almost all mothers (98%) who had breastfed their previous child for six 
weeks or more also breastfed initially this time round, while 79% of those who had breastfed 
their previous child for less than six weeks also initially breastfed their current child.  This 
suggests that any previous experience of breastfeeding, even if only for a relatively short-
period, has a positive impact on future breastfeeding behaviour.  

Among mothers of second or later babies who had not breastfed their previous child, a third 
(33%) changed their behaviour and breastfed this time round, at least initially.  This pattern 
was broadly consistent across all countries, although mothers in Scotland and Northern 
Ireland who had not breastfed their previous child were less likely than mothers in England to 
breastfeed this time round (26% and 24% respectively compared with 36%). 

Although the association between current breastfeeding and previous breastfeeding is 
consistent with previous surveys, the 2005 survey found that more second-time mothers who 
had previously not breastfed switched to breastfeeding this time round compared with the 
2000 survey.  Thus, in 2000 around a quarter (26%) of those who had not breastfed their 
previous child switched to breastfeeding.  This compared with a third (33%) of mothers who 
switched in 2005.  This change was greatest in England and Wales where the proportion of 
those who had not breastfed their previous baby switching to breastfeeding this time round 
rose from 27% in 2000 to 35% in 2005.  This change in feeding behaviour among mothers of 
second or later babies goes some way to explaining why the gap in incidence rates between 
first-time and second-time mothers (Table 2.2) has narrowed over time. 

        Table 2.3 

As found in the 2000 survey, mothers of second or later babies who switched to breastfeeding 
their current baby had particular socio-demographic characteristics.   Compared with all 
mothers of second or later babies, those who switched were more likely to be younger (20% 
of switchers were under 25 compared with 14% of all second-time mothers), less well 
educated (44% of switchers left school at age 16 or earlier compared with 31% of all second-
time mothers), and from intermediate or routine and manual social groups (63% of switchers 
were from these two social groups compared with 54% of all second-time mothers).   

                                           

1 Mothers who had more than two children were classified according to how they had fed their last child. 
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This finding suggests that the shift to breastfeeding among mothers of second or later babies 
happened primarily among the more socially disadvantaged groups of the population.  
However, this could be attributable to the fact that older, well-educated, and higher social 
class mothers were more likely to have breastfed both their previous child and their current 
child.  It is perhaps not surprising, therefore, that switching was concentrated in groups where 
breastfeeding rates have historically been low.    

Socio-economic classification (NS-SEC) of mother 

Mothers were classified into socio-economic groups based on either their current job or 
previous job.  Further details of the NS-SEC classification can be found in Chapter 1.    

As found in the 2000 survey, there was a clear association between breastfeeding and socio-
economic status.  Across the United Kingdom, 88% of mothers in managerial and 
professional occupations breastfed initially, compared with 77% of mothers in intermediate 
occupations, and 65% of mothers in routine and manual occupations.  Breastfeeding rates 
among mothers who had never worked were the same as those found among mothers in 
routine and manual occupations (65%).  This association between socio-economic 
classification and breastfeeding was evident in all countries.    

Compared with England, breastfeeding rates were lower in Scotland, Wales and Northern 
Ireland for mothers in every socio-economic grouping, reflecting the overall pattern seen in 
Table 2.1 

Between 2000 and 2005 breastfeeding rates across the United Kingdom increased among 
mothers in all socio-economic groups, with the largest increases observed among mothers in 
routine and manual occupations and among mothers who had never worked.  Thus, 
breastfeeding rates among mothers in managerial and professional occupations increased 
from 85% in 2000 to 88% in 2005 compared with an increase from 59% to 65% among 
mothers in routine and manual occupations, and from 52% to 65% among mothers who had 
never worked.  

Changes in breastfeeding rates between 2000 and 2005 among mothers in different socio-
economic groups showed some variation by country.  In England and Wales, the greatest 
increases in breastfeeding rates were seen among mothers in routine and manual 
occupations and among mothers who had never worked.  Thus, between 2000 and 2005, 
breastfeeding rates in England and Wales increased from 60% to 67% among mothers in 
routine and manual occupations, and from 54% to 67% among mothers who had never 
worked.  In Scotland, the biggest increases were among mothers in intermediate occupations 
(from 64% to 72%) and among mothers who had never worked (from 41% to 52%), while in 
Northern Ireland the increases were broadly similar across all socio-economic groups.     

 Table 2.4, Figure 2.2 
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Age at which mother completed full-time education 

In 2005 there was a clear association between breastfeeding and education level, a pattern 
seen in previous surveys.  Across the United Kingdom, mothers who had left full-time 
education at age 16 or younger were the least likely to have breastfed (59%), while those who 
had left full-time education at 18 or older were the most likely to have breastfed (91%).  This 
association was evident in all countries.   

Looking at trend data, across the United Kingdom, there were increases in breastfeeding 
rates among mothers of all educational levels between 2000 and 2005.  However, this hides 
some variation between different countries.  In England and Wales, an increase between 
2000 and 2005 was seen only among mothers with the lowest education level (from 55% in 
2000 to 61% in 2005).  By contrast, in Northern Ireland, an increase was seen only among 
mothers with the highest educational level (from 71% in 2000 to 78% in 2005).  In Scotland, 
increases were seen among mothers in the two highest education levels.     

Table 2.5 

Age of mother 

As in previous surveys there was a strong association across all countries between 
breastfeeding and the age of the mother.  Across the United Kingdom as a whole 
breastfeeding rates were lowest among mothers aged 20 or under (51%) and highest among 
mothers aged 35 or over (84%).  The incidence of breastfeeding among mothers aged 20 or 
under was particularly low in Scotland (40%) and Northern Ireland (35%). 

Figure 2.2: Incidence of breastfeeding by mother’s socio-economic classification (NS-
SEC) and country (2005) 
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When looking at the trends between 2000 and 2005, across the United Kingdom, increases in 
breastfeeding rates were seen in all age groups although these were not statistically 
significant among mothers aged 20 or under.  This was also true for the individual countries, 
where increases in breastfeeding rates between 2000 and 2005 were seen in all age groups, 
except for mothers aged 20 or under.   

Table 2.6, Figure 2.3 

Figure 2.3: Incidence of breastfeeding by age of mother and country (2005) 

 

Base: All Stage 1 mothers 

 

Ethnicity of mother 

Information on ethnicity was collected in England, Wales and Scotland, but was not asked in 
Northern Ireland.  As in 2000, mothers from all minority ethnic groups were more likely to 
breastfeed compared with white mothers.  Thus more than nine in ten mothers who classified 
themselves as Asian, Black, or Chinese or other ethnic origin initially breastfed compared with 
around three-quarters of white mothers (74%).  Between 2000 and 2005 incidence of 
breastfeeding increased among both white mothers (68% to 74%) and Asian mothers (87% to 
94%).  

        Table 2.7    

Region 

Due to the increase in the sample size of the 2005 survey it is possible for the first time to 
present some results for England broken down by Strategic Health Authority.   

In England breastfeeding rates were lower than average in the North East (59%), the North 
West (66%) and the West Midlands (73%) regions but were higher than average in London 
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(90%), the South West (86%), the South Central (86%), and the South East Coast (85%) 
regions. 

       Table 2.8  

2.2 Standardisation of breastfeeding rates  

Although the change in breastfeeding rates between 2000 and 2005 represented an increase 
in each country for which trends are available, it is important to place the results in the context 
of changes in the composition of the sample over time. 

As shown in Section 2.1.2, incidence of breastfeeding has always been strongly associated 
with the age, the educational level, and the socio-economic status of the mother.  It is 
therefore important to look at the composition of the sample over time to assess to what 
extent any increase in the incidence of breastfeeding in this period is attributable to changes 
in the sample, as opposed to a ‘real’ increase in the population.   

Previous surveys have shown an increasing proportion of mothers aged over 30, and mothers 
who have continued in full-time education beyond the age of 19.  Since both of these factors 
are strongly associated with breastfeeding, a technique known as standardisation has been 
used to separate the contribution of compositional change from what might be termed ‘real’ 
change over the period since 1985.  

Table 2.9 shows the incidence of breastfeeding within each country with the rates 
standardised for age and educational level.  Due to the differences in the sample design pre-
2000 it is only possible to show this for England and Wales combined.  It is also no longer 
possible to standardise results by socio-economic grouping due to the change from Social 
Class to National Socio-economic classification (NS-SEC) highlighted in Chapter 1.  

As already seen the survey estimates of the incidence of breastfeeding in England and Wales 
were 71% in 2000 and 77% in 2005.  However, the standardised rates, assuming that the 
distribution of age and education of the sample had remained the same as in 1985, were 62% 
in 2000 and 67% in 2005.  This indicates that the observed change in breastfeeding rates 
between 2000 and 2005 in England and Wales represents a real increase and was not simply 
due to changes in the sample composition. 

The incidence of breastfeeding in Scotland increased from 63% in 2000 to 70% in 2005.  
Standardisation shows that some of this change can be attributed to changes in the sample 
composition, but the standardised rates still showed an increase in the incidence of 
breastfeeding from 54% to 57% between 2000 and 2005. 

In Northern Ireland a similar pattern was evident with standardisation removing some, but not 
all, of the observed increase in incidence of breastfeeding between 2000 and 2005.  The 
standardised figures show an increase in breastfeeding from 47% to 51% between 2000 and 
2005.  

         Table 2.9 
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2.3 Prevalence of breastfeeding 

Prevalence of breastfeeding is defined as the proportion of all babies who are being 
breastfed at specific ages, even if they are also receiving infant formula or solid food. 

2.3.1 Trends in prevalence by country 

As already seen in Table 2.1, across all countries initial breastfeeding rates were higher in 
2005 compared with previous surveys.  However, although more than three-quarters (76%) of 
mothers started breastfeeding at birth, there was a noticeable fall-out during the early weeks.  
Thus, across the United Kingdom the prevalence of breastfeeding fell from 76% at birth to 
63% at one week, and to 48% at six weeks.  At six months, a quarter of mothers (25%) were 
still breastfeeding.   

The pattern of fall-out was broadly similar across all countries, although the actual levels of 
breastfeeding at later ages varied from country to country2. 

Stage 1 of the survey asked mothers the exact day they gave up breastfeeding meaning that 
it was possible to look at fall-out rates on a daily basis within the first week.  Table 2.10 shows 
that during the first week the fall-out was fairly evenly spread, with some mothers 
breastfeeding (or trying to breastfeed) for only a day or two. Across the United Kingdom, the 
proportion of mothers who were breastfeeding fell from 76% to 72% at two days, to 67% at 
four days, and to 63% at one week. 

      Table 2.10, Figure 2.4 

                                           

2 It should be noted that the analysis on the prevalence of breastfeeding is based on all mothers who 
completed Stage 3 of the survey, while incidence of breastfeeding is based on all mothers who 
completed Stage 1 of the survey.  This means there are some small differences in the estimates 
reported in section 1.1 about incidence of breastfeeding compared with the prevalence of breastfeeding 
at birth reported in section 1.2.  No estimates differ by more than one percentage point. 
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Figure 2.4: Prevalence of breastfeeding at ages up to 9 months by country (2005) 
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Table 2.10 also shows the changes in prevalence of breastfeeding by country compared with 
the last survey.  While the pattern of fall-out was broadly similar in 2000 and 2005, the higher 
levels of initial breastfeeding seen in 2005 were maintained at each age compared with the 
previous survey, although the differences between surveys narrowed as the babies got older.  
Thus, in the United Kingdom the prevalence of breastfeeding at one week was 63% in 2005 
compared with 55% in 2000.  At six weeks the respective prevalence levels were 48% 
compared to 42%, while at six months the levels were 25% in 2005 compared to 21% in 
2000.  This finding highlights the importance of encouraging mothers to try to breastfeed in 
the hours and days immediately after birth since it suggests that the more mothers who try to 
breastfeed initially, the more who will actually go on to breastfeed successfully over the longer 
term.  

Higher prevalence of breastfeeding between 2000 and 2005 was evident in all countries for 
which comparisons were available, although the greatest increase was seen in Northern 
Ireland.  Here the prevalence of breastfeeding at one week was 46% in 2005 compared with 
37% in 2000, while at six weeks it was 32% in 2005 compared with 26% in 2000.  In England 
and Wales and Northern Ireland higher prevalence rates were maintained in 2005 compared 
with 2000 through until nine months, although this was not the case in Scotland.  Here the 
prevalence rates at six months and nine months were exactly the same in 2000 and 2005 
(24% at six months and 15% at nine months).          

  Table 2.10 
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2.3.2 Variations in the prevalence of breastfeeding 

Birth order 

As already seen, first-time mothers were more likely to initiate breastfeeding at birth.  
However, Table 2.11 shows that first-time mothers had a higher fall-out rate compared with 
mothers of second or later babies.  This meant that the prevalence of breastfeeding among 
mothers of second or later babies was higher compared with first-time mothers from four 
months onwards.  For example, at six months the breastfeeding rate among mothers of 
second or later babies was 28% compared with 23% among first-time mothers.  The finding 
that first-time mothers stop breastfeeding earlier than second-time mothers was consistent 
with previous surveys. 

         Table 2.11  

Socio-economic classification (NS-SEC) of mother 

Table 2.12 shows that the differences in the levels of breastfeeding seen at birth between 
mothers from different socio-economic groups continued through until nine months, with 
mothers from managerial and professional occupations having higher rates of breastfeeding 
at all ages compared with mothers from intermediate occupations, who in turn had higher 
rates compared with mothers from routine and manual occupations.  For example, prevalence 
of breastfeeding at six weeks was 65% among mothers from managerial and professional 
occupations compared with 46% among mothers from intermediate occupations and 32% 
among mothers from routine and manual occupations. 

Mothers who had never worked had similar levels of breastfeeding in the early stages to 
mothers from routine and manual occupations, although a gap developed after six weeks.  
Thus, for example, at six months 25% of mothers who had never worked were breastfeeding 
compared with only 16% of mothers from routine and manual occupations.  

Table 2.12    

Age at which mother completed full-time education 

Table 2.13 shows that the differential rates of breastfeeding seen at birth by the mother’s 
education level continued at all ages with the gap widening at later ages.  Thus, at six months 
mothers with the highest level of education were more than three times as likely to be 
breastfeeding compared with mothers classified to the lowest education level (39% and 12% 
respectively). 

      Table 2.13 
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Age of mother 

Table 2.14 shows breastfeeding prevalence by the age of the mother.  This shows that not 
only were initial breastfeeding rates lower among younger mothers but also that the fall-out 
rate was higher among this group.  At six months mothers aged 35 or over were more than 
five times as likely to be breastfeeding compared with mothers aged under 20 (36% and 7% 
respectively). 

Of particular note was the fall-out rate among mothers under 20.  While over half (52%) of this 
group breastfed or tried to breastfeed initially, this had fallen to 44% at two days, and to 34% 
at one week.   

Table 2.14 

Ethnicity of mother 

Both Asian and Black mothers were more likely than white mothers to breastfeed initially.  
This difference was maintained through until later ages, with 37% of Asian mothers and 57% 
of Black mothers breastfeeding at six months compared with 23% of white mothers.  
Breastfeeding rates at six months were also higher among both mothers of mixed ethnic 
origin (40%) and Chinese and other ethnic origin (40%) compared with white mothers.   

Particularly noticeable was the high level of breastfeeding among Black mothers and the 
relatively low fall-out rate.  While 97% of Black mothers breastfed initially, this had fallen to 
only 87% at six weeks, and to 72% at four months.  Even at nine months, almost four in ten 
Black mothers (39%) were still breastfeeding compared with 16% of white mothers. 

         Table 2.15 

Region   

Table 2.16 shows that the regional differences seen in England in initial rates of breastfeeding 
were maintained at later ages.  Although the fall-out rate varied between regions, the rate of 
fall-out tended to be higher in those regions where initial incidence was lowest.  Thus, at six 
months the highest breastfeeding rates were in London (39%) and the South East Coast 
(34%) regions, while the lowest rates were in the North East (17%) and the North West (17%) 
regions. 

      Table 2.16  

2.4 Duration of breastfeeding 

The duration of breastfeeding refers to the length of time that mothers who breastfeed 
initially continue to breastfeed even if they are also giving their baby other milk and 
solid foods. 

The results presented in this section relate only to mothers who ever breastfed and shows the 
proportion who were still breastfeeding at different ages.  Duration of breastfeeding is 
probably an easier measure to interpret than prevalence when comparing the different fall-out 
rates among various sub-groups, simply because all groups begin from the same starting 
point (i.e. 100% of mothers are breastfeeding).  
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2.4.1 Trends in duration by country 

In 2005, across the United Kingdom, 17% of mothers who breastfed initially had stopped at 
one week, with six per cent having stopped at only two days.  By six weeks, 63% of mothers 
who started breastfeeding were still doing so, while this fallen to a third (33%) by six months. 

Between countries the fall-out rate was higher at all ages in Wales and Northern Ireland 
compared with England and Scotland.  For example, at one week 23% of mothers in Wales 
and 26% of mothers in Northern Ireland who breastfed initially had stopped compared with 
only 16% in England and 19% in Scotland.  This difference was also apparent at six weeks 
and six months.  Thus, at six months around three-quarters of mothers in Northern Ireland 
(78%) and Wales (73%) who breastfed initially had stopped compared with two-thirds of 
mothers in England (66%) and Scotland (66%). 

The pattern of fall-out among mothers in Scotland was broadly the same as in England, so 
that at six months 34% of mothers in both England and Scotland who breastfed initially were 
still doing so.  

    Table 2.17, Figure 2.5 

Figure 2.5: Duration of breastfeeding among mothers who breastfed initially by country 
(2005) 
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Table 2.17 also compares the duration of breastfeeding at different ages between 2000 and 
2005.  This shows that across the United Kingdom there was little change in the proportion of 
mothers who stopped breastfeeding at one week, six weeks, or six months between 2000 and 
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2005.  Only at nine months was the proportion of mothers still breastfeeding higher in 2005 
compared with 2000 (23% and 19% respectively). 

In both England and Wales and Northern Ireland there was little difference between 2000 and 
2005 in the proportion of mothers still breastfeeding at different ages.  However, in Scotland 
the proportion of mothers breastfeeding at later ages actually fell between 2000 and 2005.  
Thus, in 2005 62% of mothers in Scotland who breastfed initially were still breastfeeding at six 
weeks compared with 67% in 2000.  A similar fall was evident at six months with the 
proportion still breastfeeding being 34% in 2005 compared with 40% in 2000. 

        Table 2.17      

2.4.2 Variations in duration of breastfeeding 

Birth order and previous breastfeeding experience 

Table 2.18 confirms what has been found in previous surveys, namely that mothers of second 
or later babies tend to breastfeed for longer than first-time mothers.  Although there was little 
difference at one week, by six weeks 68% of mothers of second or later babies who initially 
breastfed were still breastfeeding compared with 58% of first-time mothers.  This gap was 
also evident at six months with 38% of second time mothers still breastfeeding compared with 
29% of first-time mothers. 

Table 2.18 

It has already been shown in Table 2.3 that a third (33%) of mothers who did not breastfeed 
their previous child switched to breastfeeding at least initially for their current baby.  It is 
interesting to look at the duration of breastfeeding among mothers of second or later babies 
by how they fed their previous child to see whether their experiences this time round reflected 
the previous time.  

Table 2.19 shows that there were some substantial differences in duration rates according to 
previous feeding behaviour.  Among mothers who had not breastfed their previous child but 
who chose to breastfeed at least initially this time round there was a sharp fall-out, especially 
in the first week.  In fact, 40% of these mothers stopped breastfeeding after one week, with 
one in five (19%) stopping after one day.  By six months only one in six of these mothers were 
still breastfeeding (16%) compared with over half (52%) of mothers who had fed their 
previous child for six weeks or more. 

Among mothers who had breastfed their previous child, there was also some difference in 
duration this time round according to how long they had breastfed the last time.  Mothers who 
had breastfed their previous child for less than six weeks showed a higher fall-out rate at the 
early stages, with a third (34%) stopping within a week, and three-quarters (73%) stopping 
within six weeks.  In fact, at six weeks and beyond, breastfeeding rates among mothers who 
had not breastfed their previous child were actually higher compared with mothers who had 
breastfed their previous child for a relatively short period (for example 39% and 27% at 6 
weeks respectively).  Most mothers who had breastfed their previous child for six weeks or 
longer were also likely to feed their current baby for six weeks or more.  Thus, at six weeks 
87% of these mothers were still breastfeeding, while over half (52%) were still breastfeeding 
at six months.      
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Table 2.19, Figure 2.6 

Figure 2.6: Duration of breastfeeding among mothers who breastfed initially by 
previous experiences of breastfeeding (United Kingdom, 2005) 
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Socio-economic classification (NS-SEC) of mother    

Table 2.20 shows that among mothers who breastfed initially, those from higher socio-
economic groups tended to breastfeed for longer, with mothers from routine and manual 
occupation groups and those who had never worked being more likely to stop feeding after 
one week.  Thus, after one week 89% of mothers from managerial and professional 
occupations were still breastfeeding compared with 77% of mothers from routine and manual 
occupation groups and 78% of mothers who had never worked.  This differential fall-out rate 
continued at later ages so that by six weeks 73% of mothers from managerial and 
professional occupations were still breastfeeding compared with 60% of mothers from 
intermediate occupations, and 49% of mothers from routine and manual occupations.  This 
differential by socio-economic group persisted at six months.    

Mothers who had never worked had a lower fall-out rate at six months compared with mothers 
from intermediate and routine and manual occupation groups.  This might be explained by the 
fact that they did not work, meaning that they had more opportunity to continue breastfeeding 
for longer compared with mothers who returned to work when their baby was relatively young 
(see next section).       

Table 2.20 
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When mother returned to work 

Among mothers who breastfed initially there was some variation in duration of breastfeeding 
by when they returned to work.  Not surprisingly, in the early stages after birth up to six 
weeks, there was little difference in fall-out rates by the working status of the mother, since 
few mothers were working at this stage.  However, at both four months and six months, the 
fall-out rate among mothers who returned to work before their baby was six months old was 
higher when compared with mothers who returned when their baby was older and those who 
were not working at all by Stage 3 of the survey.  Thus, 26% of mothers who returned to work 
when their baby was less than four months and 18% of those who returned when their baby 
was between four and six months were still breastfeeding at six months compared with 31% 
of those who returned to work when their baby was older than six months and 39% of those 
who were not working by Stage 3 of the survey. 

By nine months breastfeeding levels among mothers who were not working were higher than 
mothers who had returned to work.  For example, at nine months 30% of mothers who 
breastfed initially and who were not working by Stage 3 of the survey were still breastfeeding 
compared with 23% of mothers who returned to work when their child was nine months or 
older and 11% of mothers who returned to work when their child was four to six months old.    

 Table 2.21 

Age at which mother completed full-time education 

Table 2.22 shows that mothers with the highest education level breastfed for longer compared 
with mothers with the lowest education level.  For example, at six weeks 75% of mothers who 
left school at 18 or over were still breastfeeding compared with 44% of those who left school 
at age 16 or earlier.  At six months the equivalent rates were 43% and 20% respectively. 

     Table 2.22    

Age of mother 

Table 2.23 shows that older mothers were more likely than younger mothers to breastfeed for 
longer.  Among mothers aged under 20 there was an especially high fall-out rate in the first 
week, with only 66% of mothers aged under 20 who breastfed initially still breastfeeding after 
one week.  This compared with 89% of mothers aged 35 or over.  Differential fall-out rates 
between mothers of different ages continued up to and beyond six months.  Thus, at six 
months only 13% of mothers aged under 20 were still breastfeeding compared with 33% of 
mothers aged 25-29, and 43% of mothers aged 35 or over. 

 Table 2.23, Figure 2.7  
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Figure 2.7: Duration of breastfeeding among mothers who breastfed initially by age of 
mother (United Kingdom, 2005) 
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Ethnicity of mother 

White mothers who breastfed initially did so for a shorter time compared with mothers from 
other ethnic groups.  Black mothers had a particularly low fall-out rate, with 90% of those who 
breastfed initially still doing so at six weeks compared with 61% of white mothers.  At six 
months breastfeeding rates among mothers of all minority ethnic groups were higher 
compared with white mothers. 

   Table 2.24   

Region 

Table 2.25 shows that duration of breastfeeding among mothers who breastfed initially varied 
by region in England, with mothers in the south feeding for longer than mothers in the north.  
For example, at six months 25% of mothers in the North West, 28% in Yorkshire and 
Humberside, and 31% in the North East regions were still breastfeeding compared with 43% 
of mothers in London, 39% in the South East Coast, and 38% in the South West regions. 

 Table 2.25 
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2.5 Exclusive breastfeeding 

In recent years there has been increasing interest in the number of mothers who breastfeed 
their child exclusively.  The definition of exclusive breastfeeding adopted by the World Health 
Organisation in 1991 is that an infant receives only breast milk, and no other liquids or solids, 
with the exception of medicine, vitamins, or mineral supplements. 

In 2000, the World Health Organisation commissioned a systematic review of the published 
scientific literature on the optimal duration of exclusive breastfeeding.  As a result of this, the 
WHO recommended exclusive breastfeeding for the first six months and this recommendation 
has been adopted by all the UK Health Departments since 2001.     

The 2005 Infant Feeding Survey represents the first time that an attempt was made to 
measure the proportion of all babies and infants who are exclusively breastfed at specific 
ages and the duration of exclusive feeding. 

2.5.1 Defining and measuring exclusive breastfeeding 

In considering how to define and measure exclusive breastfeeding it is important to 
distinguish between two concepts.  The first concept, and the one that is more commonly 
measured, is the proportion of babies or infants who are currently being exclusively 
breastfed.  This is usually measured by asking mothers what they have fed their babies over 
a specific period, such as the last 24 or 48 hours.  The strength of this measure is that it is 
unlikely to be affected by significant recall error since the period being asked about is both 
easily defined and in the recent past.  However, the weakness of the measure is that it 
represents only a ‘snapshot’ and so is not a good measure of irregular feeding patterns.  
Thus, infants who are given formula, other liquids, or solids, on an irregular basis, would be 
categorised as ‘exclusive’ if they had not received them in the 24 or 48 hours before the 
survey. 

The second way of thinking about exclusivity is to measure the proportion of babies or infants 
who have been exclusively breastfed since birth.  This measure is better at capturing 
irregular feeding patterns since it seeks to measure babies and infants who have only ever 
been given breast milk since birth.  With this measure exclusive feeding status is ‘lost’ the first 
time that formula milk, other liquids, or solids are given to a baby.  The weakness of this 
measure, however, is that in the absence of continuous monitoring, it relies upon mothers 
being able to accurately recall when they first introduced formula milk, other liquids, and 
solids.  Because of this a degree of recall error is likely to be incorporated into the measure.  

The aim of the 2005 Infant Feeding Survey was to try and measure the proportion of infants at 
different ages who had been exclusively breastfed since birth.  

The way in which the definition of exclusive breastfeeding used in this report was measured is 
outlined below: 

• At each Stage of the survey mothers were asked whether they had ever given their 
babies formula milk, other liquids, or solids since birth.  If the mother said that they had 
given any of these they were then asked at what age they had first introduced each one;   
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• At each Stage of the survey the way in which the age data was collected was tailored to 
what was considered to be the most realistic way of collecting the data given the likely 
recall period.  Thus, at Stage 1, mothers were asked when they had first introduced 
formula or other liquids in terms of days or weeks; at Stage 2 they were asked about it in 
terms of weeks; and at Stage 3 they were asked about it in terms of months.  While it was 
accepted that asking respondents to provide information to the nearest week or the 
nearest month created a degree of imprecision in the data collected, it was felt that this 
had to be balanced against the ability of mothers to accurately recall these events;   

• Using this information three intermediate measures were then derived for each mother 
using a common timescale: 

o Age at which formula milk (or other milk) was first introduced; 

o Age at which any other liquids were first introduced; and   

o Age at which solids were first introduced 

• Finally, a composite measure of exclusivity was derived by using the three intermediate 
measures to determine at what age exclusivity was lost by the introduction of formula 
milk, or other liquids, or solids.  In deriving this measure careful attention was given to 
how the ‘boundary points’ were defined.  For example, if a mother reported that they first 
introduced formula at six weeks, should they be counted as being exclusive or not 
exclusive at six weeks?  It was decided that in such a situation the baby would be 
counted as being exclusively breastfed up to six weeks, but not at the six week point 
itself.  This same principle was applied for all different ages. 

It should be noted that in this chapter formula milk, solids and other liquids are discussed only 
in relation to measuring exclusive breastfeeding.  Specific information about formula milk, 
solids, and other liquids is contained in the rest of the report (Chapters 5, 7 and 8). 

2.5.2 Prevalence of exclusive breastfeeding by country 

Prevalence of exclusive breastfeeding is defined as the proportion of all babies who are 
being exclusively breastfed at specific ages, meaning that they have only ever been given 
breast milk up to that specific age.  

Table 2.26 shows the proportion of all mothers who were exclusively breastfeeding at 
different ages up to six months in each country. 

Mothers who introduced something other than breast milk on day 1 were defined as not 
feeding exclusively at birth.  Across the United Kingdom, almost two-thirds of mothers (65%) 
were exclusively breastfeeding at birth.  It is worth noting that exclusive breastfeeding at birth 
was lower than the overall breastfeeding prevalence rate at birth (76%), indicating that a 
substantial proportion of mothers gave their baby something other than breast milk on the first 
day.  This links in with the finding reported in Chapter 4 that a third of breastfed babies had 
been given formula or other liquids before the end of their hospital stay.  At one week less 
than half of all mothers (45%) were exclusively breastfeeding, while this had fallen to around 
a fifth (21%) by six weeks.  At six months levels of exclusive breastfeeding were negligible. 
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The prevalence of exclusive breastfeeding at birth was highest in England (66%) and lowest 
in Northern Ireland (55%).  The pattern of fall-out was broadly similar across all countries so 
that the different levels seen at birth in each country were maintained at later ages.  For 
example, at six weeks the rate of exclusive breastfeeding was 22% in England compared with 
13% in Northern Ireland, while at four months rates of exclusive breastfeeding were twice as 
high in England (8%) compared with both Northern Ireland and Wales (4%).  By six months 
rates were negligible in all countries. 

         Table 2.26 

2.5.3 Variations in the prevalence of exclusive breastfeeding  

It is worth noting that because prevalence of exclusive breastfeeding is obviously linked to the 
overall incidence and prevalence rates the same patterns that have already been seen in 
relation to incidence, prevalence, and duration of breastfeeding among different socio-
demographic groups will be largely repeated for exclusive breastfeeding.  

Birth order  

At birth first-time mothers were more likely than mothers of second or later babies to be 
exclusively breastfeeding (67% and 62% respectively).  However, first-time mothers were 
more likely than second-time mothers to introduce something other than breast milk at an 
early stage, meaning that at one week onwards the prevalence of exclusive breastfeeding 
was higher among mothers of second or later babies.  For example, at six weeks 24% of 
mothers of second of later babies were feeding exclusively compared with 18% of first-time 
mothers.   

     Table 2.27 

Socio-economic classification (NS-SEC) of mother   

Table 2.28 shows the same pattern of differential between mothers from different social 
groups in terms of prevalence of exclusive feeding as was seen with overall prevalence.  
Mothers from managerial and professional occupation groups were the most likely to be 
feeding exclusively at birth (77%), while mothers from routine and manual occupation groups 
(54%) and mothers who had never worked (48%) were the least likely.   

These differences in levels of exclusive breastfeeding among different social groups were 
maintained at later ages.  At four months mothers from managerial and professional groups 
were almost three times as likely to be feeding exclusively (11%) compared with both mothers 
from routine and manual occupations (4%) and those who had never worked (also 4%).  
However, by six months exclusive breastfeeding was negligible among mothers from all social 
groups. 

Table 2.28 
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Age at which mother completed full-time education      

There was a clear association between education level and rates of exclusive breastfeeding 
with mothers having the highest education levels being most likely to feed exclusively and 
mothers with the lowest education levels being the least likely to be feeding exclusively.  This 
differential was seen at birth and was evident at all ages up to four months.  Thus, at one 
week 58% of mothers with the highest education level were breastfeeding exclusively 
compared with 30% of mothers with the lowest education level.  By four months, 13% of 
mothers with the highest education levels were feeding exclusively compared with four per 
cent of mothers with the lowest education levels. 

Table 2.29 

Age of mother 

Older mothers were more likely than younger mothers to be feeding exclusively at birth.  Over 
seven in ten mothers aged 35 or over (73%) and aged 30-34 (72%) were feeding exclusively 
at birth compared with 55% of mothers aged 20-24 and only 39% of mothers aged under 20.  
Differences in rates of exclusivity by the mother’s age were broadly maintained at later ages.  
For example, at six weeks more than a quarter of mothers aged 30 or over were exclusive 
compared with 12% of mothers aged 20-24 and five per cent of mothers aged under 20.   

Table 2.30 

Ethnicity of mother 

Table 2.31 shows that levels of exclusive breastfeeding at birth were higher among mothers 
of all minority ethnic groups compared with white mothers.  However, at one week levels of 
exclusive feeding were fairly similar with 45% of white mothers feeding exclusively compared 
with 47% of Asian mothers and 44% of Black mothers.  Levels of exclusivity were also 
broadly the same at six weeks among mothers from these ethic groups.  Levels of exclusivity 
at four months were higher among both mothers of Mixed ethnic origin and among mothers of 
Chinese and other ethnic origin compared with mothers from other ethnic groups. 

Although prevalence rates of exclusive breastfeeding were broadly similar among white, 
Asian and Black mothers at ages after one week, it is interesting to note that this is in contrast 
to prevalence levels of breastfeeding generally (not necessarily exclusive), which were much 
higher among Asian and Black mothers compared with white mothers (see section 2.3.2).      

         Table 2.31  

Region 

In England, levels of exclusivity by region broadly reflected the differences already seen in 
overall prevalence levels.  Mothers in the North East (51%) and North West (57%) regions 
had the lowest levels of exclusive breastfeeding at birth, while mothers in the South West 
(78%) and the South East Coast (78%) regions had the highest levels.  These differential 
levels of exclusive feeding by region were still in evidence at both six weeks and four months. 

         Table 2.32 
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2.5.4 Duration of exclusive breastfeeding by country 

Duration of exclusive breastfeeding refers to the length of time that mothers who 
breastfeed exclusively at birth continue to feed their baby only breast milk. 

Table 2.33 shows that across the United Kingdom among mothers who were exclusively 
breastfeeding at birth there was a sharp fall-off in exclusivity in the early weeks.  Thus, at one 
week 69% of mothers who fed exclusively at birth were still doing so, while by six weeks this 
had fallen to 32% of mothers who had fed exclusively at birth.  At four months, 12% of 
mothers who were feeding exclusively at birth had still only ever given their baby breast milk, 
and this had fallen to negligible levels at six months.   

The fall-out in exclusive feeding was broadly similar across all countries, although occurred at 
a slightly faster rate in Wales and Northern Ireland compared with England and Scotland.  For 
example, 44% of mothers in England and 41% of mothers in Scotland who were 
breastfeeding exclusively at birth were still doing so at four weeks compared with 37% of 
mothers in both Northern Ireland and Wales.  This differential was still evident at four months 
with 12% of mothers in England and 10% of mothers in Scotland still feeding exclusively 
compared with eight per cent in Northern Ireland and 7% in Wales.  

Table 2.33, Figure 2.8 

Figure 2.8: Duration of exclusive breastfeeding among mothers who breastfed 
exclusively at birth by country (United Kingdom, 2005) 
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2.5.5 Variations in the duration of exclusive breastfeeding 

Birth order and previous feeding experience 

Table 2.34 shows that among mothers who breastfed exclusively at birth the fall-out rate was 
higher among first-time mothers compared with mothers of second or later babies.  At one 
week 36% of first-time mothers who were feeding exclusively at birth were no longer doing so 
compared with 26% of second-time mothers.  This differential was evident at both six weeks 
with 39% of second-time mothers still feeding exclusively compared with 27% of first-time 
mothers and also at four months (14% and 9% respectively). 

Table 2.34 

Although no information on exclusive breastfeeding of previous children was available it is 
interesting to look at the duration of exclusive breastfeeding by how mothers of second or 
later babies fed their previous child.  Table 2.35 shows that mothers who breastfed their 
previous child for six weeks or more (not necessarily exclusively) breastfed exclusively for 
longer this time round compared with both mothers who had fed their previous child for less 
than six weeks and mothers who had not breastfed their previous child at all.  The difference 
was especially noticeable in the early stages, with 84% of mothers who had breastfed their 
previous child for six weeks or more still exclusively feeding their current baby at one week 
compared with only 52% of mothers who had breastfed their previous child for less than six 
weeks and 53% of mothers who had not breastfed their previous child.  

At six weeks half (50%) of all mothers who had breastfed their previous child for six weeks or 
more were still feeding exclusively compared with 19% of mothers who did not breastfeed 
their previous child and nine per cent of mothers who breastfed their previous child for less 
than six weeks.  In fact, at later ages the fall-out rate among mothers who had breastfed their 
previous child for only a relatively short time was higher compared with mothers who had not 
breastfed their previous child at all.   

Table 2.35 

Socio-economic classification (NS-SEC) of mother 

Among mothers who were breastfeeding exclusively at birth there was a clear difference in 
the fall-out rates by socio-economic grouping with mothers in managerial and professional 
occupations being likely to feed exclusively for longer than mothers in other social groups.  
Almost two-thirds (65%) of mothers from managerial and professional occupations who were 
feeding exclusively at birth were still exclusive at two weeks compared with 58% of mothers 
from intermediate occupations and 53% of mothers from routine and manual occupations.  At 
two weeks, mothers who had never worked were the least likely to be still feeding exclusively 
(47%).  These differential fall-out rates continued through until later ages.  For example, at 
four months 14% of mothers from managerial and professional occupations were still feeding 
exclusively compared with 7% of mothers from routine and manual occupations.  By this age 
mothers who had never worked had similar rates of exclusive feeding (8%) compared with 
mothers from routine and manual. 

Table 2.36, Figure 2.9 
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Figure 2.9: Duration of exclusive breastfeeding among mothers who breastfed 
exclusively at birth by mother’s social classification (NS-SEC) (United Kingdom, 2005) 
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When mother returned to work 

It has already been seen that the overall duration of breastfeeding was related to whether or 
not mothers returned to work and, if so, the age of the baby when they started work again.  
Table 2.37 shows that there was also an association between the duration of exclusive 
breastfeeding and returning to work, although this association was less strong.  On average, 
mothers who had not returned to work by Stage 3 of the survey fed exclusively for slightly 
longer than mothers who had returned to work.  For example, at four months 14% of mothers 
who had not returned to work were still feeding exclusively compared with eight per cent of 
mothers who returned to work when their baby was less than four months.  For mothers who 
had returned to work, the age of the baby when they started again did not seem to be related 
to the duration of exclusive feeding.  In particular mothers who returned to work when their 
child was six months or older were no more likely than mothers who returned to work when 
their child was younger than six months to be feeding exclusively at the six month point. 

Table 2.37 

Age at which mother completed full-time education 

Table 2.38 shows that, on average, mothers with the highest education level breastfed 
exclusively for longer than mothers with the lowest education level.  For example, at two 
weeks 65% of mothers with the highest education level who fed exclusively at birth were still 
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feeding exclusively compared with 48% of mothers with the lowest education level.  At four 
months mothers with the highest education level were twice as likely as mothers with the 
lowest education level to be still breastfeeding exclusively (16% and 8% respectively). 

Table 2.38   

Age of mother 

There was a clear association between duration of exclusive breastfeeding and age of 
mother.  On average, older mothers feeding exclusively at birth fed exclusively for longer than 
younger mothers.  Just under two-thirds of mothers aged 30-34 (64%) and 35 or over (65%) 
were still feeding exclusively at two weeks compared with 49% of mothers aged 20-24 and 
37% of mothers aged under 20.  At four months, 17% of mothers aged 35 or over were still 
exclusively breastfeeding compared with just three per cent of mothers aged under 20. 

Table 2.39 

Ethnicity of mother 

Mothers from minority ethnic groups had higher levels of exclusive breastfeeding at birth 
compared with white mothers.  However, Table 2.40 shows that among mothers who 
breastfed exclusively at birth the fall-off was greater among mothers from minority ethnic 
groups compared with white mothers in the early stages.  For example, 70% of white mothers 
who fed exclusively at birth were still exclusive at one week compared with 62% of Asian 
mothers and 59% of Black mothers.  This differential was also evident at four months with 
12% of white mothers still feeding exclusively compared with seven per cent of Asian and five 
per cent of Black mothers.     Mothers of Mixed ethnic origin (15%) and of Chinese or other 
ethnic origin (18%) had the highest levels of exclusive breastfeeding at four months. 

Table 2.40  

Region 

Table 2.41 shows that the fall-out rate of mothers who breastfed exclusively at birth was 
broadly similar across all regions of England.  Duration of exclusive feeding tended to be 
longer in the South and the West and shorter in the North and the Midlands, although the 
pattern was not entirely consistent.  For example, at six weeks 40% of mothers in the South 
East Coast and 39% of mothers in the South West who fed exclusively at birth were still doing 
so compared with 25% of mothers in the North West and 27% in the West Midlands. 

Table 2.41 

2.5.6 How exclusive breastfeeding status was lost 

To try to better understand the nature of exclusive breastfeeding it is interesting to look at how 
mothers who breastfed exclusively at birth lost their exclusive status.  Exclusivity is 
considered to be lost the first time that formula or other milk, solids, or any other liquid is 
given to a baby.  From the data it was possible to work out for each mother who breastfed 
exclusively at birth exactly what, apart from breast milk, they first gave their baby.  Some 
mothers may have given their baby both formula and liquid, for example, or some other 
combination around the same time.  Since much of the data was collected in banded periods 
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(e.g. weeks) it was not always possible to know which component was actually introduced 
first. 

All mothers who were feeding exclusively at birth were divided into five categories; 

• Exclusive feeding status lost by the introduction of formula milk (or other milk); 

• Exclusive feeding status lost by the introduction of any other liquids, such as water or 
juice; 

• Exclusive feeding status lost by the introduction of formula milk and other liquids at 
around the same time; 

• Exclusive feeding status lost by the introduction of solids; and 

• Exclusive feeding status lost by the introduction of solids and something else (formula 
milk and/ or other liquids) at around the same time   

 
Figure 2.10 shows that just under two-thirds of mothers (64%) who fed exclusively at birth lost 
their exclusive feeding status by giving their baby formula milk, while a further nine per cent 
lost it by introducing both formula milk and other liquids at around the same age.  Around one 
in ten mothers (11%) lost their exclusive feeding status by first giving their baby some other 
liquid such as water or juice, while a similar proportion (10%) lost their exclusive status by 
giving their baby solids.  A further six per cent did so by introducing both solids and either 
formula milk or some other liquid at around the same time.  

Figure 2.10 
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Figure 2.10: How mothers who breastfed exclusively at birth lost their exclusive 
feeding status (United Kingdom, 2005) 
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Table 2.42 shows that there were some clear differences in the characteristics of mothers 
according to how they lost their exclusive feeding status.  Compared with all mothers who fed 
exclusively at birth, mothers who lost their feeding status by first giving their baby solids 
tended to be disproportionately older, better educated, and from professional and managerial 
social groups.  Thus, 56% of mothers who lost their exclusive feeding status by introducing 
solids were from managerial and professional occupations (compared with 44% of all mothers 
who fed exclusively at birth); 64% had the highest education level (compared with 47% of all 
mothers); and 29% were 35 or over (compared with 22% of all mothers). 

Mothers who lost their exclusive feeding status by giving their baby some other liquid such as 
water or juice tended to be disproportionately younger and from routine and manual 
occupations.  Thus, 27% of mothers who lost their exclusive feeding status by first introducing 
other liquids were aged under 24 (compared with 20% of all mothers who fed exclusively at 
birth); and 41% were from routine and manual occupations or had never worked (compared 
with 32% of all mothers). 

Table 2.42    

Table 2.43 shows the duration of exclusive breastfeeding according to how mothers lost their 
exclusive feeding status.  Mothers who lost their exclusive feeding status by the introduction 
of formula milk had a much shorter duration of exclusive breastfeeding compared with 
mothers who lost their exclusive status by the introduction of solids.  Duration of exclusive 
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feeding among mothers who first introduced any other liquids was in between these other two 
groups. 

Only 61% of mothers who fed exclusively at birth and who lost their exclusive feeding status 
by introducing formula milk were still feeding exclusively at one week.  At six weeks this had 
fallen to only 20%, and to one per cent by four months.  By contrast, 100% of mothers who 
lost their exclusive feeding status through the introduction of solids were still feeding 
exclusively at six weeks and two-thirds (66%) were still exclusive at four months.  However, at 
five months this has fallen sharply to 32% and to three per cent at six months.  While most 
mothers introduced solids before the recommended age of six months it is worth noting that in 
2005 mothers were weaning their babies at a later age compared with 2000 (see Chapter 7).   

These findings illustrate the fact that there is not a single reason why so few mothers actually 
manage to follow the recommendation of feeding exclusively until six months.  One group of 
mothers stop feeding exclusively after a relatively short period because they introduce 
formula milk, either to replace or supplement breast milk; while another group of mothers stop 
feeding exclusively at around four to six months because they wean their baby at this age.  
This suggests that if mothers are to be encouraged to breastfeed exclusively until six months 
a variety of messages, both on the benefits of breast milk over formula milk and on the best 
age at which to introduce solids, need to be given.         

Table 2.43, Figure 2.11 

Figure 2.11: Duration of exclusive breastfeeding among mothers who breastfed 
exclusively at birth by how exclusive feeding status was lost (United Kingdom, 
2005) 
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Chapter 2 Tables 
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Table 2.1:  Incidence of breastfeeding by country, 1980-2005 

 1980 1985 1990 1995 2000 2005 
% who breastfed 
initially 

% 
 

% % % % % 

England & Wales 67 65 64 68 71 77 
Scotland 50 48 50 55 63 70 
Northern Ireland n/a n/a 36 45 54 63 
United Kingdom n/a n/a 62 66 69 76 
England n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a 78 
Wales n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a 67 
       
Bases: All Stage 1 
mothers 

      

England & Wales 3755 4671 4942 4598 5441 8210 
Scotland 1718 1895 1981 1863 2274 2194 
Northern Ireland n/a n/a 1497 1476 1778 1886 
United Kingdom n/a n/a 5533 5181 9492 12290 
England n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a 6075 
Wales n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a 2135 

 

Table 2.2: Incidence of breastfeeding by birth order and country (2000, 2005) 
 

England & 
Wales 

Scotland Northern 
Ireland 

United 
Kingdom 

England Wales  

2000 2005 2000 2005 2000 2005 2000 2005 2000 2005 2000 2005 

% who breastfed 
initially 

% % 

 

% % % % % % % % % % 

First birth 75 80 67 73 59 67 74 79 n/a 81 n/a 71 

Later birth 66 74 59 66 51 58 65 73 n/a 75 n/a 63 

All mothers 71 77 63 70 54 63 69 76 n/a 78 n/a 67 

             

Bases: All Stage 1 
mothers 

            

First birth 2560 4196 1115 1121 729 916 4448 6268 n/a 3109 n/a 1067

Later birth 2881 4014 1159 1073 1049 970 5044 6022 n/a 2966 n/a 1068

All  mothers 5441 8210 2274 2194 1778 1886 9492 12290 n/a 6075 n/a 2135
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Table 2.3: Incidence of breastfeeding among mothers of more than one child by previous 
breastfeeding behaviour by country (2000, 2005) 

England & 
Wales 

Scotland Northern 
Ireland 

United 
Kingdom 

England Wales  

2000 2005 2000 2005 2000 2005 2000 2005 2000 2005 2000 2005 
 Percentage who breastfed initially 
How previous 
child was fed: 

% 
 

% 
 

% 
 

% % % % % % % % % 

Never breastfed 27 35 22 26 20 24 26 33 n/a 36 n/a 28 
Breastfed for less 
than 6 weeks 

68 80 63 75 74 75 68 79 n/a 81 n/a 69 

Breastfed for 6 
weeks or more 

96 98 95 98 93 96 96 98 n/a 98 n/a 96 

All mothers of 
later births† 

66 74 59 66 51 58 65 73 n/a 75 n/a 63 

             
Bases: Stage 1 
mothers with previous 
children 

            

Never breastfed 987 1290 453 418 526 439 1793 2005 n/a 940 n/a 415 
Breastfed for less 
than 6 weeks 

556 713 207 189 194 216 966 1080 n/a 522 n/a 223 

Breastfed for 6 weeks 
or more 

1210 1955 462 449 289 304 2068 2852 n/a 1463 n/a 416 

All mothers of later 
births† 

2881 4014 1159 1073 1049 970 5044 6022 n/a 2966 n/a 1068 

† Includes some mothers for whom method of feeding previous child was not known  
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Table 2.4: Incidence of breastfeeding by mother’s socio-economic classification (NS-SEC) and 
country (2000, 2005) 

England & 
Wales 

Scotland Northern 
Ireland 

United 
Kingdom 

England Wales  

2000 2005 2000 2005 2000 2005 2000 2005 2000 2005 2000 2005 

% who breastfed 
initially 

% 

 

% % % % % % % % % % % 

Managerial & 
professional 

86 89 80 84 76 80 85 88 n/a 89 n/a 84 

Intermediate 
occupations 

75 79 64 72 56 58 73 77 n/a 80 n/a 72 

Routine and 
manual 

60 67 53 56 45 49 59 65 n/a 67 n/a 55 

Never worked 54 67 41 52 33 37 52 65 n/a 68 n/a 41 

Unclassified 68 72 62 [53] 48 [64] 66 71 n/a 73 n/a 62 

All mothers 71 77 63 70 54 63 69 76 n/a 78 n/a 67 

             

Bases: All Stage 1 
mothers  

            

Managerial & 
professional 

1600 2970 702 807 484 723 2791 4463 n/a 2216 n/a 667 

Intermediate 
occupations 

1090 1682 461 472 363 406 1906 2536 n/a 1240 n/a 467 

Routine & manual 1499 2692 624 750 503 625 2619 4047 n/a 1970 n/a 826 

Never worked 740 605 268 117 232 85 1277 868 n/a 455 n/a 116 

Unclassified 510 261 218 [48] 196 [47] 901 376 n/a 195 n/a 58 

All mothers 5441 8210 2274 2194 1778 1886 9492 12290 n/a 6075 n/a 2135 
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Table 2.5: Incidence of breastfeeding by age completed full-time education and country (2000, 
2005) 
 

England & 
Wales 

Scotland Northern 
Ireland 

United 
Kingdom 

England Wales  

2000 2005 2000 2005 2000 2005 2000 2005 2000 2005 2000 2005
% who breastfed 
initially 

% % % % % % % % % % % % 

16 or under 55 61 46 48 38 38 54 59 n/a 62 n/a 49 
17 or 18 72 74 63 68 50 55 70 73 n/a 75 n/a 65 
Over 18 89 92 83 87 71 78 88 91 n/a 92 n/a 85 
All mothers† 71 77 63 70 54 63 69 76 n/a 78 n/a 67 
             
Bases: All Stage 1 
mothers 

            

16 or under 2009 2281 813 613 446 331 3436 3368 n/a 1681 n/a 635 
17 or 18  1875 2760 743 734 716 643 3289 4132 n/a 2037 n/a 746 
Over 18 1507 3101 708 822 603 892 2683 4684 n/a 2308 n/a 730 
All mothers 5441 8210 2274 2194 1778 1886 9492 12290 n/a 6075 n/a 2135
† Includes some mothers for whom education was not recorded 

 

 

Table 2.6: Incidence of breastfeeding by mother’s age and country (2000, 2005) 
 

England & 
Wales 

Scotland Northern 
Ireland 

United 
Kingdom 

England Wales  

2000 2005 2000 2005 2000 2005 2000 2005 2000 2005 2000 2005
% who breastfed 
initially 

% 
 

% % % % % % % % % % % 

20 or under 49 53 31 40 24 35 46 51 n/a 54 n/a 42 
20-24 60 68 53 59 41 49 58 67 n/a 69 n/a 58 
25-29 69 77 63 70 54 63 67 76 n/a 78 n/a 71 
30-34 78 85 71 77 62 71 76 83 n/a 85 n/a 76 
35 or over 82 85 70 80 62 69 80 84 n/a 86 n/a 76 
All mothers† 71 77 63 70 54 63 69 76 n/a 78 n/a 67 
             
Bases: All Stage 1 
mothers 

            

Under 20 383 601 143 180 103 118 557 905 n/a 436 n/a 205 
20-24 973 1629 360 386 269 316 1670 2397 n/a 1193 n/a 495 
25-29 1544 2122 655 568 526 497 2703 3179 n/a 1572 n/a 540 
30-34 1647 2322 710 614 589 587 2894 3487 n/a 1728 n/a 547 
35 or over 873 1517 402 430 284 361 1534 2287 n/a 1133 n/a 335 
All mothers 5441 8210 2274 2194 1778 1886 9492 12290 n/a 6075 n/a 2135
† Includes some mothers for whom age was not recorded 
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Table 2.7:  Incidence of breastfeeding by ethnicity of mother (Great Britain, 2000 and 2005) 
 

Percentage who breastfed 
initially 

Base: All Stage 1 mothers  

2000 2005 2000 2005 

 % 
 

%   

White 68 74 8104 9023 

Mixed 86 84 92 182 

Asian or Asian British 87 94 274 635 

Black or Black British 95 96 185 352 

Chinese or other ethnic group 85 93 65 132 

All mothers† 70 77 8975 10404 
† Includes some mothers for whom ethnicity was not recorded 

 

Table 2.8:  Incidence of breastfeeding by region (United Kingdom, 2005) 
 

Percentage who breastfed 
initially 

Base: All Stage 1 mothers  

2005 2005 

Strategic Health Authority %  

North East 59 368 

North West 66 900 

Yorkshire & The Humber 75 505 

East Midlands 77 569 

West Midlands 73 740 

East of England 81 721 

London 90 682 

South East Coast 85 573 

South Central 86 479 

South West 86 539 

All England 78 6075 

   

Wales 67 2135 

Scotland 70 2194 

Northern Ireland 63 1886 

   

United Kingdom 76 12290 
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Table 2.9: Estimated incidence of breastfeeding standardised† by the composition of the sample by 
country, 1985-2005 
 1985 1990 1995 2000 2005 

% who breastfed initially % % % % % 

England & Wales      

  Unstandardised percentage 65 64 68 71 77 

  Standardised percentage 65 62 62 62 67 

Scotland      

  Unstandardised percentage 48 50 55 63 70 

  Standardised percentage 48 46 48 54 57 

Northern Ireland      

  Unstandardised percentage n/a 36 45 54 63 

  Standardised percentage n/a 36 41 47 51 
† Standardised for mother’s age and age finished full-time education 

 

 

Table 2.10: Prevalence of breastfeeding at ages up to 9 months by country (2000 and 2005) 

 England & 
Wales 

Scotland Northern 
Ireland 

United 
Kingdom 

England Wales  

 2000 2005 2000 2005 2000 2005 2000 2005 2000 2005 2000 2005
 % % % % % % % % % % % % 
             
Birth     71 78 63 71 54 62 69 76 n/a 78 n/a 68 
2 days n/a 73 n/a 66 n/a 57 n/a 72 n/a 74 n/a 63 
3 days n/a 71 n/a 63 n/a 54 n/a 70 n/a 72 n/a 59 
4 days n/a 69 n/a 61 n/a 50 n/a 67 n/a 70 n/a 56 
5 days n/a 67 n/a 59 n/a 49 n/a 66 n/a 68 n/a 55 
6 days n/a 66 n/a 58 n/a 47 n/a 64 n/a 66 n/a 53 
1 week 57 65 50 57 37 46 55 63 n/a 66 n/a 52 
2 weeks 54 61 47 54 34 44 52 60 n/a 62 n/a 48 
6 weeks 43 49 40 44 26 32 42 48 n/a 50 n/a 37 
4 months  29 35 30 31 14 20 28 34 n/a 35 n/a 24 
6 months  22 26 24 24 10 14 21 25 n/a 26 n/a 18 
9 months† 14 19 15 15 7 10 13 18 n/a 19 n/a 12 
             
Base: All 
Stage 3 
mothers 

4112 6145 1718 1666 1437 1605 7267 9416 n/a 4563 n/a 1582 

† Based on a reduced number of cases excluding those babies who had not reached 9 months by Stage 3 
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Table 2.11: Prevalence of breastfeeding at ages up to 9 months by birth order (United Kingdom, 
2005) 

 First birth Later birth All mothers 

 % % % 

Birth   80 73 76 
2 days 75 68 72 
3 days 73 66 70 
4 days 70 64 67 
5 days 68 63 66 
6 days 66 62 64 
1 week 65 61 63 
2 weeks  60 59 60 
6 weeks 47 49 48 
4 months  32 36 34 
6 months  23 28 25 
9 months† 16 20 18 
    
Base: All Stage 3 mothers 4810 4606 9416 
† Based on a reduced number of cases excluding those babies who had not reached 9 months by Stage 3 
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Table 2.12: Prevalence of breastfeeding at ages up to 9 months by mother’s socio-economic 
classification (NS-SEC ) (United Kingdom, 2005) 

 Managerial 
and 

professional 

Intermediate 
occupations 

Routine and 
manual 

Never 
worked 

Unclassified All mothers 

 % % % % % % 

Birth   88 77 66 64 69 76 

2 days 85 72 61 56 63 72 

3 days 84 69 58 55 61 70 

4 days 82 66 55 53 59 67 

5 days 81 64 53 52 58 66 

6 days 79 62 52 51 58 64 

1 week 79 62 51 50 58 63 

2 weeks  76 57 46 46 58 60 

6 weeks 65 46 32 38 50 48 

4 months  47 30 21 30 36 34 

6 months  35 23 16 25 27 25 

9 months† 24 17 11 19 25 18 

       

Base: All Stage 
3 mothers 

3479 1955 3051 650 280 9416 

† Based on a reduced number of cases excluding those babies who had not reached 9 months by Stage 3 
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Table 2.13: Prevalence of breastfeeding at ages up to 9 months by age mother left full-time 
education (United Kingdom, 2005) 

 16 or under  17 or 18 Over 18 All mothers†† 

 % % % % 

Birth   61 73 90 76 

2 days 55 68 87 72 

3 days 52 65 86 70 

4 days 49 63 84 67 

5 days 47 61 83 66 

6 days 45 59 82 64 

1 week 44 58 81 63 

2 weeks  39 55 78 60 

6 weeks 27 42 68 48 

4 months  17 27 51 34 

6 months  12 20 39 25 

9 months† 10 14 27 18 

     

Base: All Stage 3 mothers 2549 3137 3649 9416 
† Based on a reduced number of cases excluding those babies who had not reached 9 months by Stage 3 
†† Includes some mothers for whom age left full-time education was not recorded 
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Table 2.14: Prevalence of breastfeeding at ages up to 9 months by mother’s age (United Kingdom, 
2005) 

 Under 20  20-24 25-29 30-34 35 or over All 
mothers†† 

 % % % % % % 

Birth  52 66 76 83 85 76 

2 days 44 61 71 80 81 72 

3 days 41 57 69 78 80 70 

4 days 39 54 67 76 78 67 

5 days 38 51 65 75 77 66 

6 days 36 49 64 73 76 64 

1 week 34 48 63 73 75 63 

2 weeks  30 43 59 70 72 60 

6 weeks 14 31 47 58 62 48 

4 months  8 18 32 42 48 34 

6 months  7 12 25 31 36 25 

9 months† 4 10 17 21 27 18 

       

Base: All Stage 3 
mothers 

625 1750 2473 2721 1818 9416 

† Based on a reduced number of cases excluding those babies who had not reached 9 months by Stage 3 
†† Includes some mothers for whom  age was not recorded 
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Table 2.15: Prevalence of breastfeeding at ages up to 9 months  by mother’s ethnic group (Great 
Britain, 2005) 

 White  Mixed Asian or 
Asian 
British 

Black or 
Black 
British 

Chinese or 
other ethnic 

group 

All 
mothers†† 

 % % % % % % 

Birth  75 82 93 97 90 77 
2 days 71 77 87 92 82 73 
3 days 68 77 85 92 82 70 
4 days 66 72 83 92 82 68 
5 days 64 71 81 92 82 66 
6 days 62 70 80 91 81 65 
1 week 62 70 79 91 81 64 
2 weeks  58 67 76 91 79 60 
6 weeks 46 54 66 87 65 49 
4 months  32 46 47 72 48 34 
6 months  23 40 37 57 40 26 
9 months† 16 29 32 39 32 18 
       
Base: All 
Stage 3 
mothers 

6819 131 483 225 92 7811 

† Based on a reduced number of cases excluding those babies who had not reached 9 months by Stage 3 
†† Includes some mothers for whom ethnic group was not recorded 
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Table 2.16: Prevalence of breastfeeding at ages up to 9 months by Strategic Health Authority (England, 2005) 

 North 
East 

North 
West 

Yorkshire 
and the 
Humber 

East 
Midlands 

West 
Midlands 

East of 
England 

London South 
East 

Coast 

South 
Central 

South 
West 

All 
mothers 

 % % % % % % % % % % % 

Birth  57 68 75 77 73 82 90 87 88 86 78 

2 days 55 63 70 72 69 77 85 85 84 82 74 

3 days 53 61 67 67 66 75 84 84 83 80 72 

4 days 49 58 64 65 64 74 82 82 81 78 70 

5 days 46 56 62 64 63 73 81 81 79 76 68 

6 days 44 54 59 62 61 71 80 80 78 75 66 

1 week 44 52 59 62 61 71 79 79 77 75 66 

2 weeks  41 46 53 60 57 67 77 75 72 73 62 

6 weeks 33 36 43 48 44 55 66 62 58 58 50 

4 months  23 24 30 30 32 38 49 47 39 44 35 

6 months  17 17 21 26 24 28 39 34 28 33 26 

9 months† 13 12 14 22 16 20 31 23 18 23 19 

            

Base: All Stage 3 
mothers 

283 692 370 450 577 529 473 419 360 410 4563 

† Based on a reduced number of cases excluding those babies who had not reached 9 months by Stage 3 
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Table 2.17: Duration of breastfeeding among mothers who breastfed initially by country (2000 and 
2005) 

 England & 
Wales 

Scotland Northern 
Ireland 

United 
Kingdom 

England Wales  

 2000 2005 2000 2005 2000 2005 2000 2005 2000 2005 2000 2005

 % % % % % % % % % % % % 

Birth  n/a 100 n/a 100 n/a 100 n/a 100 n/a 100 n/a 100 

2 days n/a 95 n/a 93 n/a 91 n/a 94 n/a 95 n/a 93 

3 days n/a 92 n/a 89 n/a 86 n/a 91 n/a 92 n/a 88 

4 days n/a 89 n/a 86 n/a 81 n/a 88 n/a 89 n/a 83 

5 days n/a 87 n/a 84 n/a 78 n/a 86 n/a 87 n/a 81 

6 days n/a 85 n/a 82 n/a 75 n/a 84 n/a 85 n/a 78 

1 week 85 84 83 81 72 74 84 83 n/a 84 n/a 77 

2 weeks  80 79 78 77 66  70 79 78 n/a 79 n/a 71 

6 weeks 65 63 67 62 51 52 64 63 n/a 64 n/a 55 

4 months  45 45 50 44 30 32 44 44 n/a 45 n/a 36 

6 months  34 33 40 34 21 22 34 33 n/a 34 n/a 27 

9 months† 19 24 23 22 11 15 19 23 n/a 24 n/a 18 

             

Base:  Stage 3 
mothers who 
breastfed initially 

2900 4767 1029 1180 778 1002 4760 7186 n/a 3568 n/a 1068 

† Based on a reduced number of cases excluding those babies who had not reached 9 months by Stage 3 
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Table 2.18: Duration of breastfeeding among mothers who breastfed initially by birth order (United 
Kingdom, 2005) 

 First birth Later birth All mothers 

 % % % 

Birth  100 100 100 

2 days 94 94 94 

3 days 91 91 91 

4 days 88 88 88 

5 days 86 87 86 

6 days 83 85 84 

1 week 82 85 83 

2 weeks  76 81 78 

6 weeks 58 68 63 

4 months  40 50 44 

6 months  29 38 33 

9 months† 20 28 23 

    

Base:  Stage 3 mothers who 
breastfed initially 

3841 3345 7186 

† Based on a reduced number of cases excluding those babies who had not reached 9 months by Stage 3 
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Table 2.19: Duration of breastfeeding among mothers who breastfed initially by previous 
experience of breastfeeding  (United Kingdom, 2005) 

How previous child was fed  

Not breastfed Breastfed for 
less than 6 

weeks 

Breastfed for 
6 weeks or 

more 

All mothers of  
later births†† 

 % % % % 

Birth  100 100 100 100 

2 days 81 91 98 94 

3 days 75 82 98 91 

4 days 69 75 97 88 

5 days 64 70 97 87 

6 days 61 67 96 85 

1 week 60 66 96 85 

2 weeks  54 56 95 81 

6 weeks 39 27 87 68 

4 months  20 13 67 50 

6 months  16 9 52 38 

9 months† 10 6 38 28 

     

Base: Stage 3 mothers of later births 
who breastfed initially 

507 639 2159 3345 

† Based on a reduced number of cases excluding those babies who had not reached 9 months by Stage 3 
†† Includes some mothers for whom  previous feeding behaviour was not known 
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Table 2.20: Duration of breastfeeding among mothers who breastfed initially by mother’s socio-
economic classification (NS-SEC) (United Kingdom, 2005) 

 Managerial 
and 

professional 

Intermediate 
occupations 

Routine and 
manual 

Never 
worked 

Unclassified All 
mothers 

 % % % % % % 

Birth  100 100 100 100 100 100 

2 days 97 94 92 88 92 94 

3 days 95 90 88 85 88 91 

4 days 93 86 84 83 86 88 

5 days 91 84 81 81 85 86 

6 days 90 81 78 80 85 84 

1 week 89 80 77 78 85 83 

2 weeks  86 75 70 72 85 78 

6 weeks 73 60 49 58 73 63 

4 months  53 40 32 47 52 44 

6 months  40 29 24 38 40 33 

9 months† 27 22 16 30 35 23 

       

Base: Stage 3 mothers 
who breastfed initially 

3071 1501 2004 418 193 7186 

† Based on a reduced number of cases excluding those babies who had not reached 9 months by Stage 3 
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Table 2.21: Duration of breastfeeding among mothers who breastfed initially by age of baby when 
mother returned to work  (United Kingdom, 2005) 

Age of baby when mother returned to work  

Less than 4 
months  

4  - 6 
months 

6 – 9 
months 

9 months 
or older 

Not 
working at 
any time 

All 
mothers†† 

 % % % % % % 

Birth  100 100 100 100 100 100 

2 days 95 92 95 92 95 94 

3 days 92 88 92 89 92 91 

4 days 89 84 89 88 89 88 

5 days 86 81 87 85 87 86 

6 days 83 78 85 84 85 84 

1 week 82 77 84 83 84 83 

2 weeks  77 72 80 77 79 78 

6 weeks 60 53 65 63 65 63 

4 months  35 33 44 40 49 44 

6 months  26 18 31 32 39 33 

9 months† 17 11 18 23 30 23 

       

Base: Stage 3 
mothers who 
breastfed initially 

404 1118 1625 275 3713 7186 

† Based on a reduced number of cases excluding those babies who had not reached 9 months by Stage 3 
†† Includes some mothers for whom age of baby on return to work was not recorded 
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Table 2.22: Duration of breastfeeding among mothers who breastfed initially by age mother left 
full-time education (United Kingdom, 2005) 

 16 or under  17 or 18 Over 18 All mothers†† 

 % % % % 

Birth  100 100 100 100 

2 days 90 93 97 94 

3 days 86 90 95 91 

4 days 80 86 93 88 

5 days 76 84 92 86 

6 days 74 81 91 84 

1 week 72 80 90 83 

2 weeks  64 75 87 78 

6 weeks 44 57 75 63 

4 months  28 38 57 44 

6 months  20 28 43 33 

9 months† 16 19 30 23 

     

Base: Stage 3 mothers who 
breastfed initially 

1561 2278 3288 7186 

† Based on a reduced number of cases excluding those babies who had not reached 9 months by Stage 3 
†† Includes some mothers for whom  age left full-time education was not recorded 
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Table 2.23: Duration of breastfeeding among mothers who breastfed initially by mother’s age 
(United Kingdom, 2005) 

 Under 20  20-24 25-29 30-34 35 or over All 
mothers†† 

 % % % % % % 

Birth   100 100 100 100 100 100 

2 days 84 91 94 96 96 94 

3 days 80 86 91 94 94 91 

4 days 75 81 88 91 92 88 

5 days 73 77 86 90 91 86 

6 days 70 73 84 88 89 84 

1 week 66 72 83 87 89 83 

2 weeks  57 65 78 84 86 78 

6 weeks 28 46 62 69 74 63 

4 months  16 27 43 50 56 44 

6 months  13 19 33 37 43 33 

9 months† 7 15 22 25 32 23 

       

Base: Stage 3 mothers 
who breastfed initially 

324 1163 1869 2269 1539 7186 

† Based on a reduced number of cases excluding those babies who had not reached 9 months by Stage 3 
†† Includes some mothers for whom age was not recorded 
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Table 2.24: Duration of breastfeeding among mothers who breastfed initially by ethnic group 
(Great Britain, 2005) 

 White  Mixed Asian or 
Asian 
British 

Black or 
Black 
British 

Chinese or 
other 
ethnic 
group 

All 
mothers†† 

 % % % % % % 

Birth  100 100 100 100 100 100 

2 days 94 94 93 95 92 94 

3 days 91 94 91 95 91 91 

4 days 88 87 89 95 91 88 

5 days 86 86 87 95 91 86 

6 days 84 85 86 94 91 84 

1 week 83 85 85 94 91 83 

2 weeks  77 82 81 94 88 78 

6 weeks 61 66 70 90 72 63 

4 months  42 56 50 74 53 45 

6 months  31 49 39 59 45 34 

9 months† 22 36 33 40 36 24 

       

Base: Stage 3 
mothers who 
breastfed initially 

5095 107 452 218 83 6009 

† Based on a reduced number of cases excluding those babies who had not reached 9 months by Stage 3 
†† Includes some mothers for whom ethnic group was not recorded 
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Table 2.25: Duration of breastfeeding among mothers who breastfed initially by Strategic Health Authority (England, 2005) 

 North 
East 

North 
West 

Yorkshire 
and the 
Humber 

East 
Midlands 

West 
Midlands 

East of 
England 

London South 
East 

Coast 

South 
Central 

South 
West 

All 
mothers 

 % % % % % % % % % % % 

Birth  100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 

2 days 96 94 94 94 94 94 95 97 95 96 95 

3 days 93 91 89 88 90 92 93 96 94 93 92 

4 days 86 85 85 85 88 91 91 94 92 91 89 

5 days 81 83 83 83 86 89 90 93 90 89 87 

6 days 77 80 79 82 83 87 89 91 88 88 85 

1 week 76 77 78 82 83 86 87 90 87 88 84 

2 weeks  72 68 70 78 78 82 85 86 83 85 79 

6 weeks 58 53 57 62 60 67 73 71 66 68 64 

4 months  39 35 40 40 44 46 54 54 44 52 45 

6 months  31 25 28 34 32 34 43 39 32 38 34 

9 months† 21 18 19 28 22 24 34 26 20 27 24 

            

Base: Stage 3 
mothers who 
breastfed initially 

162 469 278 344 423 433 427 366 316 350 3568 

† Based on a reduced number of cases excluding those babies who had not reached 9 months by Stage 3 
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Table 2.26: Prevalence of exclusive breastfeeding at ages up to 6 months by country (2005) 

 England  Wales Scotland Northern 
Ireland 

United 
Kingdom 

 % % % % % 

Birth 66 58 61 55 65 

1 week 46 38 42 35 45 

2 weeks 39 32 37 31 38 

3 weeks 34 28 32 25 33 

4 weeks 29 21 25 20 28 

6 weeks 22 15 19 13 21 

2 months (8 weeks) 18 12 17 11 18 

3 months (13 weeks)  14 9 12 8 13 

4 months (17 weeks) 8 4 6 4 7 

5 months (21 weeks) 3 2 3 2 3 

6 months (26 weeks) * * * * * 

      

Base: All Stage 3 mothers 4563 1582 1666 1605 9416 
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Table 2.27: Prevalence of exclusive breastfeeding at ages up to 6 months  by birth order (United 
Kingdom, 2005) 

 First birth Later birth All mothers 

 % % % 

Birth   67 62 65 

1 week 43 46 45 

2 weeks 36 41 38 

3 weeks 31 36 33 

4 weeks 26 30 28 

6 weeks 18 24 21 

2 months (8 weeks) 15 20 18 

3 months (13 weeks) 11 16 13 

4 months (17 weeks) 6 9 7 

5 months (21 weeks) 2 4 3 

6 months (26 weeks) * * * 

    

Base: All Stage 3 mothers 4810 4606 9416 
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Table 2.28: Prevalence of exclusive breastfeeding at ages up to 6 months by mother’s socio-
economic classification (NS-SEC) (United Kingdom, 2005) 

 Managerial 
and 

professional 

Intermediate 
occupations 

Routine and 
manual 

Never 
worked 

Unclassified All 
mothers 

 % % % % % % 

Birth   77 65 54 48 57 65 

1 week 57 44 35 29 43 45 

2 weeks 50 38 29 23 39 38 

3 weeks 44 33 23 20 33 33 

4 weeks 38 27 19 15 29 28 

6 weeks 30 21 13 13 19 21 

2 months (8 weeks) 26 18 10 11 12 18 

3 months (13 weeks) 19 14 8 9 11 13 

4 months (17 weeks) 11 8 4 4 7 7 

5 months (21 weeks) 5 3 1 2 4 3 

6 months (26 weeks) * * * - 1 * 

       

Base: All Stage 3 
mothers 

3479 1955 3051 650 280 9416 
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Table 2.29: Prevalence of exclusive breastfeeding at ages up to 6 months by age mother left full-
time education (United Kingdom, 2005) 

 16 or under  17 or 18 Over 18 All mothers† 

 % % % % 

Birth   50 61 78 65 

1 week 30 42 58 45 

2 weeks 24 36 51 38 

3 weeks 19 30 45 33 

4 weeks 16 25 39 28 

6 weeks 11 18 31 21 

2 months (8 weeks) 9 14 27 18 

3 months (13 weeks) 7 10 20 13 

4 months (17 weeks) 4 4 13 7 

5 months (21 weeks) 2 2 5 3 

6 months (26 weeks) * * * * 

     

Base: All Stage 3 mothers 2549 3138 3649 9416 
† Includes some mothers for whom age left full-time education was not recorded 
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Table 2.30: Prevalence of exclusive breastfeeding at ages up to 6 months by mother’s age (United 
Kingdom, 2005) 

 Under 20  20-24 25-29 30-34 35 or over All 
mothers† 

 % % % % % % 

Birth   39 55 64 72 73 65 

1 week 22 33 44 52 54 45 

2 weeks 14 27 38 46 47 38 

3 weeks 9 22 33 41 42 33 

4 weeks 8 16 27 35 36 28 

6 weeks 5 12 20 27 28 21 

2 months (8 weeks) 4 9 17 23 24 18 

3 months (13 weeks) 3 6 13 18 19 13 

4 months (17 weeks) 1 2 7 9 12 7 

5 months (21 weeks) * 1 3 4 5 3 

6 months (26 weeks) - - * 1 * * 

       

Base: All Stage 3 
mothers 

625 1750 2473 2721 1817 9416 

† Includes some mothers for whom age was not recorded 
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Table 2.31: Prevalence of exclusive breastfeeding at ages up to 6 months  by mother’s ethnic 
group (Great Britain, 2005) 

 White  Mixed Asian or 
Asian 
British 

Black or 
Black 
British 

Chinese 
or other 
ethnic 
group 

All 
mothers† 

 % % % % % % 

Birth   64 69 75 73 73 65 

1 week 45 46 47 44 51 45 

2 weeks 39 38 39 39 42 39 

3 weeks 33 37 32 35 38 33 

4 weeks 28 31 28 26 33 28 

6 weeks 21 22 24 19 28 21 

2 months (8 weeks) 18 17 20 12 26 18 

3 months (13 weeks) 14 15 13 8 23 14 

4 months (17 weeks) 8 11 5 4 13 8 

5 months (21 weeks) 3 2 1 4 5 3 

6 months (26 weeks) * 1 - * 1 * 

       

Base: All Stage 3 
mothers 

6819 131 483 225 93 7811 

† Includes some mothers for whom ethnic group was not recorded 
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Table 2.32: Prevalence of exclusive breastfeeding at ages up to 6 months  by Strategic Health Authority (England, 2005) 

 North 
East 

North 
West 

Yorkshire 
and the 
Humber 

East 
Midlands 

West 
Midlands 

East of 
England 

London South 
East 

Coast 

South 
Central 

South 
West 

All 
mothers

 % % % % % % % % % % % 

Birth   51 57 62 64 61 66 73 78 73 78 66 

1 week 32 37 41 44 41 50 49 59 51 58 46 

2 weeks 29 31 35 38 34 44 43 50 42 50 39 

3 weeks 28 24 30 32 29 38 38 45 38 44 34 

4 weeks 24 20 25 28 23 32 33 42 31 38 29 

6 weeks 16 14 19 22 17 25 24 32 24 30 22 

2 months (8 weeks) 13 12 17 18 14 21 20 27 21 26 18 

3 months (13 weeks) 10 9 12 13 11 17 16 21 15 19 14 

4 months (17 weeks) 5 6 6 7 7 9 10 13 7 10 8 

5 months (21 weeks) 2 2 4 3 3 4 5 4 2 3 3 

6 months (26 weeks) - - - * 1 * 1 1 1 * * 

            

Base: All Stage 3 
mothers 

283 692 370 450 577 529 473 419 360 409 4563 
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Table 2.33: Duration of exclusive breastfeeding among mothers who fed exclusively at birth by 
country (2005) 

 England  Wales Scotland Northern 
Ireland 

United 
Kingdom 

 % % % % % 

Birth 100 100 100 100 100 

1 week 69 66 69 64 69 

2 weeks 60 55 60 56 59 

3 weeks 52 48 51 46 51 

4 weeks 44 37 41 37 43 

6 weeks 33 26 31 24 32 

2 months (8 weeks) 28 21 28 21 27 

3 months (13 weeks)  21 16 20 15 21 

4 months (17 weeks) 12 7 10 8 12 

5 months (21 weeks) 5 3 4 4 5 

6 months (26 weeks) 1 * 1 * * 

      

Base:  Stage 3 mothers who 
fed exclusively at birth 

3011 915 1023 881 6091 
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Table 2.34: Duration of exclusive breastfeeding among mothers who fed exclusively at birth by 
birth order (United Kingdom, 2005) 

 First birth Later birth All mothers 

 % % % 

Birth   100 100 100 

1 week 64 74 69 

2 weeks 54 66 59 

3 weeks 46 57 51 

4 weeks 38 49 43 

6 weeks 27 39 32 

2 months (8 weeks) 22 33 27 

3 months (13 weeks) 16 26 21 

4 months (17 weeks) 9 14 12 

5 months (21 weeks) 4 6 5 

6 months (26 weeks) * 1 * 

    

Base: Stage 3 mothers who fed 
exclusively at birth 

3235 2856 6091 
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Table 2.35: Duration of exclusive breastfeeding among mothers who fed exclusively at birth by 
previous experience of breastfeeding  (United Kingdom, 2005) 

How previous child was fed  

Not breastfed  Breastfed for 
less than 6 

weeks 

Breastfed for 6 
weeks or more 

All mothers of   
later births† 

 % % % % 

Birth   100 100 100 100 

1 week 53 52 84 74 

2 weeks 44 39 77 66 

3 weeks 36 24 70 57 

4 weeks 27 16 62 49 

6 weeks 19 9 50 39 

2 months (8 weeks) 16 6 43 33 

3 months (13 weeks)  12 4 34 26 

4 months (17 weeks) 5 2 19 14 

5 months (21 weeks)  1 * 8 6 

6 months (26 weeks)  - - 1 1 

     

Base:  Stage 3 mothers of later 
births who fed exclusively at birth 

344 529 1951 2856 

† Includes some mothers for whom  previous feeding behaviour was not known 
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Table 2.36: Duration of exclusive breastfeeding among mothers who fed exclusively at birth by 
mother’s socio-economic classification (NS-SEC) (United Kingdom, 2005) 

 Managerial 
and 

professional 

Intermediate 
occupations 

Routine and 
manual 

Never 
worked 

Unclassified All 
mothers 

 % % % % % % 

Birth   100 100 100 100 100 100 

1 week 73 67 65 60 76 69 

2 weeks 65 58 53 47 68 59 

3 weeks 57 50 43 40 58 51 

4 weeks 50 42 35 32 50 43 

6 weeks 39 32 24 26 34 32 

2 months (8 weeks) 33 27 19 23 21 27 

3 months (13 weeks) 25 21 14 18 19 21 

4 months (17 weeks) 14 12 7 8 13 12 

5 months (21 weeks) 6 5 3 3 8 5 

6 months (26 weeks) * * 1 - 1 * 

       

Base: Stage 3 mothers 
who fed exclusively at 
birth 

2695 1271 1650 315 159 6091 
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Table 2.37: Duration of exclusive breastfeeding among mothers who fed exclusively at birth by age 
of baby when mother returned to work  (United Kingdom, 2005) 

Age of baby when mother returned to work  

Less than 
4 months  

4  - 6 
months 

6 – 9 
months 

9 months 
or older 

Not 
working at 
any time 

All 
mothers† 

 % % % % % % 

Birth   100 100 100 100 100 100 

1 week 68 65 71 71 69 69 

2 weeks 58 56 61 57 60 59 

3 weeks 47 47 53 46 53 51 

4 weeks 39 38 43 41 45 43 

6 weeks 26 25 32 30 35 32 

2 months (8 weeks) 21 22 26 23 31 27 

3 months (13 weeks) 14 16 18 17 25 21 

4 months (17 weeks) 8 8 10 10 14 12 

5 months (21 weeks) 4 2 3 5 6 5 

6 months (26 weeks) 1 - * * 1 * 

       

Base: Stage 3 mothers 
who fed exclusively at 
birth 

362 960 1394 235 3096 6091 

† Includes some mothers for whom age of baby on return to work was not recorded 
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Table 2.38: Duration of exclusive breastfeeding among mothers who fed exclusively at birth by age 
mother left full-time education (United Kingdom, 2005) 

 16 or under  17 or 18 Over 18 All mothers† 

 % % % % 

Birth   100 100 100 100 

1 week 60 69 74 69 

2 weeks 48 58 65 59 

3 weeks 39 50 57 51 

4 weeks 32 41 50 43 

6 weeks 23 29 39 32 

2 months (8 weeks) 19 23 34 27 

3 months (13 weeks) 15 17 26 21 

4 months (17 weeks) 8 7 16 12 

5 months (21 weeks) 4 3 7 5 

6 months (26 weeks) * * 1 * 

     

Base: Stage 3 mothers who 
fed exclusively at birth 

1265 1912 2863 6091 

† Includes some mothers for whom age left full-time education was not recorded 
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Table 2.39: Duration of exclusive breastfeeding among mothers who fed exclusively at birth by 
mother’s age (United Kingdom, 2005) 

 Under 20  20-24 25-29 30-34 35 or over All 
mothers† 

 % % % % % % 

Birth   100 100 100 100 100 100 

1 week 57 60 68 73 74 69 

2 weeks 37 49 59 64 65 59 

3 weeks 24 40 51 57 57 51 

4 weeks 20 29 43 48 50 43 

6 weeks 12 21 32 37 38 32 

2 months (8 weeks) 12 16 26 33 33 27 

3 months (13 weeks) 8 11 20 25 26 21 

4 months (17 weeks) 3 4 11 13 17 12 

5 months (21 weeks) 1 1 4 6 7 5 

6 months (26 weeks) - - 1 1 * * 

       

Base: Stage 3 mothers 
who fed exclusively at birth 

241 970 1582 1955 1325 6091 

† Includes some mothers for whom age was not recorded 
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Table 2.40: Duration of exclusive breastfeeding among mothers who fed exclusively at birth by 
mother’s ethnic group (Great Britain, 2005) 

 White  Mixed Asian or 
Asian 
British 

Black or 
Black 
British 

Chinese 
or other 
ethnic 
group 

All 
mothers† 

 % % % % % % 

Birth   100 100 100 100 100 100 

1 week 70 67 62 59 69 69 

2 weeks 60 56 52 52 58 59 

3 weeks 52 53 43 48 52 51 

4 weeks 44 44 38 35 46 43 

6 weeks 33 32 32 26 38 33 

2 months (8 weeks) 28 24 27 17 36 28 

3 months (13 weeks) 22 22 17 11 31 21 

4 months (17 weeks) 12 15 7 5 18 12 

5 months (21 weeks) 5 3 2 5 7 5 

6 months (26 weeks) * 1 - 1 1 * 

       

Base: Stage 3 mothers who 
fed exclusively at birth 

4354 91 361 166 68 5086 

† Includes some mothers for whom ethnic group was not recorded 
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Table 2.41: Duration of exclusive breastfeeding among mothers who fed exclusively at birth by Strategic Health Authority (England, 2005) 

 North 
East 

North 
West 

Yorkshire 
and the 
Humber 

East 
Midlands 

West 
Midlands 

East of 
England 

London South 
East 

Coast 

South 
Central 

South 
West 

All 
mothers 

 % % % % % % % % % % % 

Birth   100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 

1 week 63 65 66 68 67 75 68 75 69 75 69 

2 weeks 57 55 56 60 56 67 59 63 58 64 60 

3 weeks 55 43 48 50 48 57 52 57 52 56 52 

4 weeks 47 35 40 44 37 48 45 53 43 49 44 

6 weeks 31 25 31 35 27 38 33 40 32 39 33 

2 months (8 weeks) 26 21 27 28 23 32 28 35 28 33 28 

3 months (13 weeks) 19 16 20 20 18 25 22 27 21 24 21 

4 months (17 weeks) 10 10 11 11 11 14 14 17 10 13 12 

5 months (21 weeks) 5 4 6 5 5 6 7 5 3 4 5 

6 months (26 weeks) - - - * 1 1 1 1 1 * * 

            

Base: Stage 3 
mothers who fed 
exclusively at birth 

144 393 227 288 353 351 343 329 264 318 3011 
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Table 2.42: Characteristics of mothers who fed exclusively at birth by how exclusive breastfeeding 
status was lost (United Kingdom, 2005) 

How exclusive feeding status was lost   

Formula Other 
liquids 

Formula/ 
other 

liquids  

Solids Solids and 
other 

combination 

All 
mothers† 

 % % % % % % 

Mother’s age       

Under 20 4 6 8 1 1 4 

20-24 16 21 23 7 12 16 

25-29 25 28 28 26 24 26 

30-34 33 27 26 38 35 32 

35 or over 22 18 16 29 28 22 

Age completed FT 
education 

      

16 or under 21 21 31 16 14 21 

17-18 32 35 37 20 30 32 

19 or over 47 44 32 64 55 47 

Mother’s NS-SEC       

Managerial & 
professional 

44 39 36 56 47 44 

Intermediate 21 18 21 21 24 21 

Routine & manual 27 32 35 18 19 27 

Never worked 5 9 5 3 5 5 

Unclassified 3 2 2 2 5 3 

       

Base: Stage 3 
mothers who fed 
exclusively at birth†† 

3887 667 546 575 359 6091 

† Includes some mothers for whom loss of exclusivity was not recorded 
†† Some figures are calculated on slightly lower bases depending on level of missing data  
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Table 2.43: Duration of exclusive breastfeeding among mothers who fed exclusively at birth by 
how exclusive breastfeeding status was lost (United Kingdom, 2005) 

Exclusive feeding status lost by the introduction of:  

Formula 
milk 

Any other 
liquids (e.g. 
water, juice) 

Formula 
milk & 
other 

liquids  

Solids Solids and 
other 

combination 

All 
mothers† 

 % % % % % % 

Birth   100 100 100 100 100 100 

1 week 61 85 59 100 100 69 

2 weeks 50 71 48 100 100 59 

3 weeks 41 58 38 100 100 51 

4 weeks 32 44 28 100 99 43 

6 weeks 20 29 17 100 99 32 

2 months (8 weeks) 14 22 11 99 99 27 

3 months (13 weeks) 6 13 6 97 98 21 

4 months (17 weeks) 1 4 1 66 74 12 

5 months (21 weeks) * * - 32 28 5 

6 months (26 weeks) * * - 3 3 * 

       

Base: Stage 3 mothers 
who fed exclusively at birth 

3887 667 546 575 359 6091 

† Includes some mothers for whom loss of exclusivity was not recorded 
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