POLICY BRIEFING

	[image: ]
	What do we mean by breastfeeding at work?

A mother may continue to provide their child breast milk during work hours by:
· Feeding their child directly if the child is nearby.
· Using breaks to express and store milk for later use.
· Adjusting working patterns to allow for feeding schedules.

Providing choice and clearly-defined laws and policies benefits mothers and employers.
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SUPPORTING BREASTFEEDING MOTHERS RETURN TO WORK
BENEFITS FOR ORGANISATIONS, LINE MANAGERS, AND EMPLOYEES
The Government is clear that it intends to tackle the specific barriers to progressing in the workplace that women often face and increase protections for pregnant women and new mothers. New research from the University of Reading shows that existing law and guidance does not adequately protect employees who are breastfeeding, nor support employers to take practical steps. Strengthening existing law and guidance, and improving workplace communications, would boost mothers’ wellbeing and productivity, benefiting mothers and employers.
Policy recommendations
The Department for Work and Pensions should:
1.  Strengthen current employer legal obligations and Health and Safety Executive (HSE) guidance by mandating that employers provide:
· Access to a private and hygienic space for breastfeeding/expressing milk, and access to a safe and cool storage space.Practical toolkit

We have produced a practical toolkit for both mothers and employers. It helps employers implement best practice, for example by:
· Providing suitable facilities.
· Offering phased return. 
· Enhancing maternity leave where possible. 
· Providing line manager training.
· Facilitating open and inclusive conversations and peer support.  

· Or, where space does not allow, the right to an alternative working pattern or location for the period employees are breastfeeding.
· Paid breaks for breastfeeding/expressing milk if needed.
2.  Enforce health and safety risk assessments for breastfeeding employees and ensure the HSE list of common risks for pregnant and new mothers includes changes to milk supply and engorgement/mastitis.
3.  Mandate that all employers have an easily accessible and transparent workplace breastfeeding policy/Action Plan.
Breastfeeding at work is vital for mothers and children
The NHS recommends exclusively breastfeeding for the first six months after a baby is born, and then alongside solids for up to two years and beyond. Therefore, it's likely that a new mother, who wishes to do so, will be breastfeeding on return to work. How long that period lasts should be determined by the mother. In fact, not meeting breastfeeding goals (feeding in the way the mother wants to, for as long as they/their child wishes to) can have a detrimental impact on wellbeing for both mother and child. To avoid physical discomfort and ensure a good milk supply, expressing breast milk/breastfeeding while at work is often unavoidable.Mothers told us
“It’s not that anyone was ever unkind or unsupportive but they didn’t really know what to do.”
“They said ‘you can go and pump in the bathroom’. And I said, ‘no, it's so unhygienic.’”
“My work were incredibly flexible, and  my manager was very supportive.”
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AI-generated content may be incorrect.]Mothers without workplace support may experience:
·  Engorgement (breasts becoming full) or mastitis (inflammation of breast tissue).
· Reduced milk supply.
· Fatigue, anxiety, sadness. Guilt around not meeting breastfeeding goals.
· Difficulty balancing motherhood and work. 
·  
Employers told us
”I would like to know the legal obligations and how to support breastfeeding employees.”
“I think our organisation should have a clear policy so it can be referred to by managers and employees.” 
“I see supporting breastfeeding as being an investment in your organisation, in staff retention, and in improving morale.”


Supporting breastfeeding at work benefits employers too
Supporting breastfeeding employees also benefits employers by:
· Encouraging mothers to return to the workplace, lowering recruitment and training costs.
· Reducing workplace absence caused by child sickness, as breastfeeding reduces the risk/duration of illness and infection.
· Increasing employee wellbeing, thereby improving productivity.
Current law and guidance are falling short
Despite the importance of being able to express or breastfeed at work, legal obligations and guidance are limited. The HSE requires employers undertake an individual risk assessment for breastfeeding employees, but our research found that this is not being enforced. The HSE also mandates employers to provide breastfeeding employees with ‘somewhere to rest’. While it recognises that this place to rest “should”  be private, hygienic, and with safe and cool storage, these are only recommendations and not requirements. This has led to some mothers expressing/breastfeeding in unsuitable places and anxiety around storing milk. Further paid breaks for breastfeeding or expressing are not a legal obligation and having to use their normal rest breaks comprises mothers’ health and wellbeing.
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Research design, acknowledgements and credits
The study drew on surveys and interviews with mothers with lived experience, HR professionals and line managers, supplemented with information from national datasets on breastfeeding and work.
The project is funded by the Nuffield Foundation, but the views expressed are those of the authors and not necessarily the Foundation. Visit: www.nuffieldfoundation.org. 
You can read the full report and access the practical toolkit on the study’s webpage: https://research.reading.ac.uk/workfeed.
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