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Background: Breastfeeding has many health benefits, both in the short term and the longer term, to infants and their 
mothers. There are an increasing number of studies that report on associations between breastfeeding and long-term 
protection against chronic disease, additionally it may reduce the risk of psychological and behavioral disorders among 
children.
Aim: To study the impact of breastfeeding on mental health disorders of school-age children.
Methods: This study was conducted on a group of children aged between 6 to 12 years, who were divided into two 
groups: the patient group included 50 children who were diagnosed with behavioral and mental health disorders 
according to DSM 5 criteria of diagnosis and were recruited from the outpatient psychiatry clinic of  Government 
medical college Anantnag  from October 2019 to September 2020 and a control group with apparently age and gender 
matched healthy children with no history of psychological manifestations.
Result: The mean age was 8.4±2.2 years. There were 15 (30.0%) female and 35 (70.0%) male patients, with the highest 
percentage having attention-deficit hyperactive disorder (ADHD) (72.0%), followed by obsessive-compulsive disorder 
(OCD) (24.0%), learning disorder (10.0%), and conduct disorder (2.0%). The majority of the cases (29) were mixed fed 
(58.0%), 11 (22.0%) were artificially fed, and 10 (20.0%) were breastfed. There was a significant difference between 
artificial (bottle) feeding and mixed feeding regarding behavioral disease such as ADHD and OCD (P value> 0.001). 
Conclusion: Breastfeeding has a positive impact on behavioral and mental health disorders in children and an increase 
in the duration of breastfeeding is associated with decrease in the incidence of psychological and behavioral disorders.

ORIGINAL RESEARCH PAPER Psychiatry

IMPACT OF BREASTFEEDING ON MENTAL 
HEALTH OF CHILDREN: A CASE CONTROL 
STUDY 

KEY WORDS: artificial 
feeding, breast feeding, mental 
health disorders, 

INTRODUCTION
Breastfeeding has been associated with better intellectual 
function in children in several epidemiological studies (1). 
Confounding by parental and socio-environmental factors 
such as maternal IQ, smoking during pregnancy, parental 
education, and quality of home environment constitutes a 
major issue in these studies, since this association may be 
reduced to a no significant trend after statistical control for 
such variables (2). Nevertheless, the majority of recent 
investigations have supported the existence of an association 
between duration of breastfeeding and child cognition 
beyond parental and socio-environmental factors (3,4,5,6). 
Inconsistent assessment of breastfeeding duration and 
intensity, and variability in the tasks used to assess child 
intelligence, may have accounted for negative findings in 
some studies (7,8).

The evidence available for the association between 
breastfeeding and behavior disorders in childhood is indeed 
challenging, so this study was conducted.

METHODS
This was a case–control  study carried out on a group of 
children aged from 6 to 12 years divided into two groups: 
cases included 50 children who were diagnosed with 
behavioral and mental health disorders according to DSM 5 
criteria of diagnosis and were recruited consecutively from 
outpatient psychiatry clinic of  Government Medical college 
Anantnag with history of 10 breastfed, 29 mixed fed, and 11 
artificial (bottle) fed  and compared them with control group, 
which consisted of 50 apparently healthy children having 
acute, short-term illnesses with no history of psychological 
manifestations  matched in age and sex, with history of 
exclusive breastfeeding. Children born Preterm, low birth 
weight, those with history of admission to NICU or maternal 
drug use and history of chronic illness were excluded from 
the study.

All cases and control groups were subjected to the 
following:
1. Thorough full medical history taking according to a 

specially designed pediatric sheet with emphasis on 
nutritional (feeding) history, developmental, family, and 
social history.

2. The Revised Behavior Problem Checklist (Quay, 1983): it 
was an 89-item questionnaire used to assess parents’ 
report of child problem behaviors under six constructs: 
CD, socialized aggression, attention problems/ 
immaturity, anxiety/ withdrawal, psychotic behavior, and 
motor excess using a three-point Likert scale (0=no 
problem and 2=severe problem). The administration and 
scoring are straightforward. The raters respond to the 89 
items on the top page of the carbonless Test Booklet, and 
responses are transferred to the bottom sheet, which 
contains scoring instructions and a scoring key. The RBPC 
Profile Sheet is used to record the obtained raw and T-
scores and to plot the pattern of the test results. The data 
was tabulated and analyzed. 2 test and Fisher exact test 
were used. P value of 5% was taken as significant.

RESULTS
The age of the studied children ranged between 6 and 12 
years, with a mean age of 8.4±2.2 and 8.8±3.2 years for cases 
and control groups, respectively, with no statistical significant 
difference between them (table 1). Regarding sex 
distribution, 15 (30.0%) were females and 35 (70.0%) were 
males compared with 16 (32.0%) females and 34 (68.0%) 
males of control group, with no statistically significant 
difference between them (table 1).

Table 1 Comparison between the patient and control 
groups regarding age and sex

Regarding the type of feeding in the present study, 100 
children were divided into 50 children diagnosed as having 
behavioral and mental health disorders, where the majority 
(29 children) were mixed fed (58.0%), 11 (22.0%) were 
artificially fed, and 10 (20.0%) were breastfed, and 50 
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(100.0%) children were exclusive breastfed as a control 
group, and there were highly statistically significant 
differences between them, with P value more than 0.001.

In the current study, there was a highly statistically significant 
difference between artificial (bottle) feeding and mixed 
feeding in behavioral disease, attention-deficit hyperactive 
disorder (ADHD), and obsessive-compulsive disorder 
(OCD), with highly significant difference (P>0.001), whereas 
there was no significant difference between other groups 
(table 2).

Table 2 The relation between feeding type and behavioral 
and mental health disorders (N=100)

DISCUSSION
One of the major challenges facing communities is to 
generate knowledge needed to improve the children with 
behavior and mental health disorders. Many studies have 
shown the benefits of breastfeeding for both children and 
mothers, regardless of  socioeconomic status (9). 
Breastfeeding reduces the risk of some diseases that may 
occur at different stages of life. It not only protects against 
infections but may also reduce the risk of overweight and 
diabetes and protect the mother against breast and ovarian 
cancers and type 2 diabetes (10). Moreover, children 
breastfed for at least 6 months have a higher IQ in childhood 
(11), and this effect is maintained into adolescence (12) and 
adulthood (10). The link between breastfeeding and 
children's behavior development depends on a higher 
frequency of breastfed meals and the duration of exclusive 
breastfeeding during the first year of life (13). Cases were 
taken consecutively from outpatient psychiatry clinic of 
Government Medical College Anantnag from October 2019 
to September 2020. All the children of studied group were full 
in term with normal birth weight, no history of NICU 
admission, and received their vaccination. Regarding the 
behavior and mental health disorder in the current study, the 
result found that ADHD was the commonest, with the highest 
percentage (72.0%) followed by OCD (24.0%), learning 
disorder (10.0%), and CD (2.0%) among the studied children. 
Similar results are shown by Al Hamed et al. (14), who found 
that ADHD is one of the most common mental disorders that 
develop in children, and it becomes apparent in the preschool 
and early school years. Our results showed that ADHD was 
associated with artificial feeding more than mixed feeding or 
breast f eeding; this  highlights  the importance of 
breastfeeding in lowering the risk of behavioral disorders 
among children. This was similar to the study done by 
Adesman et al. (15) in which they evaluated the prevalence of 
ADHD among breast-fed and formula-fed infants, and they 
reported a statistically significant difference in formula-fed 
infants with 5-fold increase in prevalence of ADHD than 
breast-fed infants.

CONCLUSION
Breastfeeding can reduce the risk of many behavioral and 
developmental problems such as ADHD, OCD, anxiety 

problems, and attention problems. Breastfeeding duration 
has a positive association with behavioral and mental health 
disorders, with shorter duration of breastfeeding being a risk 
factor for behavioral problem.
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