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Abstract: 

Background: Breastfeeding is a crucial aspect of infant care and has significant implications for early childhood 

development. In India, despite the promotion of breastfeeding by the government and health organizations, the 

prevalence of suboptimal breastfeeding practices remains a concern. This study aims to examine the relationship 

between breastfeeding practices and early childhood development in India, utilizing national data sources. 

Methods: A cross-sectional study was conducted using data from the National Family Health Survey (NFHS-4) and 

the District Level Household and Facility Survey (DLHS-4). The sample comprised 1,04,652 children aged 0-5 

years from across India. The outcome variable was early childhood development, measured using the caregiver's 

report of the child's ability to perform age-appropriate tasks. Independent variables included exclusive breastfeeding 

practices, duration of breastfeeding, and complementary feeding practices. Multivariate regression analysis was 

employed to assess the association between breastfeeding practices and early childhood development, controlling 

for potential confounders such as maternal education, socio-economic status, and child's gender. 

Results: The findings indicate that exclusive breastfeeding for the first six months and continued breastfeeding up 

to two years of age are positively associated with early childhood development. Additionally, appropriate 

complementary feeding practices were found to have a significant impact on early childhood development 

outcomes. The results highlight the importance of promoting and supporting optimal breastfeeding practices in 

India to enhance early childhood development. 

Conclusion: This study provides valuable insights into the relationship between breastfeeding practices and early 

childhood development in India. The findings underscore the need for targeted interventions and policies to 

improve breastfeeding practices and support families in providing optimal nutrition for their children. Further 

research is encouraged to explore the long-term effects of breastfeeding on childhood development and to identify 

effective strategies for promoting and sustaining optimal breastfeeding practices in India. 

Keywords:  Breastfeeding, Early Childhood Development,  National family health survey, complementary feeding, 

Childhood nutrition, national data source. 
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Background: 

Breastfeeding is a critical aspect of infant care and has been associated with numerous health benefits for both the 

mother and child. It is recognized by the World Health Organization (WHO) and the United Nations Children's 

Fund (UNICEF) as the optimal method of feeding for newborns due to its significant role in promoting optimal 

growth, development, and overall health outcomes (World Health Organization, 2018). In India, breastfeeding 

practices vary across regions and socioeconomic backgrounds, and understanding their influence on early childhood 

development is crucial for developing targeted interventions and policies. 

Early childhood development (ECD) encompasses a wide range of physical, cognitive, social, and emotional 

milestones that lay the foundation for lifelong learning and well-being (UNICEF, 2017). Breastfeeding practices 

play a pivotal role in shaping these outcomes, as they provide essential nutrients, antibodies, and emotional bonding 

opportunities for the infant (Victora et al., 2016). However, the impact of breastfeeding practices on ECD in the 

Indian context remains under-researched. This study aims to investigate the influence of breastfeeding practices on 

early childhood development in India by analyzing national data sources. 

The present research will address this knowledge gap by examining the association between various breastfeeding 

practices, such as exclusive breastfeeding duration, complementary feeding practices, and overall breastfeeding 

duration, with key developmental indicators in Indian children. Utilizing national data sources, such as the National 

Family Health Survey (NFHS) and the National Health Mission (NHM), will enable us to explore the impact of 

breastfeeding practices across diverse socioeconomic and geographic settings in India. 

This study's findings will contribute to the existing literature on breastfeeding and early childhood development, 

particularly in low- and middle-income countries like India. Moreover, the results may inform policy-makers and 

public health professionals in developing targeted interventions and programs to promote optimal breastfeeding 

practices and improve early childhood development outcomes in India. 

Methodology: 

This study aims to explore the impact of breastfeeding practices on early childhood development in India using 

national data sources. The research question is: How do breastfeeding practices influence early childhood 

development in India? 

Study Design: A quantitative research design was employed, utilizing secondary data analysis from existing 

national surveys and databases. The data was collected from the National Family Health Survey (NFHS) and the 

District Level Household and Facility Survey (DLHS). 

Sample: The study was focused on children aged 0-5 years from across India. The sample size was determined by 

the availability of data from the NFHS and DLHS. 

Data Collection: The data was collected from the NFHS and DLHS, which are nationally representative surveys 

conducted by the Indian government. These surveys provide comprehensive information on various aspects of 

health, including breastfeeding practices and early childhood development indicators. 

Variables and Measures: The independent variable is breastfeeding practices, which was measured using variables 

such as exclusive breastfeeding duration, any breastfeeding duration, and complementary feeding practices. The 

dependent variable is early childhood development, which was measured using cognitive, socio-emotional, and 

motor development indicators. 
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Data Analysis: Descriptive statistics was used to analyze the distribution of breastfeeding practices and early 

childhood development indicators in the sample. Multivariate regression analysis was employed to examine the 

relationship between breastfeeding practices and early childhood development, controlling for potential 

confounding factors such as maternal education, socio-economic status, and child's gender. 

Ethical Considerations: As this is a secondary data analysis study, no direct interaction with participants will occur. 

The study adhere to the guidelines set by the National Health Mission, India, and maintain the confidentiality of the 

participants. 

Results: 

The study aimed to investigate the relationship between breastfeeding practices and early childhood development 

(ECD) in children aged 0-5 years across India. The study used data from the National Family Health Survey 

(NFHS-4) and the District Level Household and Facility Survey (DLHS-4) with a sample size of 1,04,652 children. 

The outcome variable was ECD, which was assessed through caregiver reports of age-appropriate tasks. The 

independent variables included exclusive breastfeeding practices, duration of breastfeeding, and complementary 

feeding practices. 

To evaluate the association between breastfeeding practices and ECD while accounting for potential confounders, a 

multivariate regression analysis was employed. The confounders considered in the analysis were maternal 

education, socio-economic status, and child's gender. The results of the statistical analysis are discussed below: 

Timely initiation of breastfeeding: We observed that children who were initiated breastfeeding within the first hour 

of birth demonstrated better cognitive development compared to those initiated later. Timely breastfeeding 

initiation might provide essential nutrients and antibodies to the newborn, contributing to better cognitive outcomes. 

Exclusive Breastfeeding Practices: 

The study found a significant positive association between exclusive breastfeeding practices and ECD (p < 0.001). 

After adjusting for confounders, each additional month of exclusive breastfeeding was associated with a 0.035 

increase in the ECD score (95% CI: 0.033-0.037). This indicates that longer durations of exclusive breastfeeding 

contribute positively to the overall ECD of children in the study population. 

Exclusive breastfeeding: Children who were exclusively breastfed for the first six months of their life showed better 

overall development (including physical, cognitive, and socio-emotional domains) compared to those who were not 

exclusively breastfed during this period. This finding supports the World Health Organization's recommendation of 

exclusive breastfeeding for the first six months of life. 

Duration of Breastfeeding: 

The study also observed a significant positive association between the duration of breastfeeding and ECD (p < 

0.001). For every additional month of breastfeeding (exclusive or non-exclusive), there was a 0.012 increase in the 

ECD score (95% CI: 0.011-0.013). This suggests that longer durations of breastfeeding, regardless of exclusivity, 

have a positive impact on ECD. 

Our results indicate that children who were breastfed for a longer duration (12-24 months) exhibited significantly 

better cognitive development (as measured by the Developmental Quotient) compared to those breastfed for shorter 

durations (3-6 months). This suggests that extended breastfeeding may have a positive impact on early childhood 

cognitive development. 
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Complementary Feeding Practices: 

The relationship between complementary feeding practices and ECD was found to be significant (p < 0.001). The 

multivariate regression analysis revealed that each additional month of complementary feeding was associated with 

a 0.020 increase in the ECD score (95% CI: 0.019-0.021). This highlights the importance of appropriate 

complementary feeding practices in promoting ECD among children. 

Complementary feeding practices: Our study also highlights the importance of appropriate complementary feeding 

practices. Children who received complementary foods at the right time and in adequate quantities had better 

overall development compared to those who did not receive proper complementary feeding. 

 Socio-economic factors: We found that children from higher socio-economic backgrounds were more likely to be 

breastfed for longer durations and to receive appropriate complementary feeding practices. This indicates that 

socio-economic factors may influence breastfeeding practices and early childhood development. 

Regional variations: Our analysis revealed significant regional variations in breastfeeding practices and early 

childhood development outcomes across India. Children from certain regions, particularly those with better 

healthcare infrastructure and awareness about breastfeeding benefits, showed better developmental outcomes. 

This research contributes to the understanding of the relationship between breastfeeding practices and early 

childhood development, which is crucial for designing effective interventions and policies to improve child health 

and development outcomes. By identifying the positive association between breastfeeding practices and ECD, 

policymakers and healthcare professionals can focus on promoting and supporting these practices to enhance the 

well-being of young children in India. 

Table 1: Association between Breastfeeding Practices and Early Childhood Development (ECD) 

Breastfeeding Practices Coefficient(B) 95% Confidence 

Interval(CI) 

p-value 

Exclusive Breastfeeding 0.035 0.033-0.037 <0.001 

Duration of 

Breastfeeding 

0.012 0.011-0.013 <0.001 

Complementary 

Feeding 

0.020 0.019-0.021 <0.001 

 

Table 2: Impact of Breastfeeding Practices on ECD Scores 

Breastfeeding Practices Impact on ECD Scores 

Exclusive Breastfeeding Each additional month associated with a 

0.035 increase in ECD score(95%CI:0.033-

0.037) 

Duration of Breastfeeding Each additional month (exclusive or non 

exclusive )associated with a 0.012 increase in 

ECD score(95%CI:0.011-0.013) 

Complementary Feeding Each additional month associated with a 

0.020 increase in ECD score(95%CI:0.019-

0.021) 
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Discussion: 

The present study aimed to explore the impact of breastfeeding practices on early childhood development in India 

using national data sources. The findings reveal that breastfeeding practices significantly influence early childhood 

development, with exclusive breastfeeding for the first six months of life being particularly beneficial. This 

discussion section will delve into the implications of these findings, limitations of the study, and potential areas for 

future research. 

Firstly, the results of this study align with previous research, which has consistently demonstrated the positive 

effects of breastfeeding on early childhood development (Victora et al., 2016). Exclusive breastfeeding during the 

first six months of life has been associated with better cognitive, emotional, and social development in children 

(Dewey & Lonnerdal, 2001). This study's findings reaffirm the importance of promoting and supporting exclusive 

breastfeeding practices in India, particularly among low-income and rural populations where the prevalence of 

suboptimal breastfeeding practices is higher (Gupta et al., 2018). 

Secondly, the study highlights the need for targeted interventions to improve breastfeeding practices in India. The 

findings indicate that while the majority of mothers initiate breastfeeding, only a small percentage practice 

exclusive breastfeeding for the recommended duration. This suggests that there is a need for education and support 

programs to help mothers understand the benefits of exclusive breastfeeding and provide them with the necessary 

tools to maintain these practices (Kramer & Kakuma, 2012). 

Thirdly, the study's findings have significant policy implications. The Indian government has already implemented 

policies to promote breastfeeding, such as the National Nutritional Anemia Prophylaxis Programme (NNAPP) and 

the Integrated Child Development Services (ICDS) scheme. However, the results of this study suggest that these 

policies may need to be revised and strengthened to ensure they effectively support exclusive breastfeeding 

practices. This could involve increasing the availability of breastfeeding counselors and lactation consultants in 

healthcare facilities and community centers, as well as implementing targeted awareness campaigns to educate 

mothers and communities about the benefits of exclusive breastfeeding (Kakuma et al., 2019). 

Despite the valuable insights gained from this study, several limitations must be acknowledged. Firstly, the data 

used in this analysis is cross-sectional, which limits the ability to establish causality between breastfeeding practices 

and early childhood development. Longitudinal studies would provide a more comprehensive understanding of the 

relationship between these variables. Secondly, the study relied on self-reported data, which may be subject to 

recall bias or social desirability effects. Objective measures, such as biomarkers of breastfeeding exposure, could 

provide more accurate assessments of breastfeeding practices. 

To build upon the findings of this study, future research should focus on understanding the factors that influence 

breastfeeding practices in India. This could involve examining the role of cultural, socioeconomic, and health 

system-related factors in shaping breastfeeding decisions and practices. Additionally, qualitative research could 

provide valuable insights into the experiences and perspectives of mothers and caregivers regarding breastfeeding, 

which could inform the development of more effective interventions (Pfeffer et al., 2013). 

In conclusion, this study provides valuable evidence supporting the positive impact of breastfeeding practices on 

early childhood development in India. The findings underscore the importance of promoting and supporting 

exclusive breastfeeding practices, particularly among low-income and rural populations. To effectively address the 

challenges associated with suboptimal breastfeeding practices in India, targeted interventions and policy revisions 

are necessary. Future research should continue to explore the factors influencing breastfeeding practices and 

develop more effective strategies to support mothers and caregivers in maintaining these vital practices. 
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Recommendations: 

Furthermore, the study's findings can be used to raise awareness among caregivers about the importance of 

breastfeeding and complementary feeding practices in the overall development of their children. This awareness 

can lead to better-informed decisions and improved practices, ultimately benefiting the health and development of 

future generations. 

The study provides valuable insights into the relationship between breastfeeding practices and early childhood 

development in India. The findings underscore the need for targeted interventions and policies to promote and 

support optimal breastfeeding practices, ensuring the healthy growth and development of children in the country. 

Our study emphasizes the importance of optimal breastfeeding practices in promoting early childhood development 

in India. Policymakers and healthcare professionals should focus on improving breastfeeding education, support, 

and infrastructure to ensure that all children, regardless of their socio-economic background, receive the benefits of 

appropriate breastfeeding practices. 

In summary, the cross-sectional study demonstrates that breastfeeding practices, including exclusive breastfeeding, 

duration of breastfeeding, and complementary feeding practices, have a positive impact on early childhood 

development in Indian children. These findings emphasize the importance of promoting and supporting optimal 

breastfeeding practices to ensure the healthy growth and development of children in the country. 
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