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In 2003, the National Center for Health 
Statistics added a breastfeeding question to the 
new national electronic birth certificate: 

“Is the infant being breastfed at discharge?"

Since then, many states have added a 
breastfeeding question to their birth certificate:

In Massachusetts: “Are you breastfeeding or do you 
intend to breastfeed?”
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To determine whether birth certificate 
data accurately reflected actual feeding 
method on the Massachusetts birth 
certificate.
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Selected 306 medical records at Lowell 
General Hospital (LGH) and 232 medical 
records at Boston Medical Center (BMC)

Data were initially collected from 
randomized medical records being used 
for a larger study
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Lowell General Hospital:
1,700 births per year

Boston Medical Center:
2,500 births per year
Baby-Friendly TM Hospital

Both hospitals serve urban populations with a 
high percentage of immigrants
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The mother’s answer to the birth certificate 
breastfeeding question was obtained from:

the birth certificate worksheet at LGH 
the hospital’s internal, perinatal database at BMC

Feeding documentation from the infant’s 
bedside feeding chart was compared with the 
mother’s answer to the breastfeeding question.
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Birth Certificate Worksheet Infant’s Bedside Feeding Chart
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Certain demographics, such as language, might 
affect the mother’s ability to answer the 
question accurately.

Chi square analyses performed to determine 
differences between women who answered 
accurately and women who answered 
inaccurately.
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At LGH, birth certificate answers agreed 
with infant feeding record in 95% of 
cases (290/306) 

At BMC, birth certificate answers agreed 
in 80% of cases (185/232) 
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LGH
7 women stated intent to breastfeed but did 
not
9 women said they would not breastfeed, but 
did

BMC
7 women stated intent to breastfeed but did 
not
40 women  (17%) said they would not 
breastfeed, but did
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In chi square analyses women who 
answered accurately did not differ 
significantly by age, insurance status, or 
maternal birth place from women who 
answered inaccurately
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Breastfeeding data found on the 
Massachusetts birth certificate is accurate, 
but varies between the 2 hospitals

Although breastfeeding is a desirable health 
behavior, surprisingly, intent was not 
overstated
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The theory that women make infant feeding 
decisions in pregnancy may be flawed. 20% of 
women at Boston Medical Center apparently 
changed their feeding decision after the baby 
was born.

Supportive breastfeeding policies associated 
with the Baby-Friendly Hospital Initiative may 
have contributed to this maternal change of 
mind at Boston Medical Center. 
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These results stress the importance of 
breastfeeding support in the postpartum 
environment where providers should guard 
against making assumptions about women 
who might enter the facility stating intent to 
formula feed.
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