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Understanding the establishment of breastfeeding by focussing on the mother-

child dyad offers only a limited perspective.  Instead, breastfeeding can be understood 

as becoming established or breaking down within broader networks of relationships 

(e.g. Dykes, 2006; Tiedje et al., 2002).  Quantitative research has suggested that 

support from various others (lay and professional) can be an important factor in 

sustaining breastfeeding (Sikorski et al., 2003).  However, those around the mother 

may orientate to breastfeeding in various ways.  For example, fathers play a key role 

in decisions about infant feeding and in supporting breastfeeding, and yet need to 

define and adjust to their new parenting role and changed relationship with their 

partner in a way that accommodates breastfeeding (Bar-Yam & Darby, 1997).  From 

the perspective of the mother, breastfeeding can be an important aspect of the 

transition to motherhood.  However, becoming a mother is not an individual project 

but one that involves redefining roles and relationships with others (Mercer, 2004; 

Nelson, 2003), and negotiating mothering practices such as breastfeeding in the 

context of others’ expectations and cultural prescriptions for motherhood (McBride-

Henry, 2010).   



The present research aims to extend understanding of how breastfeeding 

mothers experience their relations with others and how these are implicated in their 

experiences of breastfeeding and their developing relationship with their infant.  The 

data discussed here have been taken from a longitudinal qualitative study of 22 new 

mothers in the UK who expressed an intention to breastfeed and were interviewed 

during the first week following birth and one month later.  At each time point they 

were also asked to keep an audio-diary of their experiences of feeding their baby for 

one week.   

The analysis discussed here draws on symbolic interactionism and other 

theoretical perspectives which emphasise the relational nature of the self and assume 

that relations with others are part of, rather than external to, lived experience and 

mediate more distal cultural influences. The themes explored include the women’s 

sense of duty to balance what they saw as the needs of their baby, their own needs and 

the needs, demands and sensibilities of others, and the ways in which they negotiated 

these.  We also discuss the way in which, as the participants were developing their 

new identities as breastfeeding mothers, others with expertise in breastfeeding or 

perceived to have knowledge regarding related norms and expectations took on a 

particular significance in the women’s lives.  As such, these "experts" were 

experienced by the participants as in a powerful position to provide either validation 

or invalidation of them as breastfeeding mothers.  We discuss (i) the implications of 

our analysis for facilitating supportive interactions between health professionals and 

breastfeeding mothers and their immediate networks and (ii) the implications for 

breastfeeding promotion of viewing ongoing engagement with the practices of infant 

feeding as mutually negotiated and enabled, rather than as the choice of individual 

women. 
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