Progression of Feedings at Breast for the NICU Grad

When you are ready to increase the baby’s feedings at the breast in order to normalize his feeding patterns, there are several ways to do it.

Triple feeding

At first, when baby is only taking part of a feeding at the breast, and when he gets tired easily, you may have him practice at the breast for a short time, then finish the feeding by bottle, and then pump.  This is called “triple feeding” and is a lot of work, so usually is only done 2-3 times per day.

Block feeding

Once baby is taking at least half the the estimated feeding requirement at the breast, you could consider having the baby come back to the breast as soon as he shows hunger signs and keep bringing him back to the breast over and over for a block of hours.  At first this might be 2-3 hours, then 6, then 8, then 12.  The rest of the day, he can be fed expressed milk by bottle or still have some feedings start at the breast and finish with the bottle of mother’s milk.

Feeding on cue for a total volume in the 24 hours

If baby is able to take about ¾ of a feeding at the breast, you could skip the supplement after some of the feedings at the breast as long as baby is acting settled.  He might wake early for the next feeding, so he could end up taking more than his normal number of feedings in each 24 hours OR he might take bigger volume of mother’s milk by bottle at the feedings he is not at the breast, or a bigger supplement after a few feedings.  That way he still gets the total volume for the 24 hours that he needs.

Be patient but keep working at it

Remember that most babies are not great feeders until after their due date, even if they are born just a few weeks early.  Many NICU grads will need help with feedings during the first month at home.  They will not get better at Breastfeeding if they do not have the chance to practice regularly.

Final steps toward all feedings at the breast

Sometimes, baby is really quite good at breastfeeding,  but needs to have a little supplemental mother’s milk given by bottle just a few times each day to make up for getting tired just a little before the whole job is done.  Remember that the difference between “weight gain” and “no weight gain” can be a little as 4 ounces of extra milk each day.  If mom has a generous milk suply, it is easier for baby to get lots of milk at the breast.  Sometimes that means mom has to pump after just a few feedings each day to keep the production generous....or to gather up the leftover  “dessert” (hindmilk which has more fat) that is left in the breast after baby nurses to give back to the baby at another time during the day. You will probably want to have the baby’s weight checked each week until you have a settled feeding pattern and baby shows consistent good weight gain.

“Normal” breastfeeding

Babies who are born at full term and healthy normally eat 8-12 times each 24 hours, but do not always divide the day up into equal feeding intervals.  Sometimes they might cluster feed (every hour for several times), then take a longer nap. When they are having a growth spurt, they may want to eat even more often than normal. Once your NICU grad is gaining weight well, you can begin to normalize the feedings to match the pattern the baby wants to do. 

Call for lactation help, or to have an outpatient lactation appointment for feeding evaluation and to get help making these transitions. 704-403-1186

