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This publication is a brief introduction to how breastmilk 
helps keep babies healthy and helps them recover faster 
when they get sick. This publication is meant to provide 
information about breastfeeding benefits for babies.

What is in breastmilk that helps 
keep babies healthy?
Breastmilk contains many things not found in formula, 
including antibodies and high levels of human milk 
oligosaccharides. Antibodies are Y-shaped proteins that 
bind to the microbes that can make someone sick. Mothers 
produce antibodies to protect themselves against getting 
sick with the same pathogen twice; these antibodies are 
always present in breastmilk to help keep the baby healthy 
if they encounter a pathogen the mother has already 
recovered from (Nathavitharana et al. 1994; Sadeharju et 
al. 2007). This works because the antibodies can bind to 
the pathogen, which means the pathogen cannot infect the 
baby’s cells. In addition to antibodies, human milk contains 
immune cells. These immune cells can enter the infant’s 
blood and help to fight off any pathogens the infant is 
exposed to (Witkowska-Zimmy and Kaminska-El-Hassan 
2017).

Another compound in breastmilk that helps keep babies 
healthy is lactoferrin. Lactoferrin is a protein that binds 
iron. It has antiviral activity, which means it helps keep 
babies from getting sick with a virus (Wakabayashi et al. 

2014). This may include SARS-CoV-2, the virus that causes 
COVID (Kell et al. 2020).

Human breastmilk also contains human milk oligosaccha-
rides (HMOs). HMOs are specialized sugars that beneficial 
bacteria use to grow. When growing, the beneficial bacteria 
change the HMOs into short-chain fatty acids. As many 
pathogens do not grow well in the presence of short-chain 
fatty acids, this helps to keep the baby healthy (Langfeld et 
al. 2021). HMOs can also prevent pathogens from infecting 
cells (Newburg et al. 2005).

How does breastmilk change when 
babies get sick?
Breastmilk changes in composition when babies are sick, 
especially when babies are nursed at the breast. This hap-
pens because when babies nurse at the breast, mothers are 
exposed to antigens from whatever is making the baby sick. 

Figure 1. Breastmilk contains antibodies, immune cells, lactoferrin, 
specialized sugars, and all sorts of other things that help keep babies 
healthy.
Credits: Created with Biorender.com
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Antigens are proteins that the immune system targets with 
antibodies to fight off an infection. So when mothers are 
exposed to antigens from their sick baby, they start to make 
antibodies that specifically target the pathogen making the 
baby sick (Lokossou et al. 2022). When babies are sick, the 
number of immune cells present in milk increases as well 
(Riskin et al. 2012).
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