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Background and Objectives  

Breastfeeding practices are not optimal in Bangladesh, although continued for about two years of 

age. The Baby-friendly Hospital Initiative (BFHI) was actively implemented in the 1990s, but with 

about only one-third of pregnant women going for antenatal checks and 80% of home deliveries, 

breastfeeding messages did not reach the majority of women. To utilize any opportunity for 

interaction with mothers, we first demonstrated that women with partially breastfed infants below 3 

months of age admitted to a diarrhoeal disease hospital could be counselled to revert to exclusive 

breastfeeding, and then moved to community-based projects. Since then, female peer counsellors 

have been successfully promoting and supporting exclusive breastfeeding in TAHN's programme 

areas.  

 

Methods  

Four peer counsellors in urban Dhaka (Badda) and 5 in rural Chittagong (Anowara) counsel 

mothers for optimal breastfeeding in the last trimester of pregnancy, within two days of delivery, 

around seven days and monthly till babies complete six months. Each peer counsellor is 

responsible for 50-60 mothers. Babies' weights are recorded within 2 days of birth and information 

about feeding practices collected by the peer counsellors each month. From January 2012 to 

September 2013, 740 mothers were counselled, but only records with birth weights were analysed 

for this presentation.  

 

Results  

Among 639 babies, 76 (12%) had low birth weight (LBW - below 2.5 kg) and 563 (88%) had normal 

weight (NW). Forty (53%) of the LBW babies and 304 (54%) of the NW babies had completed 6 

months, but 251 (89%) of the NW babies had exclusively breastfed for 6 months compared to 34 

(85%) of the LBW babies. Preliminary analysis of weight-for-age at 6 months showed only 9% of 

the NW babies were moderately malnourished (-3 to -2 z score), versus 35% of the LBW babies. 

Peer counsellors said it was difficult for LBW babies to gain weight like the other babies. They 

reported that some babies lose weight between 3-4 months when they are distracted easily from 

breastfeeding. It also happens when mothers do not have the patience to feed frequently and for 

longer duration as babies grow. Complaints of "insufficient breastmilk" occur commonly when 

mothers want to give other milk or solids, while work outside the home also prevents exclusive 

breastfeeding.  

 

Conclusions and Recommendations  

Peer counsellors could help the majority of mothers to breastfeed exclusively, but found it 

challenging to improve the growth of one-third of LBW babies. Interventions must also focus on 

adolescent and maternal nutrition to decrease both LBW prevalence and moderate malnutrition. 

Frequent and targeted visits are recommended not only to encourage and support mothers for 

exclusive breastfeeding, but also to monitor babies' growth and take timely action to improve 

nutritional status. Family members, especially husbands, need to be involved to buy nutritious food, 

and to encourage pregnant and lactating mothers to eat properly. 

 

 


