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encing the prevalence of overweight and obesity among 
children26,27.

A variety of studies have investigated the association 
between breastfeeding and childhood overweight and 
obesity, the past decade. A research team, based on data 
from the German Health Interview and Examination Sur-
vey for Children and Adolescents (KiGGS), a large cross-
sectional study in Germany, reported that breastfeeding, 
either exclusive or combined with water and other fluids, 
for less than four months was a risk factor for obesity 
in both childhood and adolescence. Analysis stratified by 
age groups showed that being breastfed for four months 
or more was beneficial only in ages 7-10 years and had 
no statistical effect on fat accumulation in infancy, late 
childhood or adolescence7. These observations are in 
agreement with a previous analysis, carried out with 
data from the All Babies in Southeast Sweden (ABIS) 
prospective cohort study. Specifically, it was suggested 
that exclusive breastfeeding for less than four months had 
no statistical influence on weight development in early 
childhood, after adjustment for potential confounders28. 
In comparison, data analyses from a large population-
based survey in Australia showed that breastfeeding for 

less than three months was a statistically significant fac-
tor for overweight occurrence at 12 years of age, though 
it was marginally non-significant at 6 years of age, al-
though they emphasized on the fact that their primary 
subject was eye disease and not obesity, therefore there 
might be missing information about variables relevant to 
obesity8. However, data from a birth cohort study found 
that breastfeeding for less than twelve months was as-
sociated with a higher prevalence of overweight and obe-
sity at six years of age, although they did not describe 
breastfeeding as a risk factor, but rather as a modifier in 
the relationship between delivery via cesarean section 
and childhood overweight/obesity6.

Finally, two other research studies examined the ef-
fect of exclusive and non-exclusive breastfeeding, setting 
the cutoff point for the duration at six months. They both 
concluded that duration under that cutoff point was as-
sociated with an increased prevalence of overweight and 
obesity in childhood29,30 (Table 2).

Gestational diabetes mellitus and childhood obesity
Regarding gestational diabetes, it is mentioned that 

overweight and obese pregnant women develop gesta-

Table 2: Studies in the literature examining the associations between breastfeeding duration and childhood overweight/obesity 
occurrence.

Source Study Sample Type of Study Location Follow-up Period/Study 
Design

Study Results

Huus et al. 
200828

16,058 neonates 
à 7,356 children 

at five years of 
age

Prospective cohort 
study

(All Babies in South-
east Sweden Study)

Southeast 
Sweden

Follow-ups via question-
naire at ages 1, 2.5, and 5 
years of age

There was a weak association be-
tween exclusive breastfeeding for < 
4 months and obesity at age 5 years, 
but after adjustment for confound-
ing factors, the association was 
non-significant

Gopinath et 
al. 20128

1,741 children 
aged 6 years and 
2,354 children 
aged 12 years

Cross-sectional study 
(The Sydney Child-

hood Eye Study)

Sydney, Aus-
tralia

Data collection about the 
perinatal environment ret-
rospectively, through the 
use of questionnaires

Breastfeeding for < 3 months was a 
statistically significant factor over-
weight occurrence in twelve-year-old 
cohort, while it was marginally non-
significant in the six-year-old cohort

Shi et al. 
201329

968 full-term 
children aged 

6-11 years 

Population-based 
study

(Canadian Health 
Measures Survey)

Canada Data collection about the 
perinatal environment 
retrospectively, through 
the use of questionnaires 
and interviews

Exclusive breastfeeding for 6 
months was inversely associated 
with the occurrence of obesity in 
childhood (6-11 years of age)

Grube et al. 
20157

13,163 children 
and adolescents 
aged 3-17 years

Cross-sectional study
(KiGGS)

Germany Analysis of retrospec-
tively collected data about 
breastfeeding duration

Breastfeeding for <4 months was a 
statistically significant risk factor 
for the occurrence of overweight 
and obesity on the overall sample. 
When analysis was carried out for 
different age groups (3-6, 7-10, 
11-13 and 14-17 years of age), 
breastfeeding for ≥ 4 months had a 
beneficial effect on the occurrence 
of overweight and obesity only in 
ages 7-10 years

Portela et al. 
20156

672 mother-baby 
pairs

Prospective cohort 
study

Feira 
de Santana,

Brazil

Follow-up at 6 years Breastfeeding duration < 12 months 
was associated with higher preva-
lence of overweight and obesity at 
six years of age

Wang et al. 
201730

1,234 neonates Prospective study United States 
of America

Follow-ups at 2, 3, and 
4.5 years and at grade 1, 
3, and 6, including anthro-
pometric measurements 
evaluation

Obesity prevalence was lower 
among children that were breastfed 
for ≥6 months, in comparison with 
breastfeeding duration <6 months or 
no breastfeeding at all


