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Background 
• This study explores barriers to mobility and freedom of mums who would like to breastfeed in 

the public domain
• The UK has some of the lowest breastfeeding duration rates in the industrialised world. In the 

2010 UK Infant Feeding Survey, 81% of mothers in the UK initiated breastfeeding, but only 
34% and 0.5% were breastfeeding at 6 and 12 months respectively. 

• The prevalence of breastfeeding is particularly low among very young mothers and 
disadvantaged socio-economic groups, potentially widening existing health inequalities and 
contributing further to the cycle of deprivation (Brown, 2019)

• Yet, very little is known about women`s breastfeeding experiences outside their homes 
(Spencer, 2008). 

• Some argue (Boyer, 2012) that despite campaigning for positive attitudes toward 
breastfeeding, mothers in the UK are still marginalised and censored in the public sphere, 
what has significant impact on mobility of breastfeeding mothers and their overall health and 
wellbeing (Yantzi et al., 2007; Ahmed et al., 2008).



Objectives 

• investigate infrastructural and environmental, as well as 
social and cultural, barriers to breastfeeding in the public and 
in public transportation

• to identify experiences, attitudes and beliefs related to 
breastfeeding in public across different populations

• to understand barriers to breastfeeding in public and 
travelling with infants in different demographic groups

• to identify needs for products or designs solutions in public 
areas and transport that would encourage breastfeeding



Methodology

• intersectional approach that acknowledges 
overlapping social identities that historically were 
associated with discrimination and exclusion 
(Crenshaw, 1991)

• intersectional approach can provide a conceptual 
framework for research on social justice and 
distribution of resources via public services (Bauer, 
2014)

• The need for intersectionality has been also 
recognised in research on mobility, transport 
poverty and urban well-being (Alam et al., 2019). 



Method

A qualitative mixed method design has been adopted. The data 
discussed comprises of:

• Visual analysis of over 100 images from Instagram. The data 
discussed here come from two hashtags on Instagram, 
#breastfeedingjourney (140,368 posts) and #breastfeedingmoms
(64,191 posts).

• Thematic analysis of stories from Mumsnet Forum. Forum was 
searched for instances of threads containing: `breastfeeding`, 
`public`. The first 100 stories were used.

• In-depth interviews with 8 breastfeeding women from 
Birmingham, Coventry and London, and 3 interviews with 
community-based practitioners working for registered nationwide 
charities in the UK promoting natural breastfeeding.



FINDINGS
Intense moment of intimacy between mother and child

• The data discussed here come from two hashtags on 
Instagram, #breastfeedingjourney (140,368 posts) and 
#breastfeedingmoms (64,191 posts).

• For many of the women posting images to 
#breastfeedingjourney and #breastfeedingmoms on 
Instagram, the practice of breastfeeding was presented as an 
intense moment of intimacy between mother and child



FINDINGS
Negotiating a space. Not leaving it.

• leaving the space was not a solution to the problem. 
Therefore, they were often adapting different strategies to 
manage it discretely or to cover themselves 

• Shielding and covering were the most prevalent themes

it is nice to tuck yourself in a corner and stick
someone`s large back between you and the
room. […] Things that gave me confidence
were taking someone with me as a human
shield.`[A9]



In our country it`s normal, even in busy places, you can have a lot of strangers
around and still breastfeed but in this country you can`t, you need to cover or
something like that. You cannot feel relaxed if you have people around you
they will look and make you feel ashamed. So I always prefer to give him
bottle when I`m outside… so yes, if I have to go outside I try to feed him with
bottle; for instance if you are on the bus you can`t breastfeed, you have to be
all the time cover; my baby boy is just one week old and I`m all the time home
but soon I`ll start going out and I need to plan feedings with bottles [Senait]

FINDINGS
Normalising instead of stigmatising
• All mothers who had had experience of breastfeeding in their 

country of origin and then in the UK reported they changed 
their behaviour and tried to adjust to the dominant culture.



• Interviews with practitioners working with breastfeeding mothers confirmed that 
more vulnerable mothers were hard to reach. Interviewees pointed at different 
factors contributing to vulnerabilities: socio-economic background, living in 
deprived areas, ethnicity.  

• efforts to normalise breastfeeding in urban settings can turn to stigmatising

FINDINGS
Normalising instead of stigmatising

Physical environment is one of the barriers; look at the geography
of offices, they moved to large glass open spaces, where you share
your desk, very few people have private offices now […] something
like a breastfeeding pod obviously feels like a solution but it`s
sending a very strong message, it says that breastfeeding is not to
be seen by others and I don`t think it helps to change the culture
around us; I think it`s inevitable that pod will exist and parents if
they feel uncomfortable may use it; but it`s not a long term
solution; its` perpetuating that feeling that breastfeeding must be
private. [Gemma]



New Designs
• New design should protect the moment of the 

moment of intimacy between mother and her 
child 

• Nursing room below as a space to protect the 
moment of intense intimacy without excluding 
mother and her child from urban space I would 
like to refer to a nursing pod design (Figure 1)

Nursing pod design by Dr Nicola York: exterior with 

frosted panels/windows (a), interior (b) and (c), and in a 

public shopping centre location (d).



Conclusions 
• Breastfeeding facilitates an intimate relationship between mother and baby. 
• evidence from built environment suggesting that existing designs for 

breastfeeding mums do not recognise and do not protect the moment of 
intimacy between mother and her child 

• New designs should help to integrate breastfeeding into the day to day life of the 
city

• Variation of approaches to breastfeeding in the public space amongst 
interviewed mothers calls for intersectional lenses in future design concepts



Thank you !



Bibliography

Afoakwah, G., Smyth, R., & Lavender, D. T. (2013). Women’s experiences of breastfeeding: A narrative review of qualitative studies. African Journal of Midwifery and 

Women's Health, 7(2), 71-77.

Ahmed, A., Stewart, D. E., Teng, L., Wahoush, O., & Gagnon, A. J. (2008). Experiences of immigrant new mothers with symptoms of depression. Archives of Women's 

Mental Health, 11(4), 295-303.

Binns, C. and Scott, J. (2002) 'Breastfeeding: reasons for starting, reasons for stopping and problems along the way'. Breastfeeding Review, 10, 13- 19.

Bolling, K., 2006. Infant Feeding Survey 2005 accessed on 24.10.2021: http://data.parliament.uk/DepositedPapers/Files/DEP2008-0853/DEP2008-0853.pdf

Boyer, K. (2012). Affect, corporeality and the limits of belonging: breastfeeding in public in the contemporary UK. Health & place, 18(3), 552-560.

Brown, L. J. (2019). Understanding socioeconomic disparities in breastfeeding in the UK: Exploring the role of environmental quality (Doctoral dissertation, London School of 

Hygiene & Tropical Medicine).

Brown, L. J. Understanding socioeconomic disparities in breastfeeding in the UK: Exploring the role of environmental quality. Diss. London School of Hygiene & Tropical 

Medicine, 2019.

Dagher, R. K., McGovern, P. M., Schold, J. D., & Randall, X. J. (2016). Determinants of breastfeeding initiation and cessation among employed mothers: a prospective cohort 

study. BMC pregnancy and childbirth, 16(1), 1-11.

Emmott, E. H., Page, A. E., & Myers, S. (2020). Typologies of postnatal support and breastfeeding at two months in the UK: Response to comments by Harpur & Haddon. 

Social Science & Medicine, 252, 112944.

Gibson‐Davis, C. M., & Brooks‐Gunn, J. (2007). The association of couples’ relationship status and quality with breastfeeding initiation. Journal of Marriage and Family, 69(5), 

1107-1117.

Kimbro, R. T., Lynch, S. M., & McLanahan, S. (2008). The influence of acculturation on breastfeeding initiation and duration for Mexican-Americans. Population research and 

policy review, 27(2), 183-199.

McAndrew, F., Thompson, J., Fellows, L., Large, A., Speed, M., & Renfrew, M. J. (2012). Infant feeding survey 2010. Leeds: health and social care information Centre, 2(1).

Morrison, A. H., Gentry, R., & Anderson, J. (2019). Mothers' Reasons for Early Breastfeeding Cessation. MCN: The American Journal of Maternal/Child Nursing, 44(6), 325-

330..

Walburg, V., Goehlich, M., Conquet, M., Callahan,S., Scholmerich, A. and Chabrol, H. (2010) 'Breast feeding initiation and duration: comparison of French and German 

mothers'. Midwifery, 26 (1) 109-115.

Yantzi, N. M., Rosenberg, M. W., & McKeever, P. (2007). Getting out of the house: the challenges mothers face when their children have long‐term care needs. Health & 

social care in the community, 15(1), 45-55.

Leeming, D., Williamson, I., Lyttle, S., & Johnson, S. (2013). Socially sensitive lactation: Exploring the social context of breastfeeding. Psychology & health, 28(4), 450-468.

Crenshaw, Kimberlé. (1991) “Mapping the Margins: Intersectionality, Identity Politics and Violence Against Women of Color.” Stanford Law Review 43 (6): 1241–99

McCall, L. (2005). The complexity of intersectionality. Signs: Journal of women in culture and society, 30(3), 1771-1800.

Murphy, Y., Hamilton, L., Hunt, V. H., Norris, A. N., & Zajicek, A. M. (2009). Incorporating intersectionality in social work practice, research, policy, and education. NASW

http://data.parliament.uk/DepositedPapers/Files/DEP2008-0853/DEP2008-0853.pdf


TInnGO

@TinnGoE

U

Tinngo

www.tinngo.eu


