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Never or curtailed lactation has been associated with an increased risk for incident hypertension, but the effect
of exclusive breastfeeding is unknown. The authors conducted an observational cohort study of 55,636 parous
women in the US Nurses’ Health Study II. From 1991 to 2005, participants reported 8,861 cases of incident
hypertension during 660,880 person-years of follow-up. Never or curtailed lactation was associated with an
increased risk of incident hypertension. Compared with women who breastfed their first child for �12 months,
women who did not breastfeed were more likely to develop hypertension (hazard ratio (HR) ¼ 1.27, 95% confidence
interval (CI): 1.18, 1.36), adjusting for family history and lifestyle covariates. Women who never breastfed
were more likely to develop hypertension than women who exclusively breastfed their first child for �6 months
(HR ¼ 1.29, 95% CI: 1.20, 1.40). The authors found similar results for women who had never breastfed compared
with those who had breastfed each child for an average of �12 months (HR ¼ 1.22, 95% CI: 1.13, 1.32). In
conclusion, never or curtailed lactation was associated with an increased risk of incident maternal hypertension,
compared with the recommended �6 months of exclusive or �12 months of total lactation per child, in a large
cohort of parous women.

breast feeding; hypertension; lactation; oxytocin; parity; pregnancy; prolactin; women

Abbreviations: BMI, body mass index; CI, confidence interval; DASH, Dietary Approaches to Stop Hypertension; HR, hazard ratio;
IPW, inverse probability weight.

Primary prevention of hypertension is a major public
health priority. Although pharmacologic treatment can re-
duce the burden of this disease, compliance is poor, and
adverse effects of treatment are common (1). Thus, hyper-
tension remains a leading preventable cause of death for
women (2).

Multiple lifestyle factors have been associated with in-
creased incident hypertension (3). In addition, parous women
who never breastfed (4) or only briefly lactated (5) may also
have an increased risk of developing hypertension, compared
with women who lactate for longer periods of time. Absent
or premature discontinuation of lactation has also been asso-
ciated with increased risks for diabetes (5–8), hyperlipidemia
(5, 9), the metabolic syndrome (10, 11), and cardiovascular
disease (5, 12, 13).

The mechanisms underlying these associations are not
known. Lactation is associated with weight loss in some, but
not all, studies, and we have previously hypothesized that
lactation may ‘‘reset’’ maternal metabolism after pregnancy,
reducing risk of obesity-related disease (14). Lactation also
activates central neuroendocrine pathways, including oxytocin
and prolactin, and these hormones have been associated with
blood pressure regulation (15) and incident hypertension
risk (16).

However, unmeasured confounding is a major concern in
studies of lactation and health outcomes, because mothers
who breastfeed are more likely to engage in other health-
promoting behaviors (17, 18). Such confounding is a potential
limitation of the 3 prior studies that have measured the as-
sociation between lactation and hypertension. One study
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assessed incident disease in a population without data on
dietary intake other than alcohol (4), and 2 studies measured
prevalent hypertension, adjusting only for concurrent health
behaviors (5, 11). No prior study has included information on
pregnancy complications, such as preeclampsia or preterm
birth, which may affect both breastfeeding success and ma-
ternal hypertensive disease risk. Moreover, previous studies
have not considered the timing of introduction of foods
other than breast milk, which is a measure of breastfeeding
intensity.

To address these limitations in the existing literature, we
measured the association between duration and exclusivity
of lactation and incident maternal hypertension in the second
Nurses’ Health Study. This large, prospective cohort includes
data on duration of exclusive lactation for each child, as well
as hypertensive pregnancy complications and preterm birth.
Moreover, the study design allowed us to adjust our analyses
for multiple lifestyle factors previously associated with risk
of incident hypertension in women (3). We further conducted
a sensitivity analysis to quantify the degree of unmeasured
confounding that would explain observed associations between
lactation and incident hypertension.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Study population

The Nurses’ Health Study II began in 1989, enrolling
116,608 women from 14 US states. Participants were between
25 and 42 years of age at baseline. Each woman completed
detailed questionnaires every 2 years. We limited the current
analyses to data collected since 1991, the first year for which
dietary data were available. We limited our analysis to women
who could be ‘‘exposed’’ to breastfeeding, by excluding
women who were nulliparous (n ¼ 22,590), as well as those
with missing data on breastfeeding (n ¼ 19,605). Compared
with women for whom breastfeeding data were available,
women missing data on breastfeeding were less likely to
self-identify as Caucasian (90% vs. 94%) or to be currently
using oral contraceptives (60% vs. 73%) and were more likely
to be current smokers (13% vs. 9%) and to be missing data on
other health behaviors. However, the 2 groups were similar in
age (assessed in 1991), year of first birth, body mass index
(BMI) at age 18 years, and family history of hypertension.

We further excluded women who reported a diagnosis of
hypertension prior to 1991 (n ¼ 4,583) or who in 1989 re-
ported elevated blood pressure (median systolic blood pres-
sure >120 mm Hg or diastolic blood pressure>80 mm Hg,
n ¼ 7,038) or antihypertensive medications (n ¼ 1,640).
We further excluded women with self-reported physician-
diagnosed diabetes (n ¼ 215), cardiovascular diseases
(n ¼ 153), hyperlipidemia (n ¼ 4,538), or cancer (n ¼ 328)
(Figure 1).

Assessment of parity and lactation history

At baseline in 1989 and on each biennial questionnaire,
women reported their numberofpregnancies lasting�6months.
In 1997, participants completed a detailed questionnaire
on breastfeeding for each of their first 4 children, including
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Figure 1. Study population, Nurses’ Health Study II, United States,
1991–2005. Participants were excluded from follow-up if they were
diagnosed with hypertension or died. Participants were skipped in the
current follow-up cycle if they were nulliparous, had unknown hy-
pertension status, or were missing information on current body
mass index. BMI, body mass index; CVD, cardiovascular disease;
HTN, hypertension.
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timing of introducing formula and solid foods. Women with
births after 1997 completed a similar questionnaire in 2003.

Measurement of the outcome

At baseline and on biennial follow-up questionnaires, par-
ticipants were asked to report whether they had ever had
a physician diagnosis of high blood pressure, excluding during
pregnancy. If so, they were asked what year they received this
diagnosis. Self-reported hypertension has been previously
validated in our population by review of medical records
for a randomly selected sample of 147 participants (19). The
sensitivity of self-reported hypertension was 94%, and the
specificity of reporting no diagnosis of hypertension was 85%.
At baseline in 1989, participants were also asked to report their
usual blood pressure when checked within the last 2 years.

Measurement of covariates

We included the following time-fixed covariates in our
covariate-adjusted models: year of first birth, body mass index
at age 18 years, family history of hypertension, self-classified
race, and history of pregnancy complications. Parental history
of hypertension and self-reported race were assessed on the
1989 questionnaire. Pregnancy complications, including ges-
tational diabetes, preeclampsia, gestational hypertension, ges-
tational diabetes, preterm birth, late miscarriage or stillbirth,
and low birth weight, were self-reported on a supplemental
questionnaire in 2001.

Time-varying covariate data were collected on multiple
questionnaires. On each questionnaire, women reported cur-
rent weight, use of nonnarcotic analgesics, and oral contra-
ceptive use. Women reported height in 1989. We used current
weight and self-reported height to calculate BMI (weight (kg)/
height (m)2) at each follow-up time. Women reported alcohol
consumption in 1991, 1995, 1999, and 2003 and physical
activity in 1989, 1991, 1997, and 1999 (20). We calculated
a Dietary Approaches to Stop Hypertension (DASH) diet score
for each participant on the basis of validated food frequency
questionnaires collected every 4 years (3).

Statistical analysis

The hazard ratio of incident hypertension by lactation his-
tory was assessed with a Cox proportional hazards model.
Women contributed person-years from 1991 until diagnosis of
hypertension, death, or study end date of June 2005. Because
lactation duration was reported categorically, we modeled our
primary analysis using categories. Two-sided P values are
reported for trends, and 95% confidence intervals are reported
for hazard ratio estimates.

As lactation is highly correlated with other health behaviors,
both residual confounding and unmeasured confounding are
major concerns. To address this problem, we used 2 different
approaches. For our primary analysis, we used propensity
scores with inverse probability weights (IPWs) to model the
association between duration of lactation for the first child
and incident hypertension. We then performed a sensitivity
analysis to determine the degree of unmeasured confounding
that would be needed to explain observed associations. In

a secondary analysis, we measured the association between
mean duration per child and incident hypertension, using
multivariable regression.

All major medical organizations in the United States rec-
ommend �6 months of exclusive and �12 months of total
breastfeeding for each child (21–23). We therefore used
these durations as referent categories. We defined optimal
breastfeeding as having occurred when a mother reported
both �12 months of total breastfeeding and �6 months of
exclusive breastfeeding for her first child.

To account for differences in other risk factors for hyperten-
sion, we created propensity scores for breastfeeding duration
categories (24, 25). We used multinomial regression to model
probability of each duration category as a function of cova-
riates at study baseline in 1991, or, for women whose first
birth occurred after 1993, at the cycle immediately preceding
her first birth. We included in this propensity score body mass
index at age 18 years and year of first birth (linear and
quadratic), self-reported history of pregnancy complications
(ever/never history of each condition: preeclampsia, gestational
hypertension, gestational diabetes, preterm birth, low birth
weight infant, or stillbirth), smoking status (current, past, miss-
ing), vigorous physical activity (<30, 30–59, 60–119, 120–209,
�210 minutes/week), alcohol consumption (<1, 1–4, 5–9,
10 –14, 15–29, �30 g/day), DASH diet score quintile, fam-
ily history of hypertension, current oral contraceptive use,
current nonnarcotic analgesic use (none,<2,�2 days/week),
and self-reported race (white, Hispanic, black, Asian, other).

We constructed weights for each participant using the in-
verse probability of the duration category she reported (26).
We used these normalized IPWs in our Cox proportional
hazards models. All models were adjusted for the woman’s
age and follow-up time in months. To test whether BMI was
an intermediate between lactation duration and incident hy-
pertension, we added BMI to our IPW models, using 3-knot
quadratic splines (27) to allow for nonlinear associations. We
then performed a sensitivity analysis (28, 29) to determine
the degree of unobserved confounding that would explain
observed associations.

Many of the women in our cohort gave birth prior to the
start of study follow-up in 1991, so we could not adjust for
concurrent behaviors. In an additional sensitivity analysis, we
limited our population to women with a first birth after 1989.
For propensity weights, we further included pregravid BMI,
defined as the BMI in the cycle prior to the first birth.

We further estimated the population-attributable risk of sub-
optimal lactation, which is the hypothetical proportion of
hypertension cases that would be avoided if all individuals in
the study lactated exclusively for�6 months and continued for
�12 months. We used a previously published statistical
approach (30) for this calculation, which assumes that there
is an independent, causal association between lactation and
incident hypertension.

To determine whether our results were sensitive to our
modeling approach, we further measured the association
between mean duration of lactation per child and incident
hypertension, using Cox proportional hazards regression. We
derived 2 variables, mean total duration per child and mean ex-
clusive duration per child, which were updated during follow-
up, as were lifestyle covariates. To test whether pregnancy
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Table 1. Age-standardizeda Characteristics of 55,636 Parous Women in the Nurses’ Health Study II During Study Follow-up, by Duration of Lactation for First Child, United States, 1991–

2005

Duration of Lactation for First Child, months

None >0–3 >3–6 >6–9 >9–<12 ‡12

No. Mean No. Mean No. Mean No. Mean No. Mean No. Mean

Person-years 126,012 95,475 125,370 111,970 89,853 112,200

Age in 1991, yearsb 37.3 35.5 35.1 35.2 35.4 35.7

Year of first birthb 1978 1982 1983 1983 1983 1983

% Mean % Mean % Mean % Mean % Mean % Mean

Race/ethnicityc

White 92.4 93.0 93.3 93.9 94.5 95.4

Black 2.0 0.9 0.9 0.9 0.6 0.4

Hispanic 0.9 1.0 1.0 0.8 0.7 0.8

Asian 0.8 1.7 1.5 1.2 1.0 1.1

Other 2.1 1.6 1.8 1.5 1.7 1.2

Missing 1.8 1.8 1.6 1.7 1.6 1.2

Body mass index at age 18 years,
kg/m2

20.7 20.9 20.6 20.5 20.5 20.5

Body mass index in follow-up
(1991–2005), kg/m2

25.1 25.3 24.9 24.6 24.4 24.2

Family history of hypertension 49.8 46.5 46.9 46.4 47.1 46.1

Parity

1 22.0 19.4 19.3 16.3 15.1 17.4

2 48.1 49.8 48.7 48.6 47.5 45.6

3 22.3 23.1 24.2 26.0 27.7 25.7

�4 7.7 7.6 7.9 9.1 9.8 11.4

Any pregnancy complicationd 24.9 23.8 22.9 21.9 21.7 22.1

Ever preeclampsia 10.1 9.8 9.6 8.5 8.2 8.2

Ever gestational hypertension 6.1 6.5 6.9 6.3 6.3 6.5

Ever gestational diabetes 4.7 5.3 5.1 5.0 5.1 5.4

Ever infant <2.5 kg 5.7 4.6 3.7 3.4 3.8 3.5

Ever preterm birth 9.0 8.2 7.2 7.5 7.6 6.9

Ever stillbirth at >12 weeks 2.1 1.4 1.2 1.4 1.8 1.6

Smoking statuse

Past 24.0 23.7 24.7 24.4 22.6 22.8

Current 14.2 10.4 9.2 7.5 5.9 4.3

Current oral contraceptive user 78.2 74.9 72.8 71.6 70.0 68.5
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DASH diet scoree

Quintile 1 27.8 22.7 18.8 15.0 12.8 10.5

Quintile 2 22.1 22.1 21.6 19.4 18.0 15.6

Quintile 3 17.8 17.9 18.7 19.2 19.1 17.6

Quintile 4 14.9 17.5 19.7 21.0 22.1 23.0

Quintile 5 10.6 13.5 15.7 19.5 22.9 28.3

Alcohol consumption, g/daye

<1 37.6 35.4 31.7 31.6 34.9 38.6

1–4 31.8 32.3 33.6 33.1 32.1 31.0

5–9 8.6 9.2 10.1 10.6 10.0 9.3

10–14 4.4 4.6 5.7 5.9 5.5 5.0

15–29 2.3 2.6 3.2 3.5 3.2 2.9

�30 0.9 1.0 1.3 1.2 1.2 1.0

Vigorous exercise, minutes/weeke

<30 42.3 43.6 40.0 38.9 37.7 38.1

30–59 11.0 10.4 10.8 10.6 11.1 10.6

60–119 17.3 16.5 17.3 17.8 17.8 18.3

120–209 10.6 10.6 11.3 11.5 12.6 12.6

�210 7.8 7.9 9.3 10.3 10.5 10.5

Any analgesic at least 1 time/week 44.5 45.7 47.2 49.1 49.4 53.5

Abbreviation: DASH, Dietary Approaches to Stop Hypertension.
a Data are presented as percentages unless otherwise indicated and are directly standardized in years to the age distribution of the Nurses’ Health Study II.
b Unadjusted mean age in 1991 and year of first birth.
c Total sums to >100 because participants could select more than one race/ethnicity.
d Any pregnancy complicated by preeclampsia, gestational hypertension, gestational diabetes, birth of an infant at<37 weeks’ gestation, birth of an infant weighing<2,500 g, or miscarriage

or stillbirth at >12 weeks’ gestation.
e Percentages do not sum to 100 because of missing data.
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complications confounded the association between lactation
duration and incident hypertension, we quantified changes
in parameter estimates for each duration category in age-
adjusted models and in models adjusting for each pregnancy
complication. To test whether a history of gestational hyper-
tension, preeclampsia, or both modified associations between
lactation and incident hypertension, we tested for effect
modification using an interaction term.

All analyses were performed by using SAS, version 9.1,
software (SAS Institute, Inc., Cary, North Carolina). The
Institutional Review Board of Partners Healthcare approved
the study. All P values were 2 tailed, and values of less than
0.05 were considered statistically significant.

RESULTS

There were 55,636 parous women who were eligible for
our analysis, of whom 80.6% had breastfed their first child,
16.8% had breastfed their first child for �12 months, and
14.6% had exclusively breastfed their first child for�6months.
Longer lactation duration for the first child was associated
with higher parity (Table 1), as well as lower BMI during
follow-up, less family history of hypertension, less fre-
quent smoking, and oral contractive use, higher DASH diet
score, more frequent vigorous exercise, and more analgesic
use.

Both total duration and exclusive duration of lactation for
the first child were correlated with subsequent parity (Mantel-
Haenszel chi-square test for trend, P< 0.0001), and lactation
durations among siblings were highly correlated (Pearson’s
r¼ 0.46–0.81) (P< 0.0001). Thus, paritymay be a ‘‘collider,’’
and adjustment for parity may produce false associations
between lactation duration and outcome (31). For our pri-
mary analysis, we therefore analyzed the association between
lactation duration for the first child (not all children) and
incident hypertension.

We ascertained 8,861 cases of incident hypertension during
660,880 person-years of follow-up. We found a dose-response
association between never or curtailed breastfeeding and in-
cident hypertension risk. In IPW-adjusted models, mothers
who had never breastfed had a 1.27-fold risk of incident
hypertension (95% confidence interval (CI): 1.18, 1.36) (across
breastfeeding duration categories, Ptrend < 0.001) compared
with mothers who lactated for�12months after their first birth
(Figure 2; Table 2). To test whether BMI mediated this asso-
ciation, we further adjusted for BMI during follow-up, which
modestly attenuated the association (for never vs.�12 months
of lactation for the first child, BMI-adjusted hazard ratio
(HR) ¼ 1.22, 95% CI: 1.13, 1.31) (across breastfeeding
duration categories, Ptrend < 0.001). When we measured the
association between duration of exclusive lactation and in-
cident hypertension, we found that women who did not lactate
had an IPW-adjusted 1.29-fold risk of incident hypertension
(95% CI: 1.20, 1.40) (across breastfeeding duration categories,
Ptrend < 0.001) compared with having exclusively lactated
for �6 months after the first birth (Table 2). Again, this asso-
ciation was somewhat attenuated in models adjusting for
BMI during follow-up (for never vs. �6 months of exclu-
sive lactation for the first child, BMI-adjusted HR ¼ 1.22,
95%CI: 1.13, 1.31) (across breastfeeding duration categories,
Ptrend < 0.001). All associations were materially unchanged
with adjustment for lifetime parity.

We then considered the degree of unobserved confounding
that would explain our results. Assuming an unobserved binary
confounding factor perfectly correlated with lactation in the
longest duration category, we found that unmeasured con-
founders with effect sizes of 0.85 for�12 months’ total and
0.83 for �6 months’ exclusive lactation for the first child
would be needed to explain the observed difference in in-
cident hypertension among women in these groups versus
those who had never breastfed. These effect sizes are similar
in magnitude to the associations between 7 days/week of
vigorous physical activity versus <1 day/week of vigorous
activity (HR¼ 0.87, 95%CI: 0.81, 0.93) or a DASH diet score

Figure 2. Association between duration of total breastfeeding for the
first child and incident hypertension among 55,636 parous women in
the Nurses’ Health Study II, United States, 1991–2005. Adjusted for
age and inverse probability weight, derived from a multinomial logistic
regression model for probability of each breastfeeding duration cate-
gory as a function of maternal body mass index at age 18 years (linear
and quadratic), year of first birth (linear and quadratic), self-reported
history of preeclampsia, gestational hypertension, gestational diabetes,
birth of an infant at <37 weeks’ gestation, birth of an infant weighing
<2,500 g, miscarriage or stillbirth at>12 weeks’ gestation, smoking
status, vigorous physical activity, alcohol consumption, Dietary Ap-
proaches to Stop Hypertension (DASH) diet score quintile, family history
of hypertension, current oral contraceptive use, current nonnarcotic
analgesic use, and self-reported race.
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in the highest versus lowest quintile (HR¼ 0.82, 95%CI: 0.77,
0.87) in prior studies (3).

To determine whether measuring health behaviors at the
time of the first birth affected our results, we limited our
population to 8,318 women with a first birth after 1989.
In IPW-adjusted models, we found a hazard ratio ¼ 1.31
(95% CI: 1.00, 1.71) for women who never lactated and 1.40
(95%CI: 1.07, 1.82) for womenwho lactated for>0–3months
compared with women who lactated for �12 months. Ad-
justment for BMI during follow-upmodestly attenuated these
associations (never vs.�12 months, HR¼ 1.22, 95%CI: 0.93,
1.60;>0–3 vs.�12 months, HR¼ 1.22, 95% CI: 0.93, 1.59).

We then estimated the population-attributable risk due
to suboptimal lactation, defined as <6 months’ exclusive
lactation and/or <12 months’ total lactation, and incident
hypertension. If this association is causal, we estimate that
12% (95% CI: 4.9, 19) of incident hypertension in our pop-
ulation could be attributed to suboptimal lactation.

In a secondary analysis, we measured the association be-
tween mean lactation duration per child and incident hyper-
tension in the full study cohort (Table 3). With adjustment
for lifestyle covariates and hypertension risk factors, we found

a 1.22-fold risk (95% CI: 1.13, 1.32) (across breastfeeding
duration categories, Ptrend < 0.001), comparing women who
had never breastfed versus those who lactated �12 months
per child. Curtailed lactation was also associated with in-
creased risk: compared with �12 months per child, women
with >0 –3 or >3–<6 months per child had a 1.21-fold
(95% CI: 1.12, 1.30) and a 1.19-fold (95% CI: 1.11, 1.28)
increased risk of incident hypertension in covariate-adjusted
models. We similarly found an increased risk of incident hy-
pertension with never or curtailed exclusive lactation (Table 3).
With adjustment for covariates, we found a 1.16-fold risk
(95% CI: 1.05, 1.27) (across breastfeeding duration categories,
Ptrend < 0.001) for women who had never breastfed com-
pared with a mean exclusive duration of 6 months or more.
These results were materially unchanged with adjustment
for current BMI and parity.

We found that adjustment for ever-history of preeclampsia
slightly attenuated associations between lactation duration
and incident hypertension. Our results were materially un-
changed with adjustment for other pregnancy complications.
We found no evidence for an interaction between ever-
history of gestational hypertension or preeclampsia, lactation

Table 2. Association Between Duration of Breastfeeding for the First Child and Incident Hypertension Among 55,636 Parous Women in the

Nurses’ Health Study II, United States, 1991–2005a

Duration
No. of
Cases

Person-
Years

Age-adjusted
Hazard Ratiob 95% CI

Age- and
IPW-adjusted
Hazard Ratioc

95% CI

Age-, IPW-,c

and Current
BMI-adjusted
Hazard Ratiod

95% CI

Total breastfeeding

Never 2,179 126,012 1.46 1.36, 1.57 1.27 1.18, 1.36 1.22 1.13, 1.31

>0–3 months 1,459 95,475 1.46 1.35, 1.57 1.29 1.20, 1.39 1.24 1.15, 1.33

>3–<6 months 1,639 125,370 1.28 1.19, 1.38 1.16 1.08, 1.25 1.13 1.05, 1.22

6–<9 months 1,356 111,970 1.17 1.08, 1.26 1.11 1.03, 1.19 1.09 1.01, 1.17

9–<12 months 1,014 89,853 1.07 0.99, 1.17 1.03 0.95, 1.11 1.03 0.96, 1.11

�12 months 1,214 112,200 1.00 Referent 1.00 Referent 1.00 Referent

Ptrend <0.001 <0.001 <0.001

Exclusive breastfeeding

Never breastfed 2,179 126,012 1.45 1.34, 1.56 1.29 1.20, 1.39 1.22 1.13, 1.31

Breastfed, never
exclusively

2,801 198,791 1.32 1.23, 1.42 1.11 1.03, 1.19 1.07 1.00, 1.15

>0–3 months
exclusively

1,491 118,373 1.19 1.10, 1.29 1.08 0.99, 1.18 1.08 0.99, 1.18

>3–<6 months
exclusively

1,319 118,717 1.08 1.00, 1.17 1.03 0.95, 1.12 1.04 0.96, 1.13

�6 months
exclusively

1,054 97,390 1.00 Referent 1.00 Referent 1.00 Referent

Ptrend <0.001 <0.001 <0.001

Abbreviations: BMI, bodymass index; CI, confidence interval; DASH, Dietary Approaches to Stop Hypertension; IPW, inverse probability weight.
a Inverse probability weight-adjusted Cox proportional hazards regression models were used.
b Adjusted for participant’s age and follow-up time in months.
c Inverse probability weights derived from multinomial logistic regression model for probability of each breastfeeding duration category as

a function of maternal BMI at age 18 years (linear and quadratic), year of first birth (linear and quadratic), self-reported history of preeclampsia,

gestational hypertension, gestational diabetes, birth of an infant at <37 weeks’ gestation, birth of an infant weighing <2,500 g, miscarriage or

stillbirth at >12 weeks’ gestation, smoking status, vigorous physical activity, alcohol consumption, DASH diet score quintile, family history of

hypertension, current oral contraceptive use, current nonnarcotic analgesic use, and self-reported race.
d BMI during follow-up modeled by using a 3-knot quadratic spline.
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Table 3. Association Between Mean Duration of Total and Exclusive Lactation per Child and Incident Hypertension Among 59,852 Parous Women in the Nurses’ Health Study II, United

States, 1991–2005a

No. of
Cases

Person-
Years

Age-adjusted
Hazard Ratiob 95% CI

Age- and
Covariate-adjusted

Hazard Ratioc
95% CI

Age-, Covariate-,
and Current
BMI-adjusted
Hazard Ratiod

95% CI

Age-, Covariate-,
Current BMI-, and
Parity-adjusted
Hazard Ratio

95% CI

Mean total duration/
child

Never breastfed 1,522 89,026 1.48 1.38, 1.60 1.22 1.13, 1.32 1.20 1.10, 1.29 1.16 1.07, 1.26

>0–3 months 1,893 127,191 1.43 1.33, 1.54 1.21 1.12, 1.30 1.14 1.06, 1.23 1.13 1.05, 1.22

>3–<6 months 1,930 143,362 1.32 1.23, 1.42 1.19 1.11, 1.28 1.14 1.06, 1.22 1.13 1.05, 1.21

6–<9 months 1,525 125,810 1.17 1.08, 1.26 1.09 1.02, 1.18 1.07 0.99, 1.15 1.07 0.99, 1.15

9–<12 months 1,049 87,155 1.14 1.05, 1.24 1.07 0.99, 1.17 1.07 0.99, 1.16 1.08 0.99, 1.17

�12 months 1,282 119,499 1.00 Referent 1.00 Referent 1.00 Referent 1.00 Referent

Ptrend <0.001 <0.001 <0.001 <0.001

Mean exclusive
duration/child

Never breastfed 1,522 89,026 1.45 1.32, 1.58 1.16 1.05, 1.27 1.14 1.04, 1.26 1.12 1.02, 1.23

Breastfed, never
exclusively

2,337 162,909 1.34 1.23, 1.46 1.14 1.04, 1.24 1.10 1.01, 1.20 1.09 1.00, 1.19

>0–3 months 2,288 172,266 1.24 1.13, 1.35 1.08 0.99, 1.18 1.06 0.97, 1.15 1.07 0.98, 1.16

>3–<6 months 1,914 164,355 1.10 1.01, 1.20 1.04 0.95, 1.13 1.03 0.95, 1.13 1.04 0.95, 1.13

�6 months 707 65,167 1.00 Referent 1.00 Referent 1.00 Referent 1.00 Referent

Ptrend <0.001 <0.001 0.001 0.01

Abbreviations: BMI, body mass index; CI, confidence interval; DASH, Dietary Approaches to Stop Hypertension.
a Multivariable Cox proportional hazards regression models were used.
b Adjusted for participant’s age and follow-up time in months.
c Covariate-adjusted models include maternal BMI at age 18 years (linear and quadratic), year of first birth (linear and quadratic), self-reported history of preeclampsia, gestational

hypertension, gestational diabetes, birth of an infant at <37 weeks’ gestation, birth of an infant weighing <2,500 g, miscarriage or stillbirth at >12 weeks’ gestation, smoking status, vigorous

physical activity, alcohol consumption, DASH diet score quintile, family history of hypertension, current oral contraceptive use, current nonnarcotic analgesic use, and self-reported race.
d BMI during follow-up modeled by using a 3-knot quadratic spline.
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duration, and incident hypertension (for log likelihood ratio
test, all P > 0.15).

DISCUSSION

We found a direct association between never or curtailed
lactation and incident hypertension in a large, prospec-
tive cohort of parous women. We found an increased risk
of hypertension among women who breastfed each child
for <9 months compared with women who breastfed each
child for �12 months, as well as among women who never
breastfed exclusively, compared with women who breastfed
exclusively for�6 months per child. This association persisted
after adjustment for multiple hypertension risk factors by
using 2 modeling approaches. In addition, we quantified the
degree of unmeasured confounding that would explain ob-
served associations. Our results strengthen the evidence for
a causal association between never or curtailed breastfeeding
and maternal hypertension.

Our findings confirm and extend earlier work linking lac-
tation with blood pressure regulation. Light et al. (32) reported
higher maternal blood pressure among formula-feeding
mothers versus lactating mothers after infant feeding. Others
have described increased autonomic and hypothalamic-
pituitary-adrenal axis stress response to stressors among
formula-feeding versus breastfeeding women (33, 34).

Authors have also previously reported differences in hy-
pertension associated with lifetime lactation (Table 4). Lee
et al. (4) assessed incident hypertension among 177,749 parous
women in the Korean Women’s Cohort Study and found
the lowest risk among women with 1–6 months of lifetime
lactation (vs. never having lactated, relative risk ¼ 0.90,
95% CI: 0.87, 0.93). Lactation duration was associated with
lower hypertension prevalence among women in the Study
of Women’s Health Across the Nation (SWAN) (n ¼ 2,516)
(per year of lifetime lactation, odds ratio¼ 0.90, 95%CI: 0.81,
0.996) (11). Schwarz et al. (5) assessed prevalent hyperten-
sion in the Women’s Health Initiative (n ¼ 139,681) and
found a dose-dependent inverse association (for�24 months’
lactation vs. never, odds ratio ¼ 0.87, 95% CI: 0.82, 0.93)
(Ptrend < 0.001). This association persisted with adjustment
for maternal BMI.

We similarly found that adjustment for BMI did not fully
explain associations between curtailed lactation and hyper-
tension risk. We speculate that differences may be mediated,
in part, by the neuropeptide oxytocin, working centrally and/or
peripherally. Oxytocin is released during lactation to facilitate
milk let-down, and converging evidence supports a regulatory
role for oxytocin on autonomic cardiac control. Animal studies
show that oxytocin administration causes changes in blood
pressure regulation that persist for at least 3 weeks after
discontinuation (15). Moreover, central oxytocinergic fibers
inhibit sympathetic and promote parasympathetic activity to
the heart (35, 36). In the periphery, oxytocin binding to cardiac
and vascular endothelial receptors reduces the heart rate and
enhances vasodilation (37, 38). Postpartum oxytocin levels are
associated with reduced stress-induced vasoconstriction and
norepinephrine, a biomarker of sympathetic activation (39).
We speculate that lactation leads to changes in central oxytocin
release and/or peripheral receptor expression that persist

after weaning, thereby diminishing blood pressure in later
life. Prolactin may also play a role. Zhang et al. (16) recently
reported a direct association between serum prolactin and
incident hypertension in the Nurses’ Health Study. Never
breastfeeding was associated with higher prolactin in 1 pro-
spective cohort study (40), although not in the Nurses’ Health
Study cohort (41).

Our findings must be interpreted in the context of the study
design. Both obesity and insulin resistance are associated
with lactation difficulties, suggesting that curtailed lactation
could be a marker for metabolic risk (42, 43). These asso-
ciations may explain the slightly higher risk of incident hy-
pertension among women with>0–3 months of lactation for
their first child compared with those who never breastfed.
Moreover, pregnancy complications, such as preeclampsia
or preterm birth, may interfere with lactation, and these
conditions are risk factors for later cardiovascular disease.
A key strength of our study was our inclusion of BMI at age
18 years and pregnancy complications in our adjusted models.
Our results do not support our hypothesis that pregnancy
complications confound associations between breastfeeding
and maternal health. Nevertheless, we cannot exclude the pos-
sibility that optimal lactation duration may be a marker for
health, rather than a mechanism to prevent subsequent disease.

Unmeasured confounders are another concern. A woman
whose circumstances allow optimal lactation may experience
less chronic stress and thus face a lower risk of hyperten-
sion (44). However, when we performed a sensitivity analysis,
we found that our results were robust. We found that un-
measured confounders would have to be as strongly associated
with hypertension as 30 minutes per day of vigorous physical
activity versus no physical activity or DASH diet score in the
highest versus lowest quintile to explain our findings.

Of note, all participants in our study are registered nurses,
and 94% are Caucasian, so confounding by race or socio-
economic status is less likely than in a more diverse cohort.
Nevertheless, if the choice of nursing as an occupation is
correlated with unobserved determinants of health, then
conditioning on occupation could affect observed associ-
ations (45). In this case, nursing as an occupation would serve
as a collider, potentially biasing our results.

Missing data are another concern. We found that women
missing data on breastfeeding were more likely to be non-
white, to be smokers, and to be missing other health behavior
data, suggesting that women who were included in our anal-
ysis may be more health conscious, potentially biasing our
results. Finally, misclassification is also a potential concern.
Promislow et al. (46) compared recalled lactation with pro-
spective menstrual diaries and found overall correlation of
0.55, with a mean difference between recorded and recalled
duration of 0 (standard deviation, 2.7) months, indicating
no overall recall bias. If such misclassification occurred in
our cohort, it would likely bias our results toward the null;
thus, our observed association may underestimate the true
association.

In conclusion, we found that never or curtailed lactation is
associated with increased incident hypertension among parous
women, independent of BMI. If this association is causal,
12% of incident hypertension cases among parous women
can be attributed to suboptimal breastfeeding. Policies that
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Table 4. Published Studies of the Association Between Lactation History and Maternal Hypertension Among Korean and US Women, 2005–2011

First Author, Year
(Reference No.)

Populations and Covariates
Included

Outcomea

Ever vs. Never

Duration
Categories

By Duration

Multivariate-
adjusted
Estimate

95% CI

Multivariate-
adjusted
Effect

Estimate

95% CI

Lee, 2005 (4) Premenopausal Korean women, >20 years, without
prevalent hypertension at baseline

Incident documented
hypertension
(SBP >140, DBP >90,
or antihypertensive
medications)

0.92 0.90, 0.96 Lifetime vs. never

Age, obesity, smoking, alcohol drinking, exercise,
number of children, and age at first pregnancy

Never 1.00 Referent

1–6 months 0.90 0.87, 0.93

7–12 months 0.92 0.87, 0.98

13–18 months 0.93 0.86, 0.99

19–24 months 1.00 0.91, 1.11

>24 months 1.06 0.99, 1.14

Schwarz, 2009 (5) Postmenopausal US women, 50–79 years,
generally healthy

Prevalent hypertension
(either self-reported
treatment or
documented
SBP >140, DBP >90)

Not reported Lifetime vs. never

Age; race; parity; age at menopause; education;
income; family history of diabetes mellitus,
myocardial infarction, or stroke; tobacco history;
current physical activity; energy, cholesterol, fat,
fiber, and sodium intakes; hormone therapy;
aspirin; and multivitamin use

Never 1.00 Referent

1–6 months 0.95 0.92, 0.98

7–12 months 0.88 0.84, 0.91

13–23 months 0.89 0.84, 0.93

�24 months 0.87 0.82, 0.93

Ptrend <0.001

Ram, 2008 (11) Premenopausal US women aged 42–52 years,
with an intact uterus, 1 ovary, no use of
hormones in past 3 months

Prevalent documented
elevated blood
pressure (SBP >135,
DBP >85, or
antihypertensive
medications)

0.83 0.68, 0.998 Per year lifetime 0.90 0.81, 0.996

Age, smoking history, parity, ethnicity, study site,
socioeconomic status, high school BMI, current
physical activity, and daily caloric intake

Stuebe, 2011
(current study)

Parous US women aged 27–44 years without
prevalent hypertension, diabetes, cardiovascular
disease, hyperlipidemia, or cancer in 1991

Incident self-reported
hypertension

Not reported Duration first
child vs.
�12 months

Maternal BMI at age 18 years, year of first birth,
self-reported history of preeclampsia, gestational
hypertension, gestational diabetes, birth of an
infant at <37 weeks’ gestation, birth of an infant
weighing <2,500 g, miscarriage or stillbirth at
>12 weeks’ gestation, smoking status, vigorous
physical activity, alcohol consumption, DASH
diet score quintile, family history of hypertension,
current oral contraceptive use, current
nonnarcotic analgesic use, and self-reported race

Never 1.27 1.18, 1.36

>0–3 months 1.29 1.20, 1.39

>3–<6 months 1.16 1.08, 1.25

6–<9 months 1.11 1.03, 1.19

9–<12 months 1.03 0.95, 1.11

�12 months 1.00 Referent

Abbreviations: BMI, body mass index; CI, confidence interval; DASH, Dietary Approaches to Stop Hypertension; DBP, diastolic blood pressure; SBP, systolic blood pressure.
a Blood pressure measurements are given as mm Hg.
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increase support for breastfeeding mothers (47) may decrease
the burden of hypertensive disease among parous women.
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