Transmission of Novel Coronavirus (SARS-CoV-2) through
Breast Milk and Breastfeeding
Key message: Current evidence suggests that breast milk from mothers with COVID-19
is safe to consume.
At present, there is limited information on the potential for mother-to-child transmission of SARS-CoV-2,
the novel coronavirus that causes COVID-19, through human milk. A review team comprising authors from
Cornell University and the World Health Organization (WHO) has been working on a living systematic
review (1) of existing literature since February 2020. This review aims to continually identify evidence
regarding human milk and SARS-CoV-2. Additionally, studies reporting on breastfeeding-related outcomes
are included in an online repository maintained by researchers at Johns Hopkins University (2).
The current search reported in the living review includes studies published until July 7, 2020 (3). The review
currently includes 37 articles discussing 68 analyzed human milk samples from different mothers with
COVID-19. Nine of those samples were positive for SARS-CoV-2 RNA; six of those women reported their
feeding modality and in four of those cases the infants both received breast milk and tested positive for
COVID-19. It is important to note that viral RNA detection in human milk does not necessarily indicate the
ability of the virus to replicate and infect other cells, and other tests will be necessary to determine if there
are virus particles in the human milk that can be infectious once ingested. In summary, there is currently no
evidence of infective SARS-CoV-2 in human milk, and there have been no cases of clinically apparent disease
via SARS-CoV-2 transmission through human milk. Studies are needed with longer follow-up periods in
diverse populations and serial samples that focus on the determination of viral loads if active virus is
detected, viral culture, and the presence of antibodies and other antiviral components of human milk. WHO
has determined that the numerous benefits of breastfeeding substantially outweigh the risks of infection and
of illness due to infection from the coronavirus (4).

Key message: Breastfeeding is essential for a healthy start in life. Breastfeeding is even
more critical in this current time given the anticipated negative impacts of the ongoing
COVID-19 pandemic on child nutrition and health.
Breastfeeding is the cornerstone for a healthy start in life (5). Recent reports show that even a 5 percent
reduction in the prevalence of breastfeeding in low- and middle-income countries can lead to over 16,000
additional child deaths globally in just one year (6). While it is critical to determine the safety of human milk
intake with the potential presence of SARS-CoV-2, given the compounding effects of the ongoing COVID-19
pandemic on child malnutrition, including a reduction in nutrition services (7), it is also critical to estimate
the number of infant and child lives that will be lost if breastfeeding and mother-infant contact are avoided.
Comparatively, mortality due to COVID-19 in young infants has been very rare.

Key message: When COVID-19 is suspected or confirmed, preventive measures and
precautions including frequent hand washing and wearing a face mask while breastfeeding
and caring for infants are important to maintain a low risk of transmission.
Although there is no evidence of infective SARS-CoV-2 transmission through human milk to date, the
possible transmission through respiratory droplets or droplet transmission due to close contact with the
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infant or young child via close exposure or airborne transmission cannot be disregarded, and that risk
should be mitigated where caregivers have suspected or confirmed infection. To help counselors and
caregivers mitigate risk, UNICEF and USAID Advancing Nutrition, with the support of the Infant Feeding
in Emergencies (IFE) Core Group, developed a counseling package, Infant and Young Child Feeding
Recommendations when COVID-19 is Suspected or Confirmed (8). The package includes 10 Counselling Cards
and a Recommended Practices Booklet and provides easy-to-understand recommended practices and userfriendly graphics that can be used with low-literacy communities in different contexts. The materials have
been translated into multiple languages. WHO also has other resources available including a FAQ,
scientific brief, and Q&A on breastfeeding and COVID-19 (4, 9, and 10).
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