
Alcohol & Breastfeeding 
 

Alcohol does not increase milk production. Woman may experience fuller breast due to baby’s failure to remove as 

much milk, because alcohol inhibits oxytocin release.  
 

- Alcohol is a very small molecule (molecular weight = 46Da) and very water soluble, so it can readily pass 

into milk with little or no restriction.  

- Milk levels closely parallel maternal blood alcohol levels.  

- Peak alcohol concentration in breastmilk occurs ±1 hour after ingestion on an empty stomach, but can be 

delayed by an additional hour or more if the alcohol is taken with a meal meaning food in mom’s stomach 

delays the time of peak milk alcohol levels. 

- Alcohol does not accumulate in breast milk, but leaves the milk as it leaves the blood; so when blood 

alcohol levels are back down, so are milk alcohol levels.  

- Pumping and dumping has no effect on alcohol levels in breastmilk but can be useful if breasts get too full 

soon after drinking alcohol. So no need to pump & dump milk after drinking alcohol, other than for mom's 

comfort -- pumping & dumping does not speed the elimination of alcohol from the milk. 

- Neither coffee not anything else can speed up the process of eliminating alcohol from breastmilk. 

 

Standard drink guide  

One "standard" drink contains ±12 grams of pure alcohol 

Type Amount Alcohol (Absolute Ethanol) 

Beer 4.5% 355 ml  12.6 g  

Table wine 12% 120 ml  11.2 g  

Whiskey 50% 30 ml 11.7 g 

 

- Amount of alcohol eliminated per unit time is constant. Using this information, a nomogram was developed 

that provides an estimate of the duration of alcohol in milk. It shows that the time required to eliminate the 

alcohol from a standard drink of about 12 g of alcohol varies by maternal weight. For a 54 kg woman, 2.5 

hours is required to eliminate the alcohol from her milk. For a 68 kg woman 2.25 hours is required and for an 

82 kg woman, 2 hours is required. For each additional drink consumed, the same number of additional 

hours is required for complete elimination.  
 

Effect on Milk Supply 

- Alcohol reduces the oxytocin-mediated milk ejection reflex following infant sucking. Alcohol inhibits 

oxytocin release, not its effect on the breast. Once alcohol is absent from the maternal bloodstream, 

oxytocin response returns to normal. 

- Animal studies indicate that a polysaccharide found in barley and malt is apparently responsible for the 

increase in prolactin after beer ingestion. 
 

Effect on Baby 

- Casual use of alcohol (such as 1 glass of wine or beer per day) by a lactating mother is unlikely to cause 

either short- or long-term problems in the breast(milk)feeding baby especially if the mother waits 2 to 2.5 

hours per drink before feeding, and does not appear to affect breastfeeding duration. 

- An Australian study showed, infants of mothers who used alcohol postpartum moderately and 

breastfeeding happened almost always timed to minimize the amount of alcohol in breastmilk, had no 

greater risk of adverse social, mental, or motor development than the infants of mothers who were alcohol 

abstainers. 

- Studies show babies who drank milk that contained alcohol consumed 20–23% less milk during the 3- or 4-

hour testing session, even though the time spent at the breast and number of sucks was unchanged.  

- Babies slept less, cried more and startled more after consuming alcohol-containing milk than after 

consuming milk without alcohol.  

- Daily heavy use of alcohol (more than 2 drinks daily) appears to decrease the length of time that mothers 

breastfeed their infants.  

- The long-term effects of daily use of alcohol on the infant are unclear. Some evidence indicates that infant 

growth and motor function may be negatively affected by 1 drink or more daily, but other studies have not 

confirmed these findings. 

- Always keep in mind the baby's age when considering the effect of alcohol. A newborn has a very 

immature liver, so smaller amounts of alcohol would be more of a burden. 
 

Summary 

- Use of alcohol in moderate amounts, for example, one drink with a meal, is unlikely to harm a breastfed 

infant as long as breastfeeding or pumping does not take place too soon after alcohol intake.  

- Waiting 2–2.5 hours per drink will minimize infant exposure. Breastfeeding sooner than this can temporarily 

affect the infant’s behavior.  
 

Read more 

- Drugs and Lactation Database (LactMed) @ https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK501469/ 

- Philip O. Anderson. Alcohol Use during Breastfeeding. BREASTFEEDING MEDICINE. Volume 13, Number 5, 

2018 
 

Information presented here is general and not a substitute for personalized treatment from a qualified medical 

professional. 
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