
 

 

Benefits of Breastfeeding  

Breastfeeding has been the original first food for American Indian/Alaska Native babies since time immemorial. Tribal nations are increasingly 

asserting their sovereignty in the realm of food systems, reclaiming the use of traditional foods to nourish the physical, mental, emotional, and      

spiritual aspects of the human body and community. The benefits of breastfeeding are profound and include: reduced risk of ear infections and 

obesity for breastfed children, reduced risk of certain cancers for women who breastfeed; and increased connection and bonding between mother 

and baby. Research suggests what American Indian/Alaska Natives have known for millennia, that the bond between a mother and her child is 

sacred and this form of bonding leads to healthy child development and subsequently, healthy communities. 

The American Academy of Pediatrics recommends exclusive breastfeeding for about six months, followed by continued breastfeeding with the 

introduction of complementary foods, with continuation of breastfeeding for one year or as long as mutually desired by mother and infant.       

Following these recommendations, along with the introduction of an appropriate and nutritious complementary food diet, will help to provide 

high quality nutrition, promote healthy growth and development of the baby, and improve infant and maternal health outcomes.1   

Native Health in the Bemidji Area 

Maternal and Child Health: Breastfeeding Rates  

Breastfeeding Rates in the Bemidji Area 

There has been positive growth towards meeting the Healthy People 2020 breastfeeding goals in Michigan, Minnesota, and Wisconsin for all three 

objectives (initiation, six months, and 12 months). Although American Indian/Alaska Native participants in the Women, Infants, and Children 

(WIC) program in the three states did not meet the Healthy People 2020 goals for breastfeeding rates for the three objectives, there was improve-

ment. These data highlight an important fact: a majority of American Indian/Alaska Native babies breastfeed. By extension, more may benefit 

from the positive health outcomes that come from this tried and true practice. 

Table 1.2 Healthy People 2020 Goals2 

State Initiation 6 Months 12 Months 

Michigan +8.5% +12.4% +6.3% 

Minnesota +6.2% +4.1% +1.3% 

Wisconsin +0.3% +7.3% +4.3% 

Table 1.1 Change in Breastfeeding Rates By State from 2012 to 2017 

70.1% 

76.3%  

75.8% 

Figure 1.1 Breastfeeding Initiation Rates in 2017 among 

American Indian and Alaska Native WIC participants  

 Initiation 6 Months 12 Months 

Targets 81.9% 60.6% 34.1% 

The Great Lakes Inter-Tribal Epidemiology Center (GLITEC)’s Native Health in the Bemidji Area fact sheet 

series presents data on various health-related topics for communities in the Bemidji Indian Health Ser-

vice Area (Michigan, Minnesota, Wisconsin and Chicago). GLITEC welcomes discussion with Bemidji 

Area communities’ health staff in the use of this fact sheet to support assessment, planning, and evalua-

tion functions. Please contact us to discuss how we may support your community. 

Great Lakes Inter-Tribal Epidemiology Center, Great Lakes Inter-Tribal Council, PO Box 9, Lac du Flambeau, WI 54538 glitc.org/epicenter 
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https://pediatrics.aappublications.org/content/129/3/e827.full#content-block
https://www.healthypeople.gov/2020/topics-objectives/topic/maternal-infant-and-child-health/objectives

