
ONE OF THE foremost issues in infant nutrition
in the 1970's has been the value of breast
feeding. At the beginning of the decade a

Symposium on "The Uniqueness of Human
Milk" summarised the recent advances and high-
lighted the issues involved in the subjed..ln 1974,
the twenty-seventh World Health Assembly
passed a Resolution aimed at encouraging breast
feeding and preventing a further decline in this
practice.
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(Baling, Kuala Kangsar, Ulu Selangor, Temerloh,
Gemas and Segamat). These areas included
Malay'kampongs', Chinese settlements, rubber
estates, tin mining villages, padi growing areas
and land development schemes (FELDA).

The interviews were conducted by trained
female interviewers matched as far as possible
with the respondents in language and ethnic
group so as to minimise communication difficul-
ties. The survey methodology and questionnaire
are described in detail in the Report of the study.
The respondents gaye information on every
pregnancy they had experienced - its date, the
place of birth and the related breast feeding ex-
periences. In order to minimise error due to in-
accurate recall, the data presented in this paper
refers only to live-births that occurred during
1970-74.

RESI]LTS
Data relating to 8755 livebirths (born to 5160

women) occurring during the period 1970-74 is
presented in this paper. Of these, 3807 (43.5%)

were urban and 4198 (56.5%) were rural. The
ethnic distribution was 3268 (37.3%) Malays,
4109 (46.9%) Chinese and 1337 (l5.7Vo) Indians.

BREAST FEEDING
5625 (64.2%) of the 8755 infants were

breast-fed i.e. they had been put to breast. There
was considerable variation between breast feeding
in the major ethnic groups with breast feeding
being initiated in 88.9% (N 2906) of Malay
infants compared to 69.7To (N 955) of Indian
infants and only 42.3% (N l74l'l ot Chinese
infants. A similar ethnic variation in breast
feeding was also found in the Malaysian Fertility
and Family Survey (Chander et a1.,1974).

I. PATHMANATHAN

In Malaysia, concern for breast feeding was
demonstrated at a National Seminar on Breast
Feeding in the context of National Development
held in 1976 which focussed attention on the im-
portance of breast feeding and discussed plans
for a national breast feeding campaign. Baseline
epidemiological data is a prerequisite to the
planning of effective measures.

The objective of this study was to provide data
that can be used to determine targets, priorities
and strategies for action to promote breast
feeding in Malaysia.

METHODOLOGY
The data presented in this paper was collected

during a study on Maternal Health and Early
Pregnancy Wastage conducted in Peninsular
Malaysia in 1973-74,during which 9506 married
women aged 15-44 years were interviewed to
obtain information on their socio-economic back-
ground, patterns of pregnancy, childbirth, abor-
tion and contraception as well as their history of
lactation.

These women were resident in 13,7O4 ran-
domly selectetl households in the urban areas of
Kuala Lumpur, Ipoh and Petaling Jaya and six
rural areas from five different Malaysian States
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As anticipated, breast feeding was far less

popular itr the utban than in the rural sector.
Among urban infants only 47.0Yo (N 1788) were
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breast-fed whereas 77.57o (N 3834 of rural
infants had been put to breast.

This urban-rural difference in bteast feeding
was most prominent among Chinese - the per-
centage of rural infants who were brcast-fed
being x 2.5 the percentage of urban infants. The
diffeience in percentages of breast-fed rural and
urban Indian infants was much smaller (x 1.2)

and the difference between urban and rural
Malays was negligible.

IR.ENDS IN BREASTFEEDING l9fi.74
There is a difference in the trends in breast

feeding between 1960 and 1974 in urban as com-
pared to rural areas. Comparison of the percen-

tage of infants put to breast during each of the
fivi-year periods 1960-64, 1965-69 and 1970-74
showed'that in urban areas there has been a

decline in each of the major ethnic groups - the
decline being most marked in Chinese and
Indians and mild in Malays (Fig. I). In rural
areas there has not been a reduction of breast-
feeding among either Malays or Indians and only
a slight decline among Chinese.

DI]RATION OF BREASTFEEDING

Almost half the urban Malay and Indian
women and two-thirds the urban Chinese who
put their infants to breast had stopped breast-
feeding before the third month. On the other
hand however, 25To of urban Malays who breast-
fed continued to do so after the ninth month, as

did 12Vo of urban Chinese and 2lTo or urban
Indians.

MALAYS

CHINESE

INDIANS

OTHERS

TOTAL

In the rural sector, 30% of the Malays, 40% of
the Indians and 44To of the Chinese who breast-
fed stopped before the third month. However,
among Malays, 50% continued after the ninth
montlr whereas only 2lTo of Indians and l99o of
Chinese did so.

AGE OF MOTHER
Surprisingly in both urban and rural areas

there was no significant difference in the percen-

tage of mothers who breastfed in each of the five'
year age groups between ages 15 and 44. This
was true for all the three major ethnic groups.
(p ,.14 for all gtoups).

Fig. I Urban and runl hends ln breart feedlng 1960 - 1974
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TABLE tr

DURATION OF BREAST FEEDING @

Stopped BF
before:

1 month

3 months

6 months

9 months

Continued
9* months

TOTAL

@ Infants still being breast fed at the time of interview have been excluded in this table.

TABLE Itr

AGE OF MOTHER AND BREAST FEEDING

AGE

15-19
20-24
25-29
30-34
35-39
40-44

TOTAL

X 2 
test

(Column totals differ from Table I because "Unknown Age" have been excluded.)

RURAL

RURAL

INDIANS

To

7.0

40.4

65.6

79.1

20.9

VBF
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FAIVIILY INCOME
There was no significant difference in the per-

centages of urban Malay mothers breastfeeding
their infants in high, middle and low income
groups. Among urban Chinese and Indians, how-
ever, mothers in the $500 - $999 and $1000/- +
income groups had lower percentages (p < .0005)
who breastfed than those in the lower income
groups.

EDUCATION OF MOTHER
Among Malay mothers, the percentage who

breastfed was not significantly different in
mothers with different levels of education. How-
ever, among urban Chinese and Indians, those
who had only Primary school education had the
highest breast feeding percentages. Those who
had no formal education or only religious
education were the second highest group while

TABLE TV

FAMILY INCOME AND BREAST FEEDING

RURAL

FAMILY

INCOME

M$100/-

M$100 - $299

M$300 - $499

M$500 - $999

M$I000/- +

TOTAL

INDIANS

%BF

75.2

77.9

87.1

(Unknown Family Income is excluded from this table)

Nil/
Religious

only

Primary
only

Secondary

Post-
Secondary
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EDUCATION OF MOTHER AI\ID BREAST FEEDING
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those with Secondary and higher levels of
education had considerably lower percentages
(p < .0005). A similar pattern existed among
rural Chinese and Indians (p < .01 and ( .05).

OCCT]PATION OF MOTHER
Comparison of the percentages of breast

feeding among the different types of working
women and housewives showed that the beha-
viour of working women of the various ethnic
groups was different.

Among urban Malays, although maids and
domestic workers and nurses etc. had lower per-
centages than other working women and house-
wives, the number was too small to be tested for
significance. Among urban Chinese, working
women with lower percentages than housewives
were teachers, clerks, typists and tailors, while
farmers and workers in medical fields (nurses
etc.) had higher percentages. (p < 0.0005).
Among urban Indians too, teachers, clerks and
typists had lower percentages than housewives
(p < 0.0005).

TABLE VI

OCCUPAIION OF MOTHER: (a) URBAN

INDIANS

BF

Among rural Malays and Indians, there was
little difference between housewives and working
women (M .2 < p < .3; I p : .15). Among rural
Chinese, agricultural workers surprisely had
higher percentages than housewives and white
collar workers.

For all the ethnic groups both urban and
rural, farmers and agricultural workers had
relatively high percentages who breast fed -
comparable or even higher than housewives while
in general, "white-collar" workers had lower
percentages.

TABLE VI

OCCLJpATION OF MOTI{ER: O) RURAL

INDIANS

%BF

Nurses, midwives, &
other medical workers

Teachers

Farmers, tappers,
agric. workers

Salesgirls

Housewives/others not
commercially

79.4

75.0

2

Nurses, midwives &
other medical staff

Teachers

Typists, clerks,
cashiers, etc.

Maids & other
domestic workers

Farmers, tappers
& other agricultural
workers

Tailors, dressmakers

Salesgirls

Housewives/others not
employed

2x

@ Numbers were too small to be included in the test of
significance.

x test p : 0.15

PLACE OF BIRTH OF THE INFAI\T
Among urban Chinese, those who delivered in

private hospitals and clinics had the lowest breast
feeding rates, followed by those delivered in
Government hospitals. (p < .0005). A similar
pattern was true for rural Chinese.

Among Malays, for the urban sector there was
little variation of breast feeding with different
places of birth (p < .07) but in the rural women
hospital deliveries had lower breast feeding rates
(p < .000s).

Among Indians there was no significant
difference for different places of birth.
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Govt. Hosp.

Pr. Hosp./
clinic

Govt. M/W

Unq. M/W.

x 2 
test

DISCUSSION

Since the percentage of women who initiate
breast feeding is strikingly different in each of
the major ethnic groups and this difference is
maintained in different educational, economic,
age and occupational groups, it appears that
cultural factors related to the different ethnic
groups have a strong influence on whether or not
a newborn infant is put to breast. While urban
Malay and Indian women had relatively high
breast feeding rates, urban Chinese had rates
that were almost as low as in developed countries.
Meyer (1966) in a study in the U.S.A. found 18%
of mothers initiating breast feeding and Sloper et
al. (1975) in Oxford found 27Vo compared to 25To
of urban Chinese in the study. It appears that
efforts to improve breast feeding rates among the
Chinese should include a study of cultural and
other factors that serve as deterants to breast
feeding in this community. Furthermore, since
urban breast feeding rates have also begun to
decline in the other two communities, measures
to halt this decline could include reinforcing the
cultural factors that have, up to this time,
preserved the practice of putting the infant to
breast among Malays and Indians.

The most disturbing feature of the breast
feeding practices among the women studied is
that in all the ethnic groups, among both urban
and rural women a very high proportion of those
who did initiate breast feeding had stopped by
the end of the second month. For example, 6770

TABLE YII

PLACE OF BIRTH AND BREAST FEEDING

RURAL

INDIANS

o/o BF

75.7

54.5

83.5

78.6

11( p (.17

of all the urban Malay mothers and 72To of all
the urban Indians were not breast feeding after
the second month. Going out to work could not
have been an important factor in stopping breast
feeding since only l9Vo of the urban Malay and
Indian mothers were working outside their
homes. Sloper et al. (1975) reported a similar
pattern in Oxford where despite successful efforts
in the hospital to improve the percentage who
initiated breast feeding, a high proportion (50%)
had stopped by the end of the second month.
Sloper et al reported that solids were introduced
early - more than 60% by the second month. A
subsequent study by Sloper et al. (1977) reported
the effectiveness of advice by health visitors and
midwives in prolonging breast feeding and
delaying the introduction of solids. It is
interesting that in a rural Malaysian community
too (Pathmanathan, 1975) 67% of infants had
been introduced to solids by the third month of
life - the majority being commercial cereals.

Women in the higher income groups and
"white-collar" working women predictably had
lower breast feeding rates. Although it might be
argued that these women might be able econo-
mically to provide their infants with adequate
nutrition without breast milk, their influence in
the community as trend setters and "role models"
should not be ignored.

The lower breast feeding rates in infants born
in hospitals and private clinics highlights the need
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to review hospital routines and advice given while
the mother is in hospital - both of which are
factors that have been shovrn to influence the
initiation of breast feeding (Sloper et al., 7975).

The association between the different educa-
tional levels and breast feeding is possibly in-
fluenced by other factors. For example, women
with secondary education possibly have a larger
proportion of working women than those with only
primary school education. Further analysis is
necessary to understand the influence of the
educational level of the mother on her deeision to
breast feed her infant.

SUMMARY
A study of 8755 Malaysian live-births which

occurred during 1970-74 showed that although
64Vo were initially breast fed, between half to
two-thirds of these had been taken off the breast
by the end of the second month. Chinese had low
breast feeding rates compared to Malays and
Indians suggesting differing cultural influences
related to breast feeding in the different com-
munities. Since there is a decreasing trend in
breast feeding even among Malays and Indians in
the urban areas, it is suggested that these cultural
influences be studied and incorporated into
educational efforts to improve breast feeding
among Chinese and to prevent a decline among
Malays and Indians.

Priority should be given to efibrts to prolong
the duration of breast feeding. Routine advice
given by public health nurses in relation to the
early introduction of solids and bottle feeds should
take into account the desirability of prolonging
breast feeding.

Efforts to improve the initiation of breast
feeding should be centred in maternity hospitals
and clinics - especially those in the private
sector, and particular attention should be given to
women in the higher income groups and working

women who are likely to influence ,,fashion-

trends" in breast feeding in the community.
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