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Why breastfeeding matters for safe sleep
Understanding the connection between breastfeeding, 
regulation, and reducing SUDI risk.

WHY
When conversations matter most

Why antenatal education is critical and how timing shapes 
outcomes .WHEN

How we have meaningful conversations
Using whƑnau-led approaches to support informed, empowered 
decision -making.

HOW
Who holds responsibility

Creating a collective approach ñ it takes a village to support 
pƗpiand whƑnau.

WHO
Where whƑnau find support

Connecting families to practical tools, resources, and ongoing 
guidance.

WHERE
What this means in practice

Bringing it all together to improve breastfeeding and safe sleep 
outcomes.

WHAT

Learning Objectives: 



The Why ìőǃЮĤƖĲċƚƣŉĲĲĬŔŰŊЮůċƣƣĲƖƚЮŔŰЮċЮƚċŉĲЮƚũĲĲƓЮťƌƖĲƖŸ

Breastfeeding protects the baby Safe sleep protects the environment

иANYBF for at least 2 months is associated with 
about half the risk of SUDI and does not need to 
be exclusive to show this protective association.

иThe protective effect gets stronger with longer 
duration.

иBreastfeeding is part of the biology of SUDI 
prevention уŰŸƣШċŰШљĲǂƣƖċњШůĲƚƚċŊĲЮ

и Thompson JMD, Tanabe K, Moon RY, et al. Duration of Breastfeeding and Risk 
of SIDS: An Individual Participant Data Meta-analysis. Pediatrics. 
2017;140(5):e20171324. 

иBack to sleep for every sleep.
иFlat, firm, baby-specific sleep space.
иSmoke-free, vape-free, alcohol/drug-free sleep 

environment.
и9ƨƖƖĲŰƣШcĝƓċŔШÑĲШcċƨŸƖċШůĲƚƚċŊŔŰŊШŔƚШ

practical, judgement-free, and culturally 
grounded.

Co-protective
Breastfeeding supports internal protection. Safe sleep supports external 

protection. We need to teach them together.

ůǃШìƖċǃШ҇ШcĝƓċŔШÑĲШcċƨŸƖċШìĲĤŔŰċƖ



The Why у the science How breastfeeding protects

Breastfeeding supports several  
protective systems

Breastfeeding

protects during

sleep

Arousal
Breastfed infants are more easily 

aroused from sleep than formula -fed 

infants ñ important because impaired 

arousal is part of the SUDI pathway.

Cardiorespiratory stability
Breastfeeding and skin -to -skin support 

more stable breathing, heart rate, and 

autonomic regulation.

Immune protection

Human milk reduces respiratory and 

gastrointestinal infections, which are 

linked with increased SUDI vulnerability.

Microbiome + gut

Breastfeeding helps establish a healthy 

microbiome and supports immune and 

inflammatory regulation.

Maternal attunement
Breastfeeding is linked with stronger maternal brain 

responses to infant cry in regions tied to empathy, bonding, 

and sensitivity.

ůǃШìƖċǃШ҇ШcĝƓċŔШÑĲШcċƨŸƖċШìĲĤŔŰċƖ

Optimal Brain Development

The higher concentration of DHA in brains 

of breast -fed infants may explain the 

improved neurodevelopment reported in 

breast -fed compared with formula -fed 

infants











The Why уcurrent Aotearoa messaging Foundations for Safe Sleep

This new 
messaging was 
developed with 
ƽőĝŰċƨЮĤĲĦċƨƚĲЮ

previous 
messaging was 
described as 

clinical, 
disconnected, 

and not reflective 
of real life.

ůǃШìƖċǃШ҇ШcĝƓċŔШÑĲШcċƨŸƖċШìĲĤŔŰċƖ













The When Pregnancy is the window

Breastfeeding starts in pregnancy уnot after birth

Pregnancy

Beliefs, intent, 
planning

Birth

Plan is tested

First days

Skills + 
reassurance

Early weeks

Support 
prevents drop-

off

Definite intent matters
Compared with tentative intent, 

women with a definite intent to 

breastfeed were 24 × more likely to 

initiate, 7 × more likely to 

breastfeed to 4 weeks, and 3 ×

more likely to breastfeed beyond 
10 weeks. Julia M. Gabhart, MD, IBCLC

Antenatal education matters
Prenatal breastfeeding education 

can strengthen intent, increase 

breastfeeding knowledge, 

decrease the attractiveness of 

formula feeding, and improve 

breastfeeding rates in low -income 

populations.

Continuum, not one -off
WHO/UNICEF recommend 

breastfeeding counselling 

antenatally and postnatally, at 

least six times and additionally 

as needed, as a continuum of 

care.

ůǃШìƖċǃШ҇ШcĝƓċŔШÑĲШcċƨŸƖċШìĲĤŔŰċƖ



òOur beliefs influence our 

behaviors, and our behaviors 

shape our outcomesó 

òWhen we shift belief, we shift 

behavior -and when behavior 

changes, outcomes change. ò 

џ~ĝЮƣĲЮƣŔƣŔƖŸЮƽőċťċůƨƖŔеЮťċЮťŔƣĲЮŔЮƣĲЮőƨċƖċőŔЮ
őċĲƖĲЮƽőċťċůƨċдѠ
Look back to see the pathway forward.

This is the reframe: we are not pushing 

breastfeeding onto whƑnau. We are creating a 

safe environment for them to make an informed 

choice that feels meaningful, culturally safe, and 

theirs.



The How ìőĝŰċƨ-led conversations create change

Move from pressure to empowered intention

What misses the 
mark

иTelling mothers why 
they must breastfeed

иCorrecting before 
listening

иSafe sleep and feeding 
taught as separate

иSaying things like make 
ƚƨƖĲЯШǃŸƨШƚőŸƨũĬЯШĬŸŰќƣШ
do that. 

Result: pressure, shame, 
disengagement

1Explore beliefs
What shapes your view of 
breastfeeding? What has 
been normal in your 
ƽőĝŰċƨе

2 Find the why

What matters to you? 
What are your hopes for 
your baby and for 
yourself?

3
Share the 
evidence

Connect the science to 
their values уas support 
for their decision.

4 Make a plan

Where will support come 
from at 2am? What will 
safe night-time feeding 
look like?

fŰЮőċƓƷЮƽĝŰċŰŊċеЮƣőĲЮŊŸċũЮŔƚЮŰŸƣЮ
џůċťĲЮƨƚЮċŊƖĲĲѠдЮfƣЮŔƚЮőĲũƓЮůĲЮ

connect, choose, and remember my 
own why.ůǃШìƖċǃШ҇ШcĝƓċŔШÑĲШcċƨŸƖċШìĲĤŔŰċƖ

3

3



Co sleeping, making 
sure they are in a safe 
sleep space

Good 
Nutrition

My birthing plan

Knowing more about 
immunisations

Smoking
Drinking

Protect, provide, 
potential

I feel empowered,  
feel blessed

I want to 
consider a water 
birth

Sleeping baby

Feeding baby

Natural Birthing

Breastfeeding

Using traditional 
practices

Be more spiritually connected to 
my Pepi and his culture

Handling my baby

What would you change as a result of what you learned?



The Who We all are responsibleIt takes a village

Same message × many 
touchpoints = stronger 

learning

Mama Aroha care pathway

cċƓƷ
ƽĝŰċŰŊċ Midwife Birthing

unit
Well Child

/ GP
Home
+ app

ìőĝŰċƨШƚőŸƨũĬШŰŸƣШ
have to decode 

different advice from 
different providers. 
Consistency builds 

confidence.

ůǃШìƖċǃШ҇ШcĝƓċŔШÑĲШcċƨŸƖċШìĲĤŔŰċƖ



Ko Wai MƑtou| 
Who We Are

The MƑmƑAroha Research 
Team

ÅMƑmƑ

ÅWhƑnau 

ÅMidwives 

ÅLactation Consultants 

ÅHealth Practitioners 

ÅAcademics

A collective, kaupapa MƑorið

grounded collaboration

The Who It takes a village We all are responsible



origins

Å2010: Launched Talk Cards 

Å2020: Pandemic Ƃ digital need

ÅPartnership with NZBA, HƑpaite Hauora, Kiwa Digital

Å2021: App launch

Å2023: Research Published 

Å2025: App updated





Why the Mama Aroha App Is Effective

Bilingual and Visual 
Learning: Combines te 
ƖĲŸШ~ĝŸƖŔШċŰĬШEŰŊũŔƚőШ
with visual icons to 

support different learning 
styles.

Culturally Grounded : 
Embeds breastfeeding 

knowledge in ~ĝŸƖŔШ
narratives , which helps 

reclaim traditional 
practices and restore 

breastfeeding as a 
whakapapa act.

Clinically Practical : 
Provides immediate 

access to tips, cues, and 
strategies that can be 

referenced during 
consults or used 
independently by 
ƽőĝŰċƨЮ

Bridges Cultural and 
Clinical Worlds : Serves 
as a taonga that aligns 

clinical care with ~ĝŸƖŔШ
values , helping address 

inequities and build 
whakawhanaungatanga.

ìőċƣШƽőĝŰċƨШƣŸũĬШƨƚ Evidence from the Mama Aroha app



ìőċƣШƽőĝŰċƨШƣŸũĬШƨƚ Evidence from the Mama Aroha app

Digital support worked best when it was simple, visual, local, and available 
ƽőĲŰШƽőĝŰċƨШċĦƣƨċũũǃШŰĲĲĬĲĬШŔƣЮ

10% 
Reading

20% 
Hearing

30% 
Seeing 

ůǃШìƖċǃШ҇ШcĝƓċŔШÑĲШcċƨŸƖċШìĲĤŔŰċƖ

50% Seeing 
& hearing

30% Seeing 
& discussing 

Learning improves 

when information 

is visual, 

conversational, 
and interactive.

Visual tools also 

help ensure we 

are sharing 

consistent 

messages 
across services.

љfШƣőŔŰťШfШƨƚĲĬШŔƣШƖĲũŔŊŔŸƨƚũǃШŔŰШƣőĲШŉŔƖƚƣШ
few months, because it's got all the 
information that someone wants to 
know. And most ofit's concise. And 

then, obviously, the diagrams and the 
pictures to assist. It's got everything 
from baby tomum to transitions to 

positions. Yeah, everything you need to 
know. It's like a one stop shop, which is 

ċƽĲƚŸůĲЮњ



Snapshot of App

15,000+ downloads

Highest ranking educational app 

in 2023 in nz



The Where Tools that carry the message forward

Mama Aroha ecosystem

Where to find ongoing support 

QR: SUDI 
resourceswww.mamaaroha.com  |  sudinationalcoordination.co.nz/resources



Breastfeeding Education Packages Tools that carry the message forward

A calm, confident, and culturally grounded approach to breastfeeding education!

www.mamaaroha.com  |  sudinationalcoordination.co.nz/resources

Antenatal Essentials: 
Preparing for 

Breastfeeding 

Success

ÅFeel prepared before baby arrives 

ÅReduce overwhelm and uncertainty 

ÅBuild confidence in feeding and 

early days 

ÅDesigned for families and supported 
by providers 

Join the 
early 
access group

Breastfeeding 

Essentials: 
Your Roadmap to 
Success

Empowering

Breastfeeding 

Success: 
A healthcare 
providers toolkit 
Success

Breastfeeding 

Coach: 
(Peer Counsellor)



He Taonga -Restoring 

Breastfeeding Knowledge
Breastfeeding knowledge has 

traditionally been passed down 

through generations.

Over time, much of this 

knowledge has been lost.

Together, we have the 

opportunity to help restore it.

The Mama Aroha resources are 

simply a tool 

The real impact comes from the 

conversations you have with 
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