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Abstract

Breastfeed is an optimal food for the newborn and is efficient in ensuring child survival and health.
This study was conducted to assess the extent of knowledge of the fourth- and fifth-year female
students of the Faculty of Human Medicine, University of Derna about breastfeeding and its benefit
for the mother and child. A questionnaire based- cross-sectional investigation was carried out on
150 students from the fourth and fifth female medical students of the faculty of human medicine at
the University of Derna. The research was conducted in a period from 1stof April to 1st of November
2024 .Most participants in a study received breastfeeding information (98.9%) from lectures, doctors,
and friends or relatives. (57.1%) agreed that benefits last only while breastfeeding, while formula-fed
babies have a higher risk of being overweight (75.3). Breastfeeding is considered healthier (89.6 %),
but it is also considered more convenient and cheaper (83.8%). Breast milk is considered ideal, easier
to digest (90.3 %), and cheaper than bottle feeding. Most participants support breastfeeding's health
benefits and convenience (79.2), while expressing mixed views on public breastfeeding and formula
feeding. Breastfed babies are believed to have better immunity (86.4), promote better weight gain,
and should be the first feeding for newborns (90.9). However, some participants feel neglected if
breastfeeding is done in public. Undergraduate medical students have positive breastfeeding
attitudes but need specific training for successful breastfeeding management and teaching to become
excellent physicians.
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Introduction

Breastfeeding is efficient in protecting the health and survival of newborns. According to the World Health
Organization (WHO), breastfeeding is the preferred method of supplying infants with the nutrients that are
necessary for their healthy growth and development. Throughout the course of human history, the practice
of breastfeeding has been universally considered by health professionals to be the optimal method of feeding
infants. It is the initial communication between the mother and her newborn [1]. According to the World
Health Organization (WHO) and the United Nations Children's Fund (UNICEF), it is recommended that all
infants be breastfed exclusively for the first six months of their lives and that they continue to receive breast
milk until they are two years old as a supplement to other foods to ensure that infants are healthy and grow
to their full potential [2].

It was found that newborns who were not breastfed in impoverished nations have a mortality risk that is six
to ten times higher in the first month of their lives compared to infants who were breastfed [3]. According to
health professionals, there are a lot of factors that encourage mothers to begin and continue breastfeeding.
One of these factors is the benefits that breastfeeding provides to both the mother and the infant itself [4].
Breast feeding has been shown to have several benefits for both mothers and their infants, including the
provision of essential nutrients for the infants, the enhancement of the infant's immune system, the
facilitation of weight loss for mothers after pregnancy, and the stimulation of the uterus to return to its
position prior to pregnancy [5]. When it comes to assisting moms, initiating early breastfeeding and
managing any breastfeeding issues that may arise, having a health support system that is both
knowledgeable and skilled is necessary. For health professionals to properly promote breastfeeding, they
need to have sufficient knowledge regarding the risks associated with weaning a child from breast milk at
an early age [6].

Health care professionals have the potential to play a significant part in promoting breastfeeding. Therefore,
it is essential for medical students to obtain knowledge regarding breastfeeding during their education. Even
though they have a positive attitude toward breastfeeding, their knowledge is lacking and perception varied
[7]. This research was conducted to assess the level of information that female students in their fourth and
fifth years of study at the Faculty of Human Medicine at the University of Derna have regarding breastfeeding
and the advantages that it offers to both the mother and the child.

Methods

Study design and samples

A questionnaire based- cross-sectional investigation was carried out on 150 students from the fourth and
fifth female medical students of the faculty of human medicine at the University of Derna. The research was
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conducted in a period from 1st of April to 1st of November 2024.Female medical students aged up to 27 years
old were included in the current study. while, we exclude the 1st, 2nd and 3rd female medical students and
male medical students.

Source of data

A total of twenty items were included in the breastfeeding knowledge scale, each of which was rated on a
dichotomous scale (agree/disagree). One point has been given to each participant to provide an accurate
response. The possible score ranged from zero to fourteen.

Data was collected by the questioner prepared by researchers; the questioner was completed by an online
link on the internet; on average, the questioner was completed in about 10 minutes; it consisted of different
sections (age, marital status, college department); received information about breastfeeding; source of
information about breastfeeding; breast milk is cheaper and more inexpensive than bottle feeding;
breastfeeding results in better weight gain during infancy; and colostrum should be the first enteral feeding
for newborns.

Ethical consideration
After providing each participant with information regarding the objectives and methodology of the study,
consent has been obtained from them.

Data analysis

The collected data have been examined using the SPSS computer program. Descriptive analysis includes
proportion, inferential diagnosis to find the significant difference between the observed variable, chi-square
test, and t test. A P-value less than 0.005 will be taken as a level of significance. Qualitative data was
presented as numbers and percentages. Variables that followed normal distribution were summarized as
mean and standard deviation. Our results were interpreted in figures and tables.

Results

Table 1 shows that, regarding age, 18 participants (11.7%) ranged from 18 to 20, 15 participants (9.7%)
ranged from 21 to 23, and 121 participants (80.7%) ranged from 24 to 27. Regarding marital status, 48
participants (31.2%) were married, and 106 participants (68.8%) were single. Regarding the college
department, 64 participants (41.6%) were fourth-year medical students, and 90 participants (58.4%) were
fifth-year medical students.

Table 1. Baseline characteristics distribution in the studied group.

Demographics Stu(dnl :(115g4r)° up
Age
18-20 18 (11.7%)
21-23 15 (9.7%)
24-27 121 (80.7%)
Marital status
Married 48 (31.2%)
Single 106 (68.8%)
College department

Fourth 64 (41.6%)
Fifth 90 (58.4%)

Table 2 showed that most 90.9% received breastfeeding information. Main sources included lectures 27.9%,
doctors 26.6%, and friends/relatives 20.8%. 57.1% agreed benefits last only while breastfeeding, 29.9%
found formula more convenient, and 70.1% disagreed. 89.6% believed breastfeeding strengthens the bond,
51.9% agreed breast milk lacks iron, and 75.3% thought formula-fed babies are more likely to be obese.
62.3% viewed formula as better if returning to work, 41.6% agreed breastfeeding means missing the
pleasures of motherhood, 70.1% felt women shouldn't breastfeed in public; 89.6% agreed that breastfed
babies are healthier. 46.1% thought breastfed babies could be overfed, 53.9% disagreed, and 43.4% believed
parents feel neglected if breastfeeding. 89% considered breast milk ideal, 90.3% found it easier to digest,
26.6% thought bottle feeding is as healthy as breast milk, 79.2% said breastfeeding is more convenient,
83.8% found it cheaper, 86.4% believed breastfeeding leads to better immunity, 75.3% thought it promotes
better weight gain, and 90.9% agreed it should be the first feeding for newborns. Overall, the majority of
participants supported breastfeeding's health benefits and convenience, while expressing mixed views on
public breastfeeding and formula feeding.
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Table 2. Distribution of Knowledge and attitude towards breastfeeding among female medical
student questionnaire.

Variables Stu(dnl:tlisg:)o up

Received information about breastfeeding 140 (90.9%)
Source of your information about breastfeeding among female student

e Doctors 41 (26.6%)

e Lecture or seminar 43 (27.9%)

e Social media 19 (12.3%)

e Books or magazines 13 (8.4%)

e Relative and friend 32 (20.8%)

o« TV 6 (3.9%)
The benefit of breastfeeding only last as the baby breastfeeding

e Agree 88 (57.1%)

e Disagree 66 (42.9%)
Feeding with formula is more convenient than breastfeeding

e Agree 46 (29.9%)

e Disagree 108 (70.1%)
Breastfeeding increases the bond between mother and infant

e Agree 138 (89.6%)

e Disagree 16 (10.4%)
Breast milk lacks iron

e Agree 80 (51.9%)

e Disagree 74 (48.1%)

Babies who are fed Formula are more likely to be overfed and obese
than babies who are breastfed

e Agree 116 (75.3%)
e Disagree 38 (24.7%)
Feeding with formula is the best option if the plans to return to work
o Agree 96 (62.3%)
e Disagree 58 (37.7%)

Mother who breastfeeds their children are missing one of the great
pleasures of motherhood

o Agree 064 (41.6%)

e Disagree 90 (58.4%)
Women shouldn’t breastfeed in public places like restaurants

o Agree 108 (70.1%)

e Disagree 46 (29.9%)
Breastfeed babies are healthier than formula fed babies

o Agree 138 (89.6%)

e Disagree 16 (10.4%)

Babies who are breastfeed are more likely to be overfeed than babies
who are formulated

e Agree 71 (46.1%)

e Disagree 83 (53.9%)
Parents feel neglected if the mother is breastfeeding

e Agree 53 (43.4%)

e Disagree 101 (65.6%)
Breast milk is the optimal food for babies

e Agree 137 (89%)

e Disagree 17 (11%)
Breast milk is easier to digest than soft

e Agree 139 (90.3%)

e Disagree 15 (9.7%)
Bottle feeding is as healthy for an infant as breast milk

e Agree 41 (26.6%)

e Disagree 113 (73.4%)
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Breastfeeding is more convenient and easier than feeding with formula

e Agree 122 (79.2%)

e Disagree 32 (20.8%)
Breast milk is cheaper and inexpensive than bottle feeding

o Agree 129 (83.8%)

e Disagree 25 (16.2%)

Breastfeeding contributes to healthier child with bottle with better
immunity and less risk of infection

e Agree 133 (86.4%)

e Disagree 21 (13.6%)
Breastfeeding results in better weight gain during infancy

o Agree 116 (75.3%)

e Disagree 38 (24.7%)
Colostrum should be the first enteral feeding for new born

e Agree 140 (90.9%)

e Disagree 14 (9.1%)

Discussion

In the lives of both the mother and the child, breastfeeding is an essential component that requires attention.
It ensures that the infant receives the necessary health and care, as well as complete and balanced nutrition.
This is a right that is given to every newborn [8]. Breastfeeding presents several advantages for the health
of children. All newborn infants can readily access this ideal food. Mothers produce colostrum first after
giving birth [9]. Specifically, it is a yellow fluid that is sticky and contains antibodies, especially IgA, IgM,
and IgG. Other components include lysozymes, lactoferrin, complement, and proline-rich polypeptides.
Colostrum is low in fat and contains a high concentration of carbs and proteins. Not only does colostrum
protect the infant against infection, but it is also responsible for regulating the functions of the
gastrointestinal system in the body [10]. In addition, breastfeeding has several positive effects on maternal
health, including a reduction in breast cancer, the development of a strong bond with the infant, and the
spacing of children. In addition, breastfeeding has also been shown to have positive impacts on infants over
the long run. The most significant impact is on the development of cognitive abilities as well as on the
reduction of immune-related diseases [11].

Breast milk is the primary source of nutrition. On the other hand, it is still not delivered to the infants in
an adequate manner. The decision of the mother is not the only factor that contributes to the absence of
breastfeeding; the lack of knowledge of health care professionals in this regard is also a significant
contributing factor. This is because health care professionals are the individuals that the mother will
approach, and as a result, their knowledge should be improved regarding the initiation of breastfeeding, its
continuation, its benefits, and its continuation in special situations [12].

The present study revealed that according to baseline characteristics, regarding age, 18 participants (11.7%)
ranged from 18 to 20, 15 participants (9.7%) ranged from 21 to 23, and 121 participants (80.7%) ranged
from 24 to 27. There were 48 participants who were married, which accounts for 31.2% of the total, and 106
participants, which accounts for 68.8% of the total, were single. Among the participants in the college
department, there were sixty-four (41.6%) who were in their fourth year of medical school and ninety-eight
(58.4%) who were in their fifth year of medical school.

The findings of this research agree with those of Kazmi et al [13], who conducted a study with the objective
of determining the level of knowledge, attitude, and practices toward breastfeeding among undergraduate
students attending medical colleges in Karachi. They stated that 32.9% of the total number of 222 female
students were in the pre-clinical group, while 67.1% were in the clinical group. In terms of marital status,
241 (74.6) were still single. On the other hand, sixty percent of the students were between the ages of twenty
and twenty-two. In addition, our findings agree with those of Seema et al [14], who aimed to evaluate the
perceptions of students of basic sciences and clinical sciences regarding breastfeeding, as well as to compare
the levels of knowledge of breastfeeding among students of both basic sciences and clinical sciences. A total
of 367 students, with 159 (43.3%) from the field of basic medical sciences and 208 (56.7%) from the field of
clinical sciences, participated in this investigation. Internet-based sources of information accounted for 173
(47.1%), social media accounted for 101 (27.5%), group discussions accounted for 77 (21.0%), seminars
accounted for 14 (3.8%), and other sources accounted for 2 (0.5%). Regarding age, 99.2 percent were younger
than 25 years old.
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In the current study we demonstrated that most 90.9% received breastfeeding information. Main sources
included lectures 27.9%, doctors 26.6%, and friends/relatives 20.8%, 57.1% agreed benefits last only while
breastfeeding, 29.9% found formula more convenient and 70.1% disagreed, 89.6% believed breastfeeding
strengthens the bond, 51.9% agreed breast milk lacks iron, 75.3% thought formula-fed babies are more
likely to be obese, 62.3% viewed formula as better if returning to work, 41.6% agreed breastfeeding means
missing pleasures of motherhood, 70.1% felt women shouldn't breastfeed in public, 89.6% agreed breastfed
babies are healthier, 46.1% thought breastfed babies could be overfed; 53.9% disagreed, 43.4% believed
parents feel neglected if breastfeeding, 89% considered breast milk ideal, 90.3% found it easier to digest,
26.6% thought bottle feeding is as healthy as breast milk, 79.2% said breastfeeding is more convenient;
83.8% found it cheaper, 86.4% believed breastfeeding leads to better immunity; 75.3% thought it promotes
better weight gain, and 90.9% agreed it should be the first feeding for newborns. Overall, the majority of
participants supported breastfeeding's health benefits and convenience, while expressing mixed views on
public breastfeeding and formula feeding.

According to our findings, which align with those of Seema et al [14], regarding the benefits of breastfeeding
for infants, 84.6% of the clinical group and 91.8% of the basic medical group were aware that breast milk is
easier to digest. Furthermore, 93.3% of the clinical group and 76.1% of the basic group knew that breastfed
infants are more intelligent. It was known by 82.7% that the practice of bottle feeding should be avoided.
From the clinical science group, 168 (80.8%) of respondents believe that colostrum is beneficial for infants,
whereas from the fundamental medical science group, 103 (64.8%) of respondents believe the same. (95.6%)
had the knowledge that breast milk is the best source of nutrients for infants. Additionally, our findings
agree with those of Abdel-Hady et al [15], who aimed to highlight the knowledge of female medical students
regarding breastfeeding in general as well as in special situations.

There was a total of 631 students who took part in the study, with 258 students in the preclinical grades
and 373 students in the clinical grades. The students stated that practically all the students were aware
that breastfeeding is inexpensive and readily available, simpler to digest, and always sterile. It was reported
by more than three quarters of the students that breastfeeding is effective in preventing diarrhea, whereas
bottle-feeding is associated with negative effects. Clinical students possessed a greater understanding of all
questions regarding the advantages of breastfeeding. Seventy-four percent of students felt that colostrum
should not be discarded away, while 88.4% believed that it is effective. In addition, our findings, which agree
with Sudarsanan et al [16], indicated that 92% of interns agreed on the numerous economic advantages of
breastfeeding. 82% agreed that breastfeeding strengthens the bond between mother and infant.

In terms of the optimal choice for working mothers, breast milk was selected by 57% of the participants over
formula. Eighty percent of the students agreed that breast milk provides protection against atopy and
allergies in children. But over two-thirds of participants thought public breastfeeding should be encouraged.
Also, another study by Kazmi et al [13], determined that 149 students (67%) had the perception that
breastfeeding does not make it difficult to follow the daily routine. The majority of participants supported
breastfeeding's health benefits. (63.33%) reported that breastfeeding is more convenient and easier than
feeding with formula. 149 students (67%) had the perception that breastfeeding does not make it difficult to
follow the daily routine. 86.7% student had the proper knowledge of Colostrum. Moreover, Khriesat et al
[17], conducted a study to identify the breastfeeding attitudes and knowledge among sixth-year medical
students who were in their final year. It was revealed by them that there are significant educational demands
in the field of breastfeeding management and breastfeeding education for medical students. The students
were in complete agreement that health professionals should actively encourage all moms in their practices
to begin breastfeeding their children at an early age. They also tend to disagree that breastfeeding for infants
would provide more benefits than formula feeding.

Limitations
One of the limitations of this study is the lack of cooperative participants, which resulted in an inadequate
sample size (the initial target was 150).

Conclusion

We have determined that undergraduate female students in medical colleges have favorable attitudes toward
breastfeeding, as evidenced by our findings. Medical students have significant educational needs in the
areas of breastfeeding, education and management. To enhance both breastfeeding attitudes and knowledge,
additional targeted training is required. They are essential in the promotion and support of optimal breast-
feeding practices, as they are the future physicians. Therefore, it is necessary that all levels of medical
education include knowledge of breast feeding.
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