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Purpose: It assessed the effect of a COVID-19 policy that involved maternal-neonatal 
separation on early initiation and duration of exclusive breastfeeding (EBF) at two weeks, 
three, and six months postpartum during the peak of the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020.
Patients and Methods: This retrospective study included consecutive mother-newborn 
dyads with deliveries between mid-March and the end of December 2020 who agreed to 
participate and were eligible according to the following criteria: full-term pregnancy, single-
ton birth, and healthy newborn. Participants were called at least twice during the study period 
to inquire about exclusive breastfeeding status at two weeks, three, and six months post-
partum. Multivariate logistic regression analysis was carried out to identify associated factors 
with EBF.
Results: A total of 454 eligible mother-infant dyads were included. Mean maternal age (in 
years), gestational age (in weeks), birth weight (in kilograms), and 5-min Apgar score was, 
respectively, 32±5.4 years, 39±1.3 weeks, 3.1±0.42 kg, and 9.24±0.6. Most of the mothers 
(86.1%) had no known chronic diseases and had a normal spontaneous vaginal delivery 
(NSVD, 91.4%). Approximately 44.7% of the sample initiated breastfeeding either directly 
or with expressed breastmilk during their hospital stay. Prevalence of EBF during the first 
two weeks, three, and six months postpartum was, respectively, 30%, 19.8%, and 31.7%. 
EBF was associated with birth weight, hospital breastfeeding and EIBF at early postpartum 
period, while EBF at six months was associated with parity and method of delivery.
Conclusion: During the peak of the COVID-19 pandemic, the prevalence of breastfeeding 
initiation and EBF in the first six months postpartum were low among Saudi mothers. 
However, multicenter, prospective, cohort studies with adjustment for known confounding 
factors are required to explore the impact of infection control policies on breastfeeding. 
Meanwhile, these policies should support early and safe breastfeeding practices, especially 
with new and evolving information regarding the current pandemic.
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Plain Language Summary
COVID-19 pandemic has placed a major burden on health-care facilities and significantly 
disrupted societies and economies worldwide. Early in the pandemic, there was uncertainty 
about SARS-CoV-2 transmission, including vertical transmission. Thus, multiple health-care 
facilities around the world adopted strict infection control policies that involved mother- 
neonate separation in case of suspected or positive COVID-19 PCR. After one year of this 
pandemic, with the lack of evidence on viral transmission through breastmilk, multiple 
guidelines encourage breastfeeding initiation and rooming-in, regardless of the maternal 
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COVID-19 status. Despite the availability of updated guidelines, 
multiple institutes worldwide still implement strict infection con-
trol measures, which involve temporary mother-neonate separa-
tion. Furthermore, consequences of such measures on early 
breastfeeding initiation and EBF duration have not been fully 
explored. In our study, we found that the prevalence of breast-
feeding initiation and EBF in the first six months postpartum was 
low among Saudi mothers in a single center in Riyadh. This 
study will help health-care policy makers as well as health-care 
providers better understand the consequences of infection control 
policies on breastfeeding and, hence, improve the preparedness 
for the current pandemic, especially with the newly emerging 
SARS-CoV-2 strains.

Introduction
Breastfeeding has short and long-term benefits both for 
mother and infant.1,2 However, these benefits are dose 
dependent and increase with the exclusivity and a longer 
duration of breastfeeding.3 The best way to promote suc-
cessful breastfeeding from day one, is to ensure that the 
mother-newborn dyad is kept together, and skin-to-skin 
contact is supported.4 Thus, the World Health 
Organization (WHO) recommends that breastfeeding is 
initiated within an hour of birth, exclusive breastfeeding 
(EBF) is performed for the first six months, and breast-
feeding is continued for at least two years.5

Nowadays, the world is still suffering from the conse-
quences of the coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19), in 
which several restrictions were implemented to contain the 
spread of the pandemic. Indeed, breastfeeding was no excep-
tion. Early in the pandemic, there were concerns about trans-
mitting the virus to newborns and infants through 
breastfeeding.6 Thus, health-care facilities around the world 
implemented strict infection control measures to prevent 
disease transmission, including mother-newborn separation 
if COVID-19 was suspected or confirmed, as well as limited 
visitation and parental presence in labor and neonatal wards.7 

In addition, there has been a decline in the number of sup-
portive and group breastfeeding activities.8

In the absence of clear evidence of vertical transmission 
of SARS-CoV-2,9 current recommendations of the WHO, 
UNICEF, United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA) and 
Academy of Breastfeeding Medicine (ABM) state that 
mothers and infants should remain together (rooming-in) 
and engage in continuous skin-to-skin contact, particularly 
immediately after birth during the initiation of breastfeeding, 
despite suspected, probable, or confirmed COVID-19.10 

Moreover, they reinforce the importance of providing 

expressed breastmilk for infants of severely ill mothers.11 

However, these recommendations have not been strictly fol-
lowed by health-care facilities due to variations in infection 
rates, the availability of health-care resources, and continu-
ously evolving scientific data.12

Labor and delivery units are critical wards in all health- 
care institutes where the risk of transmission of COVID-19 is 
high due to the unplanned nature of labor and arrival of 
mothers who are not tested, yet they could be exposed or 
infected. While the majority of guidelines implementing 
precautions such as wearing personal protective equipment 
(PPE), social distancing and screening the women who are 
admitted for labor. In contrast, a limited number of associa-
tions/scientific groups implemented temporary mother- 
newborn separation as an infection control measure, such 
as US CDC,13 and Chinese Pediatric COVID-19 Working 
Group.14 Moreover, organizations and societies agree about 
the temporary separation when the COVID-19 positive 
mother is too sick to care for her baby.15 Although, separation 
may minimize the risk of COVID-19 transmission during the 
hospital stay, however, it will negatively impact the physical 
and mental health of mothers and newborns.16,17 A recent 
report has found that maternal-infant separation, whether the 
mother was COVID-19 positive or not, was associated with 
negative breastfeeding experiences.18

In Saudi Arabia, multiple observational studies 
reported poor breastfeeding practices, such as delayed 
breastfeeding initiation,19 relatively high prevalence of 
mixed feeding,20 and decline in duration/lacking exclusiv-
ity of breastfeeding21,22 compared to old literature.23 To 
the best of our knowledge, no published local study 
assessed breastfeeding practices during the pandemic. 
Furthermore, it is unclear whether infection control poli-
cies that took place during the peak of the COVID-19 
pandemic will negatively affect breastfeeding during the 
first six months postpartum. Therefore, we aimed to assess 
the effect of the local COVID-19 policy on breastfeeding 
initiation and duration at two weeks, three, and six months 
postpartum during the peak of the COVID-19 pandemic 
and just before the start of the COVID-19 national vacci-
nation campaign.

Patients and Methods
Study Design, Setting and Participants
This was a single-center, retrospective observational study 
that was conducted in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia, between 
August 2020 and August 2021. The study was carried 
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out at a university hospital in which the COVID-19 policy 
was effectively implemented in mid-March 2020. The 
policy took into consideration multiple aspects of maternal 
and neonatal care at different stages and included the 
requirement for a COVID-19 PCR test for all admitted 
patients despite active labor or elective admission. Patients 
with suspected or confirmed COVID-19 were admitted to 
dedicated wards with dedicated labor and delivery rooms, 
and a similar procedure was applied for neonates of 
mothers with suspected/confirmed COVID-19. 
Concerning skin-skin contact and breastfeeding, no skin- 
skin contact was allowed, and direct breastfeeding was not 
advised if the mother’s COVID-19 status was suspected or 
confirmed. However, extracting breastmilk was allowed 
with precautionary measures and the help of health-care 
providers to feed newborns.

The study included all mother-newborn dyads who 
agreed to participate and were eligible according to the 
following criteria: full-term pregnancy (ie, gestational age 
from 37 to 42 completed weeks), singleton birth, and 
healthy newborn as defined by normal birth weight (≥2.5 
to <4.0 kg),24 and a five-minute Apgar score of 8 or 
higher.

Data Collection and Study Variables
We have enrolled consecutively all births that took place 
from 15 March 2020 until the end of December 2020. 
However, data collection and follow-up calls were contin-
ued until the end of August 2021. Using preliminary data 
in the labor unit registry, participants were screened for 
eligibility, and if they were eligible, their electronic med-
ical records were further reviewed for validation of infor-
mation by a trained unit assistant. In addition, all 
participants’ contact information was recorded to allow 
follow-up telephone calls at three and six months postpar-
tum. They were called at least twice during the study 
period, and if they had been called more than three times 
with no answer, they were considered lost to follow-up.

The following data were collected using an anonymous 
tool generated by RedCap®: maternal age, gestational age, 
parity, chronic diseases, method of delivery, birth weight 
in kilograms, five-minute Apgar score, maternal COVID- 
19 status, length of hospital stay, breastfeeding during 
hospital stay, and breastfeeding initiation time. 
Furthermore, participants were interviewed via telephone 
call by trained staff to verify the abovementioned informa-
tion and obtain information about exclusive breastfeeding 
(EBF) status at two weeks, three, and six months 

postpartum using Yes or No questions. EBF was defined 
as: direct or expressed breastmilk provided, with or with-
out oral rehydration salts (ORS) or drops or syrups con-
taining vitamins, minerals, or medicines.25 Early initiation 
of breastfeeding (EIBF) was defined as initiation of breast-
feeding within one hour after delivery, based on the mater-
nal report, as well as labor/delivery unit records, for those 
who were initiated EBF after one hour we further categor-
ize the time into three intervals: 2–23, 24–48 hours, and 
>48 hours after delivery.

Statistical Analysis
SPSS version 21.0 (released 2012. IBM SPSS Statistics for 
Windows, IBM Corporation, Armonk, NY, USA) was used 
for statistical analysis. Descriptive statistics (frequencies, 
percentages, means, and standard deviations) were calcu-
lated to describe categorical and numerical variables. EBF 
rate was calculated as per WHO formula.26 Chi-squared/ 
Fisher’s exact tests were used as appropriate, to quantify 
difference between the two groups (EBF, No EBF) at two 
weeks, three, and six months postpartum. Furthermore, 
logistic regression was done for all independent variables, 
to identify associated factors with EBF. The associations 
were reported by the odds ratio (OR) with p-values and 
95% confidence interval (95%CI) were used to report the 
statistical significance and precision of the results, respec-
tively. The model was checked for the goodness-of-fit 
(GOF) using Hosmer–Lemeshow test; p-values ≤0.05 
were considered statistically significant.

Results
Sociodemographic Characteristics of 
Study Population
A total of 454 eligible mother-infant dyads were included, 
however, 273 completed the study until its end. Mean 
maternal age (in years), gestational age (in weeks), birth 
weight (in kilograms), and five-minute Apgar score was, 
respectively, 32±5.4 years, 39±1.3 weeks, 3.1±0.42 kg, 
and 9.24±0.6. The majority of mothers (86.1%) had no 
known chronic diseases and had a normal spontaneous 
vaginal delivery (NSVD, 91.4%). Moreover, 97.2% of 
mothers had negative COVID-19 PCR result on admis-
sion. Approximately 44.7% of the sample breastfed their 
newborns either directly or through expressed breastmilk 
during their stay in the hospital; in which, 24.2% initiated 
breastfeeding within one hour (Table 1).
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Based on the labor/delivery ward census, skin-skin and 
EIBF varied according to the total number of deliveries, 
which declined due to the implementation of strict elig-
ibility criteria for hospital admission as well as the imple-
mentation of the COVID-19 policy (Figure 1).

Regarding prevalence of exclusive breastfeeding (EBF) 
among the study population, it was found that 30% of 

mothers breastfeed their newborns in the first two weeks 
postpartum, and the percentage decreased to 19.8% in the 
first three months postpartum, as shown in Figure 2. 
However, the prevalence of EBF increased after six 
months postpartum (31.7%). Moreover, approximately 
half of mothers who tested positive for COVID-19, con-
tinued exclusive breastfeeding up to six months 
postpartum.

Table 2 describes the characteristics of the subgroup 
who continued the study (n=273). There was a statistically 
significant difference between mothers who exclusively 
breastfed their infants and those who did not, this was 
observed with the following factors: maternal age, method 
of delivery, hospital breastfeeding, and EIBF. There was 
no statistically significant difference between the above-
mentioned groups across other characteristics: parity, 
chronic diseases, birth weight, maternal COVID-19 test, 
and length of hospital stay.

Furthermore, we have carried out univariate logistic 
regression to determine potential associated factors with 
exclusive breastfeeding. It was found that the EBF differed 
across demographic and clinical characteristics, in which 
EBF was linked to parity, gestational age, method of 
delivery, birth weight, hospital BF and EIBF (Table 3). 
Moreover, multivariate logistic regression analysis for all 
these factors had attenuated the effect of parity, birth 
weight, methods of delivery, hospital breastfeeding and 
EIBF (Table 4). However, important factors such as mater-
nal age and maternal COVID-19 status were not signifi-
cantly associated with EBF.

Discussion
During the first year of the COVID-19 pandemic, vary-
ing levels of support for breastfeeding and the mother- 
infant dyad were reflected in policies and guidelines.7 

While some precautions were proven to be of value, 
others such as temporary mother-newborn separation, 
were having negative impact both on mother and 
newborns.27 Only limited studies, including this study, 
have explored the consequences of temporarily mother- 
newborn separation on breastfeeding.28,29 Our study 
shed light on the effect of the COVID-19 policy on 
EBF initiation and duration during the first six months 
postpartum. We observed variation in the EBF preva-
lence at different times during the postpartum period. 
However, it is considered low compared to international 
figures,30 with 19.8% of the sample was exclusively 

Table 1 Sociodemographic and Clinical Characteristics of the 
Study Population (n = 454)

Variable Distribution n (%)

Maternal age (years)

18–24 61 (13.4)

25–34 299 (65.9)

35–45 94 (20.7)

Parity

0 105 (24.3)

1–2 285 (66.0)
3 or more 42 (9.7)

Chronic diseases

No 382 (84.1)

Yes 72 (15.9)

Gestational age (weeks)

37–39 265 (58.4)

40–42 189 (41.6)

Method of delivery

NSVD 413 (91.0)

Vacuum 12 (2.6)
C/S 29 (6.4)

Birth weight (kg)

2.50–2.99 123 (27.1)

3.00–3.49 199 (43.8)
3.50–4.00 132 (29.1)

Hospital breastfeeding

No 251 (55.3)
Yes 203 (44.7)

Early Initiation of breastfeeding (EIBF)

No 344 (75.8)

Yes 110 (24.2)

Initial breastfeeding time (hospital)

2–23 hours 45 (9.9)

24–48 hours 29 (6.4)
>48 hours 16 (3.5)
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breastfeeding as early as three months postpartum. 
Interestingly, there was a marked improvement in the 
EBF status at six months postpartum (31.7%). This 
observation was consistent with another cohort study 
done in a tertiary center in India.31 However, to justify 
this finding we need to explore other factors that might 
have contributed to EBF duration.

Although the decision to breastfeed is highly personal, 
the initiation and duration of breastfeeding are often influ-
enced by multiple factors.32 Nevertheless, events that occur 
during the first few days and weeks postpartum may promote 
or discourage breastfeeding.33,34 In some settings, COVID- 
19 policies that implemented separation, have resulted in 
delayed initiation and disruption of breastfeeding.35 The 

Figure 1 Prevalence of skin-skin and EIBF in KAAUH, from January to December 2020.

Figure 2 Exclusive breastfeeding status at two weeks, three, and six months postpartum among the study population.

Risk Management and Healthcare Policy 2022:15                                                                              https://doi.org/10.2147/RMHP.S343150                                                                                                                                                                                                                       

DovePress                                                                                                                          
31

Dovepress                                                                                                                                                           Al Shahrani

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

https://www.dovepress.com
https://www.dovepress.com


same applied for this study, these results highlight the need 
for further research into the association between COVID-19 
policies, breastfeeding practices, and the long-term impacts 
of the pandemic on maternal and neonatal outcomes. Filling 
this knowledge gap will foster the development of guidelines 

and interventions to improve breastfeeding experience dur-
ing the current COVID-19 pandemic.

There is insufficient evidence to support SARS-CoV-2 
transmission through breastmilk,36 however, the current 
situation is challenging especially with newly emerging 

Table 2 Sociodemographic and Clinical Characteristics with Exclusive Breastfeeding (EBF) at Two Weeks, Three, and Six Months 
Postpartum (n=273)

Factors EBF at 2 Weeks p-value EBF at 3 Months p-value EBF at 6 Months p-value

No Yes No Yes No Yes

n (%) n (%) n (%) n (%) n (%) n (%)

Maternal age (years)

18–24 20 (17.1) 13 (11.5) 0.48 31 (20.4) 2 (2.6) 0.001* 16 (14.8) 17 (13.9) 0.1
25–34 91 (77.8) 94 (83.2) 112 (73.6) 73 (93.6) 90 (83.3) 95 (77.9)
35–45 6 (5.1) 6 (5.3) 9 (6.0) 3 (3.8) 2 (1.85) 10 (8.2)

Parity

0 41 (32.0) 27 (20.4) 0.09 53 (30.6) 15 (19.2) 0.06 36 (28.6) 32 (23.9) 0.25
1–2 77 (60.2) 91 (69.0) 106 (61.3) 62 (71.3) 82 (65.1) 86 (64.2)

3 or more 10 (7.8) 14 (10.6) 14 (8.1) 10 (11.5) 8 (6.3) 16 (11.9)

Chronic diseases

No 123 (89.8) 123 (90.4) 0.85 165 (90.2) 81 (90.0) 0.97 114 (88.4) 132 (91.7) 0.36
Yes 14 (10.2) 13 (9.6) 18 (9.8) 9 (10.0) 15 (11.6) 12 (8.3)

Method of delivery

NSVD 128 (93.4) 117 (86.0) 0.04* 168 (91.8) 77 (85.6) 0.11 110 (85.3) 135 (93.7) 0.03*
None SVD 9 (6.6) 19 (14) 15 (8.2) 13 (14.4) 19 (14.7) 9 (6.3)

Birth weight (kg)

2.50–2.99 39 (31.7) 36 (30.0) 0.76 57 (35.4) 18 (21.9) 0.06 40 (36.0) 35 (26.5) 0.27
3.00–3.49 61 (49.6) 57 (47.5) 76 (47.2) 42 (51.2) 50 (45.0) 68 (51.5)

3.50–4.00 23 (18.7) 27 (22.5) 28 (17.4) 22 (26.8) 21 (19.0) 29 (22.0)

Hospital breastfeeding

No 28 (65.1) 28 (40.6) 0.65 45 (71.4) 25 (51) 0.03* 59 (67.8) 11 (34.8) 0.03*
Yes 15 (34.9) 15 (21.7) 18 (28.6) 24 (49) 28 (32.2) 14 (65.2)

Early Initiation of breastfeeding (EIBF)

No 87 (63.5) 101 (74.3) 0.04* 118 (64.5) 70 (77.8) 0.03* 98 (76.0) 90 (62.5) 0.02*
Yes 50 (36.5) 35 (25.7) 65 (35.5) 20 (22.2) 31 (24.0) 54 (37.5)

Maternal COVID-19 test

Negative 134 (97.8) 133 (97.8) 0.9 179 (97.8) 88 (97.8) 0.9 126 (97.7) 141 (98.0) 0.8
Positive 3 (2.2) 3 (2.2) 4 (2.2) 2 (2.2) 3 (2.3) 3 (2.0)

Length of hospital stay

0–24 hours 62 (47.3) 75 (57.7) 0.09 85 (48.6) 52 (60.5) 0.07 73 (57.9) 64 (47.4) 0.09

>24 hours 69 (52.7) 55 (42.3) 90 (51.4) 34 (39.5) 53 (42.1) 71 (52.6)

Note: *p-value <0.05.
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Table 3 Univariate Logistic Regression for Factors Associated with EBF Among the Study Population

Factors EBF at 2 Weeks p-value EBF at 3 Months p-value EBF at 6 Months p-value

OR (95%CI) OR (95%CI) OR (95%CI)

All factors included

Maternal age 1.03 (0.98–1.08) 0.17 1.03 (0.98–1.08) 0.18 1.01 (0.97–1.06) 0.6

Parity 1.08 (0.92–1.28) 0.37 1.1 (0.92–1.30) 0.3 1.23 (1.04−1.46) 0.01*

Chronic diseases (Ref. No) 0.89 (0.44–1.8) 0.74 0.88 (0.41–1.88) 0.74 1.14 (0.56–2.31) 0.72

Gestational age 1.02 (0.85–1.23) 0.81 1.11 (0.91–1.35) 0.28 1.23 (1.02–1.48) 0.03*

Method of delivery (Ref. Non-SVD) 0.43 (0.19–0.99) 0.05* 0.53 (0.24–1.16) 0.11 0.39 (0.17–0.89) 0.025*

Birth weight 1.08 (0.59–1.98) 0.8 2.18 (1.13–4.19) 0.02* 1.8 (0.97–3.34) 0.06

5ʹ min Apgar score 0.85 (0.56–1.30) 0.47 0.84 (0.54–1.31) 0.44 0.86 (0.56–1.31) 0.48

Maternal COVID-19 test 
(Ref. Negative)

1.01 (0.20–5.08) 0.99 1.02 (0.18–5.67) 0.98 0.89 (0.18–4.51) 0.9

Hospital length of stay 0.93 (0.79–1.1) 0.39 0.89 (0.74–1.08) 0.25 1.18 (0.98–1.41) 0.07

Hospital breastfeeding (Ref. No) 1.50 (0.93–2.43) 0.1 2.0 (1.17–3.38) 0.01* 1.08 (0.67–1.74) 0.76

EIBF (Ref. No) 1.66 (1.0–2.78) 0.05* 1.93 (1.1 −3.45) 0.03* 1.9 (1.12–3.21) 0.02*

Note: *p-value <0.05.

Table 4 Multivariate Logistic Regression for Factors Associated with EBF Among the Study Population

Factors EBF at 2 Weeks p-value EBF at 3 Months p-value EBF at 6 Months p-value

OR (95%CI) OR (95%CI) OR (95%CI)

All factors included

Maternal age 1.02 (0.96−1.08) 0.46 1.02 (0.95−1.08) 0.62 0.98 (0.93–1.04) 0.61

Parity 1.04 (0.84−1.27) 0.73 1.03 (0.82–1.29) 0.82 1.25 (1.0–1.55) 0.04*

Chronic diseases (Ref. No) 0.86 (0.41–1.84) 0.65 0.9 (0.38−2.12) 0.82 1.14 (0.53–2.45) 0.74

Gestational age 1.1 (0.87–1.33) 0.48 1.13 (0.89 −1.44). 0.3 1.15 (0.93–1.42) 0.21

Method of delivery (Ref. Non-SVD) 2.0 (0.81–4.96) 0.14 1.60 (0.63−4.10) 0.32 0.39 (0.16–0.99) 0.05*

Birth weight 1.1 (0.53–2.1) 0.87 2.43 (1.13–5.22) 0.02* 1.42 (0.71–2.84) 0.32

Five-minute Apgar score 0.92 (0.58−1.47) 0.71 0.87 (0.52–1.46) 0.6 0.78 (0.47–1.22) 0.3

Maternal COVID-19 test (Ref. Negative) 1.01 (0.18–5.56) 0.98 1.01 (0.15 −6.71) 0.98 1.22 (0.23–6.44) 0.81

Hospital length of stay 0.94 (0.78–1.13) 0.52 0.91 (0.73–1.15) 0.44 1.22 (0.99–1.51) 0.06

Hospital breastfeeding (Ref. No) 2.93 (1.53–5.51) 0.001* 5.03 (2.54−9.95) <0.001* 0.64 (0.29–1.38) 0.26

EIBF (Ref. No) 2.90 (1.39–6.01) 0.004* 4.6 (2.11–10.0) <0.001* 0.51 (0.25−1.06) 0.07

Note: *p-value <0.05.
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strains of SARS-CoV-2. It has been reported that it has 
increased transmission rates compared to the original 
strain. Moreover, COVID-19 vaccines that were released 
by end of 2020, will require several months to become an 
effective control measure in the community.37

This study was carried out during the peak of the 
COVID-19 pandemic and ended just before the initiation 
of the COVID-19 national vaccination campaign.38 Thus, 
understanding COVID-19 epidemiology in Saudi Arabia 
might aid in the interpretation of our data, especially 
regarding the small number of confirmed COVID-19 
cases among admitted mothers as well as the decline in 
skin-skin contact. According to an ecological study, the 
number of COVID-19 cases increased from one case on 
March 2 to 101,914 cases on June 7, 2020, representing an 
average of 1039 new cases per day; furthermore, new 
cases were more common among male adults.39 Another 
multicenter study carried out in Riyadh during the same 
period as that in our study showed that 288 pregnant 
mothers had confirmed COVID-19.40 Our study showed 
that 2.8% of mothers were positive for COVID-19; how-
ever, skin-skin contact decreased dramatically from 97% 
in May to 38% in June and continued to decline until the 
last quarter of 2020, when the WHO and UNICEF updated 
their guidelines for breastfeeding.11 Initially during the 
pandemic, skin-skin contact and rooming-in were allowed 
for mothers who were tested for COVID-19 within 24–48 
hours of their arrival at the labor and delivery unit, 
whether from the emergency department or maternal 
ward; since the majority of our sample had a NSVD, 
carrying out a PCR test before mothers arrival was diffi-
cult, though it was possible in a few elective admissions. 
In addition, the estimated time to receive PCR test results 
ranged from 10–18 hours. Therefore, mothers with pend-
ing PCR results were admitted to the isolation ward until 
the test results were released.

Our study reported that EBF duration was significantly 
associated with both breastfeeding during hospital admis-
sion and early initiation of breastfeeding; however, only 
44.7% of our sample were able to initiate breastfeeding 
during hospital admission, with 24% occurring within 
one hour of birth. The rest of the admitted mothers were 
unable to initiate breastfeeding in the hospital, either due 
to discharge within 24 hours (NSVD protocol) or delayed 
PCR test results. Furthermore, other associated factors 
with EBF are consistent with what is already known and 
firmly established in the literature such as birth weight, 
parity, and method of delivery.41,42

Finally, this study raises a concern about COVID-19 
policies involving maternal-neonatal separation, which 
ultimately may affect early breastfeeding initiation and 
the optimal duration of EBF. However, we acknowledge 
that our study had several limitations, including its single- 
center, retrospective design, and 20–40% lost to follow-up 
rate. Although, we selected healthy, full-term, mother- 
neonate dyads to eliminate effects of other maternal and 
neonatal comorbidities on breastfeeding initiation or dura-
tion. However, the effect of other confounding sociodemo-
graphic factors was not investigated, such as mother’s 
knowledge and attitude regarding breastfeeding, maternal 
employment, and previous breastfeeding experience. 
These factors may influence or discourage breastfeeding, 
as reported in the literature.43,44 Thus, multicenter, pro-
spective, cohort studies with adjustment for known con-
founding factors are required, especially in the current 
situation, where safe and effective COVID-19 vaccines 
are approved for pregnant and nursing mothers.

Conclusion
During the peak of the COVID-19 pandemic, the preva-
lence of breastfeeding initiation and EBF in the first six 
months postpartum were low among Saudi mothers in 
Riyadh. In our setting, we have Implemented policy that 
involve temporary maternal-neonatal separation in case of 
suspicions of or confirmed maternal COVID-19 test. The 
likelihood of EBF in early postpartum period was two to 
four times more among mothers who breastfed during their 
hospital stay, along with early initiation of breastfeeding. 
With new and evolving information regarding the current 
pandemic, infection control policies should support early 
and safe breastfeeding practices. Taking into considera-
tion, the timely and efficient application of COVID-19 
testing for mothers admitted for delivery.
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