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Abstract

Research has indicated that adolescents hold both negative and positive attitudes and have common misconceptions regarding
breastfeeding that appear to resuit from their limited knowledge and reduced exposure to breastfeeding. The purpose of this
study was to determine the knowledge and attitudes toward breastfeeding of adolescent rural and metropolitan secondary
school students. A survey of a purposeful sample of 1845 male and female students was carried out.

The study results indicated that, overall, Western Australian adolescent secondary school students have less than ideal
knowledge of breastfeeding that is consistent with findings from other studies. Female students were found to be more positive
towards breastfeeding than male students. The comparison of rural to metropolitan students found that metropolitan students
had higher breastfeeding knowledge and were more positive towards breastfeeding than rural students. This study suggests
that breastfeeding and lactation information needs to be addressed earlier than adolescence in order to increase breastfeeding

knawledge and promote positive attitudes.

What is already known on this topic

Breastfeeding is under consideration during adolescence;
adolescents have mixed perceptions of breastfeeding.

Introduction

Breastfeeding Is recognised and widely accepted as the optimal
feeding method of infants and young children due to its
muftiple health benefits for infants, mothers and families "% It is
also an important public health issue, as breastfeeding confers
health advantages that persist into later life, has economic
benefits and poses no environmental cost %

The World Health Organization recognises that there is a need
to increase exclusive breastfeeding in infants to a minimum
of 6 months of age and aims at promoting breastfeeding
worldwide ?. The Australian breastfeeding rates reported by
Donath and Amir (2000}, following analysis of data from the
1995 National Nutritional Survey, indicated 81.8% of mothers
exclusively breastfed on hospital discharge. A further 57.1%
of mothers 3 months post discharge exclusively breastfed,
with only 18.6% fully breastfeeding at 6 months % In this

What this paper adds SR
information about current Western Australian adolescent .

:students’ knowledge on this topic is outlined in this paper.

it reinforces the need for adolescent friendly breastfeeding

 health promotion and health education to support positive

attitudes toward breastfeeding in potential future parents.

study, exclusive breastfeeding was operationalised as the
infant only receiving breastmitk with the exception of drops
or syrups containing vitamins or medications % The fully
breastfed infant, also known as predominantly breastfed,
however, may have received unlimited amounts of other
liquids such as water and oral rehydration fluids in addition
to breastmilk 2, These National Nutrition Survey rates were
below the Health Goals and Targets for Australia’s Health
in the Year 2000 and Beyond that aimed to have 50% of
infants at 6 months of age being breastfed, with 80% of
them being partially breastfed 7. Adolescent breastfeeding
patterns showed decreased incidence” and shorter duration
of breastfeeding amang teenagers®.

Previous studies have indicated that positive and negative
adolescent perceptions of breastfeeding were reflected
in local breastfeeding initiation rates % For example,
communities in which adolescents regard breastieeding
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positively were associated with higher breastfeeding initfation
rates than communities where adolescents lack exposure to
breastfeeding role madels and were not aware of the benefits
of breastfeeding % A lack of exposure to breastfeeding
throughout childhood and adolescence may influence and
contribute to lower breastfeeding initiation and shorter
duration rates '%. it has been revealed that breastfeeding is
under consideration during adolescence, and that increased
exposure to breastfeeding seems to have a positive influence
on subsequent attitudes towards breastfeeding ¢,

Adoleseent school-age students have previously been
studied, both nationally and internationally, to evaluate their
knowledge of breastfeeding '* % %7 Previous Australian
studies reported that the female students in the higher grades
had greater breastfeeding knowledge than male and female
students in the lower grades '® ' |t has also been revealed
that rural students had higher breastfeeding knowledge and
were more likely to consider breastfeeding future children
than urban students 2,

The focus of this study was to determine Year 9 and Year
12 rural and metropolitan secondary school students’
knowledge and attitudes to breastfeeding. The comparison
of breastfeeding knowledge and attitudes between male
and female Year 9, and male and female Year 12 students also
occurred. The relationship between students’ knowledge and
attitudes to breastfeeding was also reported.

Method

The research involved a descriptive cross-sectional design.
The study, using both closed and open-ended questions
in a questionnaire, allowed for concurrent comparison of
male and female, Year 9 and Year 12, rural and metropolitan
school students, Permission was sought and obtained from
Regina Cusson to use the Breastfeeding Knowledge (BFK) and
Attitudes Toward Breastfeeding (ATBF) scales . The reliability
for both scales were reported by Cusson to be 0.62 for the
BFK scale using the Kuder-Richards formula, and 0.83 for the
ATBF scale using the Spearman-Brown Corrected Split Half
{odd-even) index ',

The breastfeeding knowledge included the 20-item
BFK scale to measure 2 lay person's basic breastfeeding
knowledge via multiple-choice questions. The questions
centred around areas such as knowledge about colostrum,
breastmilk production and maintenance of milk supply,
the advantages of breastfeeding and disadvantages of
commercial formulas, breastfeeding mothers’ diet, weaning
and optimal breastfeeding duration. The knowledge scores
were calculated by giving a value of one to each respondent's
correct answer, with a possible total knowledge score of 20.
For the present study, the content validity of the instrument
used by Cusson (1985) was verified by a panel of several
breastfeeding experts.

The section on attitudes to breastfeeding utilised the 18-
itern ATBF scale ¥ to measure important facets of adolescent

attitudes, The attitude questions in the questionnaire centred
on convenience, skills and emotional and physical aspects
of infant feeding. A five-point Likert scale was used to rate
responses from strongly agree’ to ‘strongly disagree’

Demographic questions included participants’ age, gender,
current year at school, school type and ethnic background.
In addition, questions regarding the educational level of the
student’s mother and father and the parent(s) occupation
type if known were also sought.

Ethics

This study was conducted in accordance with the National
Health and Mediczal Research Council’s National Statement
on Ethical Conduct in Research Involving Humans 2. Ethics
approval was granted by the Human Research Committees of
the health region and relevant Education Department District
Offices, as well as the Ethics Committee of Curtin University.

Written formal consent for the study was obtained from
principals in participating schools as the principals are
deemed responsible for the duty of care regarding students
in the school setting. An information letter regarding the
breastfeeding research was placed In each school’s newsletter
giving parents the opportunity to object to their children
participating in the project; these students were notincluded
in the survey.

A student information sheet outlining the purpose
and potential benefits of the study and anonymity and
confidentiality aspects was given to each participating
student prior to completing the questionnaire. Students were
informed that they did not have to participate and were free to
wittidraw from the study with no adverse consequences with
information collected destroyed if requested. Completion
of the guestionnaire by the students was deemed implied
consent. Assurance of anonymity and confidentiality were
maintained by the use of codes, and the utilisation of an
identification number to identify participating schools only.

Sampling and data collection

The study employed purposive sampling and included males
and females in both Year 9 and Year 12 at designated public
and private, metropolitan and rural secondary schools, Data
collection took place at the end of the second and the
beginning of the third secondary school terms in 2001.
Community-based high school health nurses located
in the participating schools were used to distribute the
questionnaires. The nurses also assisted the researcher in
identifying the ideal time to conduct the data collection and
on how best to inform parents of this project.

Hence, the actual data collection date varied across the
participating schools in consideration of each individual
school’s curricula, such as school sports and camp activities.
However, in each school the questionnaires were given out
to students on the same day at approximately the same
time to enable data collection to occur simultaneously, The
intent was to reduce sharing of information and discussions
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between students from different classes during change over
of classes and at designated student breaks.

Secondary school students who responded to the survey
and completed the adolescent knowledge and attitudes to
breastfeeding questionnaire numbered 1845 from the 2,331
questionnaires sent out to the selected participants. This
represented a 79% response rate from secondary school
students who were eligible to participate in the study.

Of the 46,8594 Western Australian students in Year 9 and Year
12 in 2001, the participation of 1845 students from Year 9 and
Year 12 in this study represented 4% of the school population.
There was a relatively even spread of male {900) and female
{945) students in the study, with both genders represented
in similar proportions for the rural (241 and 259 respectively)
and metropolitan study sites (659 and 686 respectively).

Overall, the study sample was predominantly white Caucasian
with stightly more females than males, and the majority of
students were in Year 9. More students were from metropolitan
State government secondary schools that numbered five
compared to three rural secondary schools. Respondents’
parent occupations were predominantly tradespersons (21%)
for fathers and professionals (16.3%) for mothers, with the
majority of parents {77.5%) being employed.

Data analysis

Analyses of the data were performed using the Statistical
Package for Social Science {v10.7). Statistical procedures
involved chi-square analysis, Students independent t-test
and univariate analysis of variance. Descriptive statistics
were used to analyse the demographic data. The mean and
standard deviationwere calculated forknowledge and attitude
scores. As attitude scores were not normally distributed, the
nonparametric Mann-Whitney U and Kruskal-Wallis tests
were ytilised. A nonparametric Spearman’s rho correlation
coefficient was used to examine the relationship between
respondents’ knowledge and attitudes to breastfeeding.

Results

Some demographic factors were found to have an influence
on the students' breastfeeding knowledge. The mean ranking
of students’ ethnic background revealed higher knowledge
from students with Asian (n=231, 996.73) and Middle Eastern
{n=25, 978.40} backgrounds; with fathers (n=108, 1059.63}
and/or mothers {n=101, 1071.81} who have postgraduate
qualifications; and parents who are students themselves
{n=12, 1227.25). However, in this study, demographic factors
had no influence on the secondary school students’ attitudes
toward breastfeeding.

Knowledge about breastfeeding

With regard to adolescent secondary school students
knowledge, the mean breastfeeding knowledge score in
the study was 9.51 out of a possible 20. The five questions
that were answered correctly by the majority (over 60%) of
the respondents focused on the importance of colastrum,

the proper diet for the breastfeeding mother and whether
breastmilk can be produced by all women. Conversely,
questions that resulted in a correct response for less than
25% of respondents were the ‘let down' reflex, weaning and
breastmilk supply. Of those who answered the knowledge
guestions correctly, most were females (90%) or Year
12 students (75%). Overall, female students had higher
breastfeeding knowledge scores than male students (Table
1). In both year groups, the female students had higher
breastfeeding knowledge scores than the male students
{Table 2). Table 3 revealed that 62.7% of students answered 10
or less questions correctly. Example of knowledge questions
asked and the correct response rates according to gender,
year and metropolitan rural sites are shown in Table 4.

Attitudes toward breastfeeding

Of the students who responded to the attitude guestions
{n=1799, 97.5%), at least half of the responses were neutral.
Thatis, responses were neither more or less positive to nine of
the 18 questions related to lifestyle, image of breastfeeding
and breast versus bottle statements. Overall, female students
were more positive in their attitude towards breastfeeding
than male students (M=2.97,5D=0.40, z=-7 .20, p<0.01). Again,
female students in both year groups were more positive

Table 1. Mean breastfeeding knowledge scores t-tests by gender.

Gender n Mean (51 t df
Male 900 8.89 [2.99) -856 1843*
Female 945 10.09 {3.05)

*p<0.01. Levene's test for Equality of Variances >0.05.

Table 2, Mean breastfeeding knowledge scores t-tests by gender
for Year 9 and Year 12 respondents,

Year 12
Mean (SD} t df

Year 9
Gender n  Mean(5D) n

Male 539 837(279) 361 965(3.13) 627 711.33*

Fermale 544 9.17{274) 401 11.35(3.01) -11.47 813.79*

*p<0 01. Levene's test for Equality of Varlances <0.05.

Table 3. Correct breastfeeding knowledge scores.
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Knowledge answers n %
5 o less correct 179 8.7
’ 6-10 correct 976 530
11-15 correct 655 354
16-20 correct 35 19
Total 1845 100
15
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towards breastfeeding than male students (Year 8 M=2.95,
SD=0.42, z=-5.40, p<0.01: Year 12 M=2.99, SD=036, z=-4.72,
p<0.01). Furthermore, demographic factors and students'
attitudes to breastfeeding were not related.

Relationship between students’ knowledge and attitudes
to breastfeeding

The overali knowledge and attitude scores suggested that,
the greater the breastfeeding score, the more positive
the respondents’ attitudes towards breastfeeding {r=0.14,
p<0.001). In addition, Table 5 lists selected breastfeeding
related influences on students’ breastfeeding knowledge and
on their attitude to breastfeeding. These influences include
whether they themselves or their siblings were breastfed,
and other external influences such as television or classroom
exposure to breastfeeding. A negative Z score indicated that
the median score forthe group who responded‘yes'was higher
than for the group who respended ‘no’ The Z score is a mean
rank score and indicated that knowledge was significantly
higher for each group of students who responded positively to
the influences of having been breastfed, having stblings who
were breastfed, having observed breastfeeding, or had read
about breast feeding. With the exception of siblings, these
influences were also significant for attitudes to breastfeeding.
Attitude to breastfeeding was also influenced by having seen
breastfeeding on TV. Ciassroom breastieeding discussion
did not significantly differentiate on either knowledge or
attitude rankings between those who did or did not have the
experience,

Breastfeeding consideration

QOver 60% of male (64.8%, n=558) and female {61.3%, n=565)
students reported that they would consider breastfeeding
future children. Seventy-two percent {72.8%) of Year 12
students had considered breastfeeding future children

compared to 56.29% of Year 9 students. in comparison to Year
12 students, more Year 9 students had not really thought
about breastfeeding future children, were not sure or chose
not {o answer the question.

Study assumptions and limitations

The study assumptions that students in Year 12 would have
more knowledge of breastfeeding and be more positive in
their attitudes toward breastfeeding than males and females
in Year 9 was demonstrated in this study, as the paper
has already described. However, the assumption that rural
students would have more breastfeeding knowledge and
have more positive attitudes towards breastfeeding than the
metropolitan students was not supported by this study.

The generalisability of the study is limited by the nature of
the convenience sample. There was also an unavoidable
bias in the sample selection process due to the method of
invitation to schools to participate. Community-based high
school nurses chose to be invoived based on the decision of
their current workload, nurse staffing levels and ultimately
the consent of the school principal for participation. Hence,
there is unevenness in the type of school and number
of rural and metropolitan students surveyed in the study,
with approximately two-thirds of the students being
metropolitan.

Discussion

This study indicates that students in senior high school have
higher breastfeeding knowledge when compared to the
students in junior high school The reason for the higher
knowledge scores amongst the older students in the current
study is not immediately apparent. However, the results
support previous studies which suggest that general life

Table 4. Example of breastfeeding knowledge question with correct response rates.,

Breastfeeding knowledge question  Total Male Female Year 9 Year 12 Rurai Metro
n % n % n % n % n % n % n %

Which of the following substances

is contained in breastrmilk? 1095 593 538 598 557 59 531 43 564 74 283 566 812 603

Which of the following substances

is transmitted from mother to baby

in breastmitk? 1020 553 456 506 564 596 513 473 507 665 267 534 753 5589

What is the most important

benefit of colostrum? 1110 60.2 502 558 608 634 573 529 537 704 263 526 847 629

In what quantity is

breastmilk supplied? 912 492 409 454 503 532 518 479 393 515 244 488 668 496

What is the proper diet

for the breastfeeding mother? 1457 79 641 712 816 863 815 752 642 BAZ2 357 714 1100 B1.7

The let down reflex releases the

breastmilk to the suckling baby.

This reflex is most affected by? 259 i4 141 156 118 124 166 153 93 122 83 166 176 13
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'Aueatian Confrderstion

experiences and greater exposure to breastfeeding may
explain the higher knowledge scores '® ', Similarly, as with
previous studies, female students were found to have higher
breastfeeding knowledge scores overall than the male
students in the same year "' {t can be argued that sex-
role development Is a reason for the higher breastfeeding
knowledge in the female students where female adolescents’
learn their roles through societal based imitation or
observational learning 2.

The findings of this and previous studies indicate that
adolescents as a group hold a mixture of negative and
positive attitudes that may influence their future infant
feeding choices '% 2 2 The majority of the students in the
current study disagree with the idea that ‘breastfeeding
is healthier for the baby, with approximately half of the
respondents disagreeing with the statement ‘breastfeeding is
more convenient’ This is consistent with other studies where
breastfeeding was reported as not convenient 513,

Neutral responses by the students to half of the attitude
questions may Indicate that the students are undecided
in their attitudes toward breastfeeding. These neutral
responses centred on guestions related to lifestyle, image of
breastfeeding and breast versus formula feeding statements.
The wvalue of providing breastfeeding observational
learning has been supported previously in the literature
where adolescent attitudes to breastfeeding are favourably
influenced by media promotion campaigns®,

Both the current study and previous research '* ' suggest
that students in the higher grades are more positive in
their attitudes toward breastfeeding than students in the
lower grades. Age and maturity may account for the more
positive attitudes. Biclogical and psychosocial maturation
may increase self-esteem and acceptance of the adolescent’s
gender identity and body image 2,

The findings of the current study support adolescent'’s
acceptance of gender identity which may be a reason for
the more positive breastfeeding attitudes in femazle students.

Table 5. Summary of significant differences for selected
breastfeeding-related influences by breastfeeding knowledge
scores (n=1845} & attitudes toward breastfeeding scores (n=1799).

Breastfeeding influences Knowledge Attitude

{Yes/No} Z score Z score
Respondents were breastfed ~347% -232%
Sibtings were breastfed -5.07* -1.62
Seen sormeone breastfeeding ~4.38% ~2.09*
Seen movies on breastfeeding -1 B3 -1.30
Seen breastfeeding on TV «1.31 -5.16%*
Read about breastfeeding -2.46* ~246%
Breastfeeding mentioned in class -1.50 -164

p <005 " 5<0.01 Mann-Whitney U test {2-tailed).

The more positive attitudes in female students may also be
attributed to the differences in male and female identity
formation . Males traditionally focus on vocational and
personal identity, whereas females tend to concentrate
more on interpersonal relationships - %, The study results
suggest that the influence of verbal persuasion and vicarious
experience through social modelling on interpersonal
relationships may account for more positive breastfeeding
attitudes in female respondents.

Earlier studies support the current findings that the greater
the students’ breastfeeding knowledge, the more positive
their attitudes toward breastfeeding'* 7', However, the weak
positive correlation in this study may be due to the minimal
exposure current adolescent students have to breastfeeding
women due to the reduction in extended family contact
and reduced number of siblings in today's Australian family
structure,

The current study reveals students have higher breastfeeding
knowledge if their fathers or mothers hold postgraduate
qualifications or the parents are participating in formal
education themselves. This finding supporis previous
research findings that mothers with higher education levels
were more likely to breastfeed for longer 7. More highly
educated fathers may be better informed and have easier
access to information regarding breastfeeding.

The comparison of rural and metropolitan students
demonstrates that metropolitan students have higher
breastfeeding knowledge and are more positive toward
breastfeeding than rural students. Both rural and metropaolitan
Year 12 female students have higher breastfeeding knowledge
and are more positive towards breastfeeding than any
other combination of students. The increased knowledge in
metropolitan students overall is not consistent with previous
research and one explanation could be the increased
multimedia and Internet access for all students. Whether this
information is portrayed negatively or positively, the gap in
breastfeeding knowledge between rural and metropolitan
adolescent students continues. Based on the students in
the current study, differences between the two groups of
students, rural and metropolitan, do exist, which challenges
health educators and media to address the imbalance.

Consistent with the literature, the study indicates that the
majority of the students intend to have thelr own children
breastfed ' 1*% ¥ Hpowever, many adolescents have not
yet made a firm decision on infant feeding methods ' %,
Hence, health promotion and health education emphasising
breastfeeding as the optimal nutritional basis is supported for
school students, to promote positive breastfeeding attitudes
in potential future parents,

Conclusion

A major implication that can be drawn from the current
study is that Western Australian secondary school students
have less than ideal knowledge of breastfeeding and unmet
information needs; this is consistent with earlier studies in
other countries. Hence, more information pertinent to the
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health benefits of breastfeeding is needed and should he
encouraged in health promotion and nutrition education.

The results of this study and other studies suggest that
breastfeeding is under consideration by secondary school
students. Therefore, community-based school health nurses,
as primary health care providers, are well placed as key health
professionals in providing breastfeeding health education
and health promotion in the school setting. Although
breastfeeding befng mentioned in class made no difference
to either the students’ breastfeeding knowledge or attitudes
towards breastfeeding, when using flexible approaches,
schools are still recognised as the optimum location for
breastfeeding health promotion for adolescents.

Of particular note are the lower breastfeeding knowledge and
less positive attitudes of male students. This is particularly
relevant with contemporary literature supporting the
significant impact men have on their partner's infant feeding
methods. Hence, it is imperative for male student inclusion
in breastfeeding education. With the lower breastfeeding
knowledge scores more prevalent in the lower year group,
it also suggests that breastfeeding health promotion be
directed toward the younger adolescent student, perhaps
even beginning in the primary school setting.

Practice implications for community-based school health
nurses, in partnership with teachers and in collaboration with
teenagers, is to ensure that student health curriculum nieeds,
such as nutrition, are met via the use of appropriate teenager
friendly and acceptable technologles. Further research is
warranted for more in-depth exploration of the adolescent’s
sources of breastfeeding information and effective health
promotion techniques that support positive attitudes toward
breastfeeding.
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