Typical Behavior-Patterns of the Breastfed Newborn
by Sharon Mattes, IBCLC
Here are some facts, based on research as well as my personal observations of mothers 
and their newborns, which may help you to understand the normal behaviors of your baby.
Babies grow periodically - at an uneven rate, rather than all at once.  

It is commonly known that growth spurts occur around 7-10 days, 3 weeks, 6 weeks, 3 months and 6 

months.  Parents often wonder how they will know whether to feel concerned about a change in feeding 
patterns, or simply to adjust temporarily to a growth spurt or developmental change.  Experience and time 
will teach you about your own special baby’s routines.

Many babies appear to have their days and nights mixed up!  

Actually, babies are still on ‘womb-time’, sleeping when their pregnant mom was active during the day, and 
rousing to move when mom relaxed in the evening.  Parents can make adjustments in baby’s daytime feeding 
routine in order to help smooth things out.  What we call a “good” baby may sleep three to four hours or 
more, several times daily.  He may nurse 10 to 15 minutes and fall asleep – only to wake up hungry every 
hour or so through the night!  Some babies sleep three hours after the 5:00 a.m. nursing, then for a three-
hour mid-morning nap and another three hours mid-afternoon nap.  Those moms will sigh with relief at being 
able to “catch-up” on some neglected chores.  They are then very surprised when baby increases the number 
of evening or nighttime feedings.  Baby’s goal is to maintain a required amount of time nursing, as he is not 
yet unaware of the differences between day and night. 

Listening for crying as a main feeding cue, you may miss subtle signals indicating baby is hungry.  

Have you been told “don’t wake a sleeping baby”?  He will often be snugly wrapped & placed in a quiet, dark 
corner.  Even if he begins to stir, he easily moves right back into deep sleep, missing an opportunity to nurse. 
He will give you many other signals to show his interest or need to breastfeed.

Watch your baby for the following physical signs, which will indicate his light sleep state. 

Hand to mouth or sucking motions increased arm and leg movements, r.e.m. (rapid eye movements) sleep, 
increased pace of breathing.  R.E.M. (rapid eye movement) sleep occurs just before baby moves into the 
drowsy wakeful period, signaling that he is receptive to or ready for feeding.  Pick him up, cuddle, sing or 
talk to him, undress him down to his diaper, hold him close, skin to skin, and offer your breast.  

You may have considered giving him a supplemental bottle or a pacifier because he always seems 
to be demanding of your attention or unhappy unless you are holding or nursing him.  

You may find your nipples increasingly painful or tender and your baby quite impatient at the breast.  In 

his rush to fill his tummy, he may latch on more aggressively.  Try offering frequent feedings during the 
daytime (about every two hours) giving the baby additional food, physical contact and stimulation.  He then 
will be ready to take a longer stretch of four or five hours at night.  Your baby doesn’t know the difference 
between night and day yet – but since most adults prefer sleeping a long stretch between midnight and 
5:00 am, you may only need some changes in your response time to move his long sleep time to night.


[When baby takes 1-2 long naps in the day, you can count on his waking every hour or two at night!]  
More frequent daytime feedings will aid in calmer nursing and less gas from air swallowing. 

Lying down or leaning back in a recliner to nurse has been found to help baby handle a forceful letdown 

with less gulping.  In the first few weeks, long stretches between feedings can cause problems for both 
mother and baby. Your breasts may become overfull, causing a more vigorous let-down reflex, which 
encourages air 
swallowing, by your very hungry newborn.  A tummy full of air may lead to a fretful & 
uncomfortable, 
baby during the evening hours.  Frequent burping after any apparent gulping at nursing 
sessions may help keep the air from traveling to baby’s intestine, which can cause gas pain later.

In the early weeks, picking him up every couple of hours will insure he receives the frequent feedings (8 to 12 daily) that he needs for rapid growth and for mother to establish an adequate milk supply. 

Normally, your milk supply takes three to six weeks to stabilize.  Studies show that babies require about the 
same amount of total time at the breast, whether their feeding preference is short and frequent or long and 
less often.  Whether baby nurses 12 times at 20 minutes per feeding (240 minutes), or 8 times at 30 minutes 

per feeding (240 minutes), it all averages out, meeting each baby’s personality type and individual needs. 
Relax and enjoy your baby!  You will soon identify your baby’s ‘unique’ pattern.  

Consider and observe his cues and your own mothering instincts as gifts that teach you about each other!  

Be assured that in a few weeks or months, he will begin waking less frequently, and you will feel tuned-in 

to his needs and also be able to begin catching up on your rest.  You will again find a ‘normal’ life routine!
