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Brain Food: Nutrients in Breastmilk to Support
Baby’s Development

An infant’s first year of life is marked by rapid growth. In fact, infants’ brains double in size
between birth and their first birthday. Much of that growth occurs in areas that control motor
skills, which allows infants to begin to move and make sense of the world around them.

When possible, medical and public health experts recommend breastmilk as the main source of
nutrition during the first year of life. A mother’s diet influences the nutritional content of
breastmilk. So, consuming a variety of healthy foods is important to support infant brain
development. Three important nutrients for mom and baby are DHA, zinc, and vitamin B12.
DHA is a fatty acid needed for development of parts of the brain responsible for planning,
problem solving, and focused attention. Zinc is a mineral needed to build the structure of the
brain. Vitamin B12 is needed to support connections between brain cells and the rapid pace of
growth.

Breastfeeding mothers should get 200 milligrams of DHA, 12 milligrams of zinc, and 2.8
micrograms of vitamin B12 each day. Many foods are good sources of these three nutrients. Oily
or fatty fish, such as tuna, trout, and salmon, are great sources of DHA. Beans, nuts, and dairy
are high in zinc. Vitamin B12 can be found in dairy, eggs, beef, and fish. Fortified cereals also
have vitamin B12. There are many ways these foods can be added into the diet. Use canned tuna
to make tuna salad for lunch. Include nuts and cheese for a snack. For dinner, add lean ground
beef to spaghetti or tacos.

A mother continues to need more nutrients during breastfeeding. To meet these needs, a
breastfeeding parent should continue taking a prenatal supplement. Eating nutritious foods will
support the health of both mom and baby during the breastfeeding period. For breastfeeding
mothers who are vegetarian or vegan, it may be harder to get some of these nutrients, particularly
DHA and vitamin B12, as these are primarily limited to animal products. If you are vegetarian or
vegan, talk with your health-care provider about other options to ensure you are meeting the
nutrient needs.

Breastfeeding is a unique journey for each mother and baby. Regardless of a mother’s choice or
ability to breastfeed, it is important to be mindful of nutrient intake to support the health of both
mom and baby during this period.
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