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Who this leaflet is for?

This leaflet is available on the maternity unit and neonatal unit 
for all mothers who are likely to need to express their breast 
milk. This includes: pregnant mothers at high risk of preterm 
delivery (such as those with multiple pregnancies or complex 
obstetric problems) and to all mothers who need to express for 
any reason, such as those with an ill or preterm baby, or a baby 
who has not yet mastered breastfeeding for whatever reason.

The leaflet is also given on the Children’s Unit to mothers who 
need to express their breast milk for a breastfeeding baby who 
has been admitted.

When should I start to express milk?

Start to express on the first day, within the first 2 hours after 
birth, or as soon as you realise there is a problem with your 
baby’s ability to feed effectively, or as soon as you feel able, as 
this has been shown to greatly increase your long-term milk 
production.

It is thought that as soon as your placenta has been delivered, 
a message is sent to your brain to make it start releasing a 
hormone called prolactin, which is known as the milk-producing 
hormone.

Under normal circumstances, a baby placed at the breasts will 
stimulate the nipples and therefore activate the prolactin 
receptors to respond. If your baby does not suckle at the breast 
and the breasts are not stimulated, the prolactin receptors close 
down because they think they are not needed.
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However, if you have not been able to stimulate your breasts by 
breastfeeding or by hand expression within the first 2 hours, you 
should still be able to produce enough milk for your baby but it 
will require a little more time and effort. Early expression helps 
breast milk production to begin, in the same way that a baby 
suckling stimulates production.

How can I encourage milk to come?

Before you can express your breast milk, there is another 
hormone that is essential to allow milk to flow from the breast. 
This is oxytocin, which is responsible for what is commonly called 
the ‘let-down reflex’.

The emotional feelings that you have when you look at or think 
of your baby help this reflex to work. It is very important to 
stimulate this reflex when you are expressing, and ways to do this 
include:

•	 Skin-to-skin contact, holding, stroking, looking at and 
touching your baby.

•	 Feeling positive about yourself and your baby.

•	 If you are at home while your baby is still in hospital, it may 
help to have a warm bath or bathe your breasts with warm 
water, play soothing music and look at a photo of your baby.

•	 You may also find that having a blanket, sheet or clothes with 
your baby’s smell will help your let-down reflex.

•	 Many women also find that a few minutes spent gently 
massaging or stroking their breasts before expressing can have 
a very positive effect on their milk production.
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One of the most important things is to try to be patient. Take 
your time and do not feel under pressure, as this may make 
expressing difficult.

How often should I express?

You should express as much colostrum or milk as you can, as 
often as your baby would naturally breastfeed. There is no need 
to express in a strict regime, babies breastfeed in all sorts of 
patterns. Ideally, you should start expressing as soon as possible 
after your baby is born, and then keep expressing at least 8 times 
in every 24 hours, including at least once at night when prolactin 
levels are highest.

If you have not expressed for some hours, don’t worry, but make 
the next 2 or 3 times you express closer together. Breast milk is 
made on a supply-and-demand basis, and the better your baby 
breastfeeds, or the more often you express, the sooner your 
milk supply will come in and the more milk you will make for 
your baby. For most women, your mature milk comes in about 
72-90 hours after your baby is born, if you have been feeding or 
expressing frequently.

When should I express by hand?

If you need to express your breast milk in the first 24 to 48 hours 
after your baby is born, it is usually easiest to express by hand 
rather than by pump. This is because colostrum comes in very 
small quantities, only half to one teaspoonful each time you 
express.
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Your newborn baby has a stomach about the size of a marble, 
and is designed to have frequent, small amounts of milk in the 
first day or two. Colostrum is very thick and sticky and is difficult 
to express with a pump until the volume increases. If you use a 
pump, any colostrum you do express tends to get stuck in the 
funnel and valve and is difficult to collect for your baby. If you 
express by hand directly into a feeding cup, every drop can be 
collected and drawn up into a syringe to be fed to your baby.

You may think that the small amounts you get are not worth 
saving, but colostrum is easily digested by your newborn baby. 
Colostrum helps your baby pass meconium and then coats the 
inside of your baby’s gut, ready for your mature milk which will 
come through when your baby is 3 days old.

Colostrum is also full of antibodies to help your baby fight 
infection. It may look like a tiny amount, but every drop is 
precious and valuable for your baby!

When should I use a pump?

When you can express at least 5mls of colostrum at a time by 
hand, or if your baby is already over 2 to 3 days old when you 
begin to express, you may prefer to use a hand pump or electric 
pump to express your milk.

If you are an inpatient, you will have access to our hospital grade 
pumps which have a special setting, called INITIATE. This can be 
used before or after hand expressing colostrum to stimulate the 
breasts and the hormone prolactin, to help you make plenty of 
milk.
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How do I store the milk?

Store your milk in sterile bottles, or in a sterile container with a 
lid, or a sterile syringe and label each with your name and the 
date and time you expressed it.

You can keep expressed milk at room temperature for up to  
6 hours, in the fridge for 48 hours (or up to 5 days for a full term 
healthy baby) and in a freezer for 3 months (or up to 6 months 
for a healthy full term baby).

Milk in a fridge should be kept at the back, not in the door 
where the temperature varies more.

Frozen milk should be used in the order that you produce it, 
oldest milk first. However, freshly-expressed milk has the highest 
proportions of vital nutrients and antibodies and will probably be 
used in preference to frozen milk if there is enough of it for your 
baby.

Will it get easier?

Most mothers find that expressing gets easier as they get more 
practised. It is also normal to get more milk in the mornings than 
in the evenings, and many mothers notice that they can express 
more milk from one side than the other.
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Expressing breast milk by hand

It is easier to learn to express if someone guides you. Please ask 
for help when you start.

How do I hand express?

Before you start, you need a wide-necked container (sterile for 
a baby under 6 months old), such as a feeding cup, wide-necked 
bottle, bowl or expressing funnel.

You will find it easier to express colostrum into a container and 
then suck it into a syringe. This can then be stored or given 
directly to your baby. If you are expressing less than 1ml, you may 
find it easier to get someone to help you by sucking the droplets 
directly off the nipple using a syringe.

1.	 Wash your hands.

2.	 Sit comfortably, with your back straight, in a chair or on the 
edge of your bed.

3.	 Roll your nipple between your fingers and thumb to make it 
stand out. Make a ‘C’ shape with your thumb and either your 
index or middle finger and cup your breast.

Figure 1 Figure 2 Figure 3
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4.	 Place your fingers and thumb about 2 to 3 cm from the base 
of the nipple as shown in Figure 1. You may feel a change in 
the breast tissue at this point, sometimes it feels ‘knobbly’, 
sometimes slightly firmer. You are now touching the skin 
above the dense milk making tissue.

5.	 Holding your finger and thumb in this ‘C’ shape, press back 
towards your rib cage as shown in Figure 2. This brings your 
finger and thumb back into the dense, milk making tissue, 
away from the ducts near the nipple.

6.	 Bring your finger and thumb together, so that they press 
into the milk making tissue, and milk will begin to appear in 
droplets as shown in Figure 3. This should not hurt and if it 
does, try to reposition your finger and thumb and make sure 
you are not squeezing the nipple itself. 

7.	 Build up a steady rhythm of pressing and releasing. Try not to 
slide your fingers over the skin, as this will hurt and it will be 
more difficult to express milk. Keep going as long as milk is 
coming out.

8.	 When the flow slows, move your finger and thumb around 
the breast to take milk from another area, or express from the 
other side. You can reposition or swap hands or swap sides as 
often as you need to when the milk slows or stops.

9.	 You should aim to express for about 20 minutes in total, 
swapping sides as often as you need to, according to your milk 
flow. Some mums swap only once or twice in that time, others 
as often as every minute. However, it is more important to 
express frequently than to keep going for a long time –  
you usually get much more milk expressing 10 times for  
10 to 15 minutes at a time than 5 times for 30 to 40 at a time.
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Further help

To help you learn the skill of hand expressing, you may find the 
following resources useful. 

www.unicef.org.uk/babyfriendly – good video showing hand 
expressing technique

www.globalhealthmedia.org – has some great breastfeeding 
videos

Expressing breast milk using a hand pump

There are several makes of hand pump available on the market. 
You are welcome to bring in and use your own hand pump. You 
can sterilise your pump using the microwave sterilising facilities 
on our wards.

How do I use a hand pump?

Before you start, make sure your pump has been washed 
carefully in hot soapy water, rinsed and sterilised.

1.	 Wash your hands.

2.	 Re-assemble your pump with minimal handling, following the 
manufacturer’s instructions.

3.	 Get a drink and something to eat (healthy snack!) and sit in a 
comfortable chair with feet supported.

http://www.unicef.org.uk/babyfriendly
http://www.globalhealthmedia.org
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4.	 Lean forward slightly and place the funnel comfortably but 
firmly against your breast. Make sure your nipple is in a 
central position in the funnel. If your nipple is too large to 
fit comfortably in the flexible silicone insert, you can pump 
without the insert.

5.	 As you gently squeeze the handle you should feel the suction 
on your breast. You may not need to use the full stroke of 
the handle to create a vacuum - only do enough to express 
the milk and to remain comfortable. Milk will probably start 
flowing after a few minutes of rhythmic pumping. Hold the 
handle in on the pump to prolong the suction for a couple of 
moments each time, to allow your milk to eject from your milk 
ducts.

6.	 Allow the handle to return to the resting position between 
each stroke. This allows the milk to empty into the bottle from 
the funnel.

7.	 Continue expressing from the breast until the milk flow eases, 
then express from your second breast. Repeat this cycle again 
before stopping.

8.	 Try to express at least 8 times within a 24 hour period 
including at least once at night to establish and maintain your 
milk supply.
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Expressing breast milk using an electric 
pump 

There are a huge variety of electric pumps on the market. In the 
hospital we have Medela Symphony pumps, which are hospital 
grade double electric pumps. These and others are also available 
for private rental. If you have a baby on the Neonatal Unit there 
may be one available for you to use at home – please ask the 
staff member caring for you.

Things to consider

It is beyond the scope of this leaflet to advise on which pump is 
best for you. Some things to consider include:

•	 Cost – there is a huge variation in the price of electric pumps 
depending on the brand and its functions. 

•	 Double vs single pump – if you are likely to be expressing a 
lot, a double pump will save you time and can increase the 
milk volumes expressed compared to a single pump.

•	 Hand held vs wearable – there are now different types of 
pump which can be worn in the bra. These may not be as 
practical or effective as more traditional handheld pumps.  
Wearable pumps may not create an effective seal if you have 
larger breasts and some models can be quite noisy.

•	 Battery or mains electric – some pumps come with an  
in-built rechargeable battery, making them easy to use when 
out and about.

•	 Flange size – it is important to have a pump that fits you well, 
to enable effective pumping. Nipples come in many shapes 
and sizes so it is important that the pump you use has a flange 
that will fit you. Flanges are sized in millimeters.  
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You can measure the diameter of your nipple using a tape 
measure to find your size. You may need to try a few to find 
the most effective fit. A well fitting flange should:

•	 be comfortable

•	 	not draw any areola into the funnel

•	 	make the nipple move back and forwards easily without 
too much friction 

Ask a staff member to help you if you are unsure what size fits 
you best.

Preparing to express

Wash your hands and find somewhere comfortable to sit. Try to 
relax as much as possible – feeling stressed will inhibit milk flow. 
Some people find relaxing music helpful. Have your baby close 
to you if possible. If not, look at your baby pictures or videos and 
smell their clothes (such as a worn vest or baby grow) to help 
with ‘let down’. Gently massage your breasts by starting at the 
chest wall and moving towards your nipple. You can also use a 
warm compress first.

Using the pump (always read the manufacturer’s 
instructions before use)

Sit upright so any expressed milk drains into the collector or 
bottle.  Roll the flange onto your breast so that your nipple is 
central in the flange. Turn the pump on and adjust the suction. 
You may need to experiment to get the right suction strength for 
you. It should always be comfortable – you may feel a pull or tug, 
but it shouldn’t hurt. The best suction level is whatever feels right 
for you and produces the most amount of milk.
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You can usually adjust the tempo or speed of the repeated suctions 
too. Most will start with quicker repetitions or ‘sucks’. The faster 
settings are to stimulate your milk ejection reflex, also known as 
‘let down’, much like a baby does. Once the milk starts flowing, 
switch to the slower repetitions as this is what will remove the 
milk, again like a baby does. Keep this going as long as the milk 
flows well. Ideally you will see milk spraying into the pump not just 
dripping.

If you are using a single pump, switch sides once the flow slows to 
a minimum and repeat the process. If you are using a double pump 
and the flow slows, you can stop if you have enough milk. If you 
are trying to get more milk or increase your supply, you may find 
switching back to the faster repetitions/sucks for  
1 to 2 minutes will trigger another ‘let down’.

Quick reference guide

Before you start:

•	 Hygiene: Wash hands and sterilize pump parts.

•	 Relax: Find a warm, quiet spot; look at a baby photo or 
smell their clothes to help with let-down.

•	 Massage: Gently massage breasts for a few minutes to 
encourage milk flow.

•	 Fit: Ensure the breast shield (flange) fits well; your nipple 
should move freely.
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1.	 	Assemble and position: Correctly assemble the pump and 
place the flange centrally over your nipple and areola, 
creating a snug seal.

2.	 	Start low: Turn the pump on and start with the lowest 
suction setting, or a fast ‘stimulation’ mode to mimic a 
baby’s initial quick sucks.

3.	 	Adjust suction: Once milk starts flowing, gradually 
increase the vacuum (suction) to a comfortable level; it 
should not be painful.

4.	 	Change Breasts: When the flow slows in one breast, switch 
to the other; changing sides can stimulate more let-downs.

5.	 	Continue pumping: Keep switching until milk stops or 
slows to a drip from both sides, or for about 15-20 minutes 
if no flow.

6.	 	Double pump (optional): Pumping both breasts at once 
saves time and boosts supply.

Pumping technique:
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