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Social inequities perpetuate breastfeeding disparities for Black women 
 

The institutionalized racism Black women continually experience has a direct impact on their 

breastfeeding rates and experiences, according to a new article in the  

Journal of Nutrition Education and Behavior 

 

Philadelphia, November 8, 2021 – As Black women continue to have the lowest breastfeeding 

initiation and duration rates in the United States, researchers examined factors associated with 

breastfeeding disparities and inequities through the lens of critical race theory and the social-ecological 

model in a new Perspective in the Journal of Nutrition Education and Behavior, published by Elsevier.  

 

In the United States, there has been a heightened recognition of the health and social disparities that 

continuously impact Black, Indigenous, and People of Color (BIPOC) communities. Among these health 

disparities is the low rate of breastfeeding among Black mothers, despite the association between 

positive health outcomes and breastfeeding. A general lack of acceptance about breastfeeding within the 

Black American culture and American culture; lack of neighborhood resources like primary care, social 

cohesion, and safety; and experiences of racism and implicit bias by healthcare providers have been 

identified as contributing factors to the low breastfeeding rates among Black women.  

 

“The reality is that right now the breastfeeding rates in the United States are not improving, and [Black 

women] have the lowest rates of breastfeeding for any race or ethnicity in the US. Unfortunately, the 

breastfeeding rates between Black infants and White infants are widening, so what we’re doing right now 

is not working,” said Melissa Petit, MN PH, BA, RN, IBCLC, College of Nursing, Washington State 

University, Spokane, WA, USA.  

 

This Perspective encourages healthcare providers and nurses to address breastfeeding disparities 

among Black women in the US from the individual level to the societal level.  
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Caption: The institutionalized racism Black women continually experience has a direct impact on their breastfeeding 

rates and experiences, according to a new article in the Journal of Nutrition Education and Behavior (Credit: 

iStock.com/kate_sept2004).  

 

“In clinical practice, we need to examine the roadblocks or barriers to fostering inclusion and equity in 

healthcare for all women. We need to identify our own assumptions about race, understand and 

acknowledge our own biases and perceptions, and challenge our own thoughts to identify our own 

microaggressions by reading about microinequities and microaggressions. We need to be active 

practitioners of trauma informed care. We need to realize trauma impacts patients and recognize the 

signs and symptoms of trauma whether it be historical or structural or personal, and we need to respond 

by implementing care structures for all women by acknowledging our shared humanity and challenges in 

that shared humanity,” commented coauthor Denise Smart, DrPH, MPH, BSN, RN, College of Nursing, 

Washington State University, Spokane, WA, USA.  

 

--- 

 

Notes for editors 

The article is “Examination of Factors That Contribute to Breastfeeding Disparities and Inequities for 

Black Women in the US,” by Melissa Petit, MN PH, BA, RN, IBCLC; Denise Smart, DrPH, MPH, BSN, 

RN; Victoria Sattler, PhD, MN, RN; and Natsuko K. Wood, PhD, RN 

(https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jneb.2021.08.013). It appears in the Journal of Nutrition Education and Behavior, 

volume 53, issue 11 (November 2021), published by Elsevier. 

 

The article is openly available at https://www.jneb.org/article/S1499-4046(21)00777-6/fulltext.  

 

Full text of the article is also available to credentialed journalists upon request; contact Eileen Leahy at +1 

732 238 3628 or jnebmedia@elsevier.com to obtain a copy. To schedule an interview with the author(s), 

please contact Denise Smart, DrPH, MPH, BSN, RN, at dsmart@wsu.edu. 
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An audio podcast featuring an interview with Denise Smart, DrPH, MPH, BSN, RN, and other information 

for journalists are available at www.jneb.org/content/media. Excerpts from the podcast may be 

reproduced by the media with permission from Eileen Leahy. 

 

About the Journal of Nutrition Education and Behavior (JNEB)  

Advancing Research, Practice and Policy 

The Journal of Nutrition Education and Behavior (JNEB), the official journal of the Society for Nutrition 

Education and Behavior (SNEB), is a refereed, scientific periodical that serves as a resource for all 

professionals with an interest in nutrition education and dietary/physical activity behaviors. The purpose of 

JNEB is to document and disseminate original research, emerging issues, and practices relevant to 

nutrition education and behavior worldwide and to promote healthy, sustainable food choices. It supports 

the society’s efforts to disseminate innovative nutrition education strategies, and communicate 

information on food, nutrition, and health issues to students, professionals, policymakers, targeted 

audiences, and the public. 

 

The Journal of Nutrition Education and Behavior features articles that provide new insights and useful 

findings related to nutrition education research, practice, and policy. The content areas of JNEB reflect 

the diverse interests of health, nutrition, education, Cooperative Extension, and other professionals 

working in areas related to nutrition education and behavior. As the Society's official journal, JNEB also 

includes occasional policy statements, issue perspectives, and member communications. www.jneb.org 

 

About Elsevier 

As a global leader in information and analytics, Elsevier helps researchers and healthcare professionals’ 

advance science and improve health outcomes for the benefit of society. We do this by facilitating insights 

and critical decision-making for customers across the global research and health ecosystems.  

 

In everything we publish, we uphold the highest standards of quality and integrity. We bring that same 

rigor to our information analytics solutions for researchers, health professionals, institutions, and funders.  

 

Elsevier employs 8,100 people worldwide. We have supported the work of our research and health 

partners for more than 140 years. Growing from our roots in publishing, we offer knowledge and valuable 

analytics that help our users make breakthroughs and drive societal progress. Digital solutions such as 

ScienceDirect, Scopus, SciVal, ClinicalKey and Sherpath support strategic research management, R&D 

performance, clinical decision support, and health education. Researchers and healthcare professionals 

rely on our 2,500+ digitized journals, including The Lancet and Cell; our 40,000 eBook titles; and our 

iconic reference works, such as Gray's Anatomy. With the Elsevier Foundation and our external Inclusion 

& Diversity Advisory Board, we work in partnership with diverse stakeholders to advance inclusion and 

diversity in science, research and healthcare in developing countries and around the world. 

 

Elsevier is part of RELX, a global provider of information-based analytics and decision tools for 

professional and business customers. www.elsevier.com 
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