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This study on the perceptiot,, of infant feedirug practices u;as conducted
among unmarried girls from tu;o randomly selected Saudi public schools in
Al-Khobar. Though it was encouraging to note that the attitude of the girls was
Iargely in fuuour of breast-feeding, many deficiencies were identffied in their
knoul,edge of infantfeedhry.67.ITa students u)ere uttau)are of the hnltortunce of
colostrum and 70.57o opted for scheduled feeding ouer dernand feeding. To
40.2Vo girls an optimum rJuration of 18-24 months for breast feeding wus not
desirabl,e. A large proportion, of students ktcked knou;Ledge on the methods of
promoting lactatiort such as early suckling (51 .4%), frequent suckling @07o)
und "rooming-in" (37.97o). OnIy 28% of the gir ls kneu; the corre.ct age of
introducing solid food. With the present trend of decline in the duratioru of
breast-feeding in Saudi Arabia, the schools could play an important role in
training a nd motiaating future mothers for proper itfant feetlbt g practices,
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INTRODUCTION

\ fh i le  a  remarkab le  resurgence o f
breas t - feed ing  has  been observed in  the
indus t r ia l i zed  count r ies  s ince  the  1970s,  a
downward trend in breast-feeding during rhe
last 20 years in developing countries has caused
increased concern among the promoters of child
health and development. Bottle feeding in these

countries has become a symbol of modernity. In

part icular, the urban educated and well-ro-do

moth€rs have been observed to resort to bottle

feeding early in the post-natal periodl'2.

Saud i  Arab ia  i s  no  excepr ion  to  th is
behavioural change. The present trend indicates
t h a t  t h o u g h  m o s r  m o r h e r s  s r a r r  w i t h
breast-feeding, the duration of feeding is now
shorter and supplementary milk is introduced in
the early months3,4. The tradit ional practice of
b reasr - feed ing  For  2  years  i s  now uncommon

particularly in urban areas. The question is, can
timely intervention with target groups reverse

the present trend?
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Several studies3'5-8 have been conducted in
the past on the practice of breast-feeding and
weaning among Saudi mothers but no arrempr
has been made to evaluate the knowledge and
att i tude of would-be morhers towards this vital
issue of chi ld health. Hence, rhis srudy was
carried out to investigate the perception of
infant feeding pracrices among unmarried Saudi
high school gir ls and identi fy the need for a
health education programme at school level.

MATERIAL AND METHODOLOGY

Unmarried high school girls from the urban
area of Al-Khobar in the Easrern Province of
Saudi Arabia were the rarget populat ion of the
study. The sample populat ion was drawn from
the government schools in the area. There are six
government schools at secondary level in the
area,  each w i th  an  enro l lment  o f  300-400
s t u d e n t s .  T h e  s c h o o l s  c a r e r  f o r  a
socio-economical ly homogeneous populat ion.
For  the  purpose o f  sampl ing ,  a  schoo l  was
considered as the unir o[selection. Two schools
were chosen randomly out of the six and al l
students of grades ten, eleven and twelve from
these schools were considered for inclusion in
the sample populat ion. Our of a rctal of 622
studenrs enrol led in these two schools, 589
(94.7Vo) gir ls were included in the study. The
remaining students were eirher absent on the day
of  the  inves t iga t ion  or  were  mar r ied  and
therefore excluded from the sample. Their ages
ranged from 16 to 19 years. Each school was
interviewed in one day in December 1990 and
the  s tudents  were  nor  in fo rmed about  the
conten ts  o f  the  quesr ionna i re  p r io r  ro  the
investigation.

A questionnaire with both open ended and
structured questions was used. These were
related to the att i tude of the srudenrs towards
breast-feeding, their awareness of the imporrance

of  b reas t  mi lk  and co los t rum,  dura t ion  and
schedules of breast-feeding, i ts role in spacing
pregnancy and the factors affect ing lactat ion
such as  " rooming- in " ,  day  o f  in i t ia t ion  o f
breast-feeding, night feeding and food intake
dur ing  lac ta t ion .  Quest ions  were  a lso  pu t

regarding the age o[ introduction of solid food
(weaning) and preferred foods for weaning. The
questionnaire was pretested on 20 high school
level gir ls and modif icarions were made as
necessary. Responses to the questions were
self-administered by the srudents.

RESULTS

Out of 589 students, 541 (91.8olo) bel ieved
that the mother's milk was ideal for the proper
growth and health of the baby compared to only
41 (7.0o/o) gir ls who thought cow's milk was
superior. Table I shows that while 194 (32.9o/o)

students perceived the importance of colostrum,
170 (28.9o/o) did not and 225 (38.2%) gir ls
preferred nor to comment because of lack of
knowledge. V/hile more rhan one half of the stu-
dents (59.8%) were of the opinion that the opti-
mum duration of breast-Feeding should be l8-24
months, 40.2o/o students were in favour of other
t ime periods or could nor commenr (Fig. 1). An
enquiry was made regarding preference for
demand or scheduled feeding for the health of
the baby. The majori ty of students (70.5o/o)

opted for a rigid 3-4 hours schedule compared
to a f lexible feeding regime (Fig. 2). 59.8olo gir ls
were in favour of night feeding while 20.0%
were not. There were varying responses to rhe
idea of feeding a premarure baby with breast
mi lk .  Two hundred and twe lve  36 .0o /o)
students considered i t  possible whereas 182
(30.9o /o)  and 195 (33 .1o /o)  d id  no t  agree  or
could not commenr, respecrively.

An assessment of the perception of students
o f  some fac tors  in f luenc ing  success fu l
breast-feeding showed that nearly half  of them

Tatrle 1
Distribution of students by Perceived
Importance of Colostrum

Colostrum
Responses __

No. o/o

Should be given

Should not be given

Do not know

Total 589 100.0

r94 32.9
r70 28.9
225 38.2
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Not Sure

Demand Feeding

Scheduled Feeding

70.5o/o

(48.60/o) were unaware of the importance of
suckl ing the baby on the f irst day of birth to
improve milk production. Moreover,40o/o of rhe

students did not appreciate the fact that frequent

suckl ing increased the quantiry of breast milk. A

few girls ( I 0%) thought frequent suckling would

lead to decreased milk supply.

Eor better lactat ion 366 (52.1o/o) and 70
(  1  I  .9o lo )  s tudents  respe c t i ve ly  favoured
" rooming- in "  and a  neonata l  nursery .  The

remaining 153 (260/o) gir ls did not respond. A

majori ty of the students (90.5%) bel ieved that a

lactating mother should eat more than her usual

diet to improve the quality of her breast milk as

well as for her own health.

Students were almost equally divided in their

knowledge of drug excretion in human milk.

Vhi le 205 (34.8Vo) gir ls perceived such a

Figure 2: Preference of Tlpe of Breast Feeding

20.5o/o

Table2
Attitude of Students for Self-Practice of
Breast-feeding in Future

Responses No. o/o

Breast-feeding because it is
traditional 9
Bottle-feeding because it rs
the best way 7
Bottle-feedine because
breast-feedinI is old
fashioned 4

Breast-feeding because ir is
the best way 541
Bottle-feeding because it rs

t f

r4
t 4

t . 2

0 .7

91.9

2.4
2.4

an easy way

No response

Total 589 100.0
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possibi l i ry, 173 (29.4o/o) did not think so and
218 (37.0o/o) stated that they were unaware of
this. An enquiry on whether breast-feeding

could always prevent pregnancy was responded

to in the aff irmative by 32.9% students while

45o/o girls were skeptical of this fact. It was
encouraging to nore that the attitudinal response

of students for breast-feeding their own babies in
future was posit ive. Table 2 shows that the
majori ty of the gir ls (91.9o/o) stated that they
would opt for this practice because it was "the

best way" for the baby to artain good health.

Less than a third (28%) of the students knew

that 4-6 months was the correcr age to introduce
solid food to a baby. Some (32.3o/o) gir ls
suggested that weaning time could be as late as
one year  o r  more  (Tab le  3 ) .  A  long l i s t  o f
weaning foods was provided by the students.

Common items of food mentioned were

pureed fruits and vegetables (46.50/o) and cerelac
(10.9o/o). Few gir ls suggested eggs (7 .3o/o),
biscuits (6.5Vo), rice (3.2o/o) and dates (0.3o/o).

One hundred and seventeen students (19.9o/o)

did not make any suggestions.

Table 3
Distribution of students According to
Preferred Time of Weaning

lnfant's Age (Months)
Responses

No. o/o

education is on the increase4, breasr-feeding is
less favoured and the period is shorter now2-3
compared to rhar observed in 195110 o, even a
decade ago.5"l'l'12 However, the present status of
breast-feeding in the Kingdom which is around

5go1o2-4 of babies being breastfed at six monrhs is
much higher than that in other developing
countr ies such as Nigerial3 and Chilel4 where
only 17o and 1lolo infants respecrively, were
reported to be breast-Fed at that age.

A recent national survey on breast-feeding in
Saudi Arabia showed a signif icant impact of
education and socio-economic status on rhe
dura t ion  o f  b reasr - feed ing2.  R is ing  female
l i te racy  br ings  abour  g rea ter  exposure  ro
in te rna t iona l  l i te ra tu re ,  mass  med ia  and a
tendency to emulate the modern world. Unlike
s o m e  c o u n t r i e s  w h e r e  s o c i o - e c o n o m i c

circumstances have prevented mothers from
resor r ing  ro  bo t t le  leed ing ls ,  in  Saud i  Arab ia .
the easy avai labi l i ty of baby milk formulae and
the abi l i ry oF the local populat ion to purchase
them appear to play a major role in inf luencing a
mother's decision to cease breast-feeding early5.

The f indings of the presenr study are a
reflect ion of the school-going female populat ion
ofAl-Khobar in the age group of l6 to 19 years.
Hence, these results cannor be general ised to
c o v e r  o t h e r  a r e a s  o r  a  n o n - s c h o o l  g o i n g
populat ion.

It  was encouraging to note in the present
study that a majori ty of the students (91.80/o)

bel ieved in the importance of breast-feeding for
the growth and health oF the baby and intended

to fol low this practice in future. A large
proport ion of gir ls (59.8o/o) also Favoured

prolonged breast-feeding up to two years. This
attitude results from an injunction in the Quran
that "a mother shall breast-feed her child for rwo

years". Moreover, the perception of students for

breast-feeding has also been possibly influenced

by bel iefs and practices of their morhers who

belong to a generation that had been advocates
of breast-feeding. Vhi le this posit ive arr irude

among students was highly commendable, some

r  - )

4 - b

26

165

84

96

r 9 0

28

4.4

28.0

14.3

16.3
1 )  l

4 . /

7 c |

1 0 - 1 1

> 1 Year

No Response

Total 589 100.0

DISCUSSION

It has been observed that breast-feeding has

been on the decl ine as urbanization, education

a n d  s t a n d a r d s  o f  l i v i n g  i n c r e a s e e .  l n  S a u d i

Arab ia ,  where  the  per  cap i ta  GNP is  h igh ,

urbanization has reached 80% and female
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def ic ienc ies  in  the i r  knowledge on  the

advantages and methods of breast-feeding raises

concern. Often these reasons have been the lack

of motivation, failed lactation and. early weaning

among pres€nr day mothers.

A large proport ion of gir ls (67.1o/o) did not

appreciate the value of colostrum. This f inding

was also ref lected in the Dractices of Saudi
mothers in Turaba8 and Al-Khobar7. Ho*euer,

demand feeding which is common in the
country2'7,8, was surprisingly not favoured by

70.5o/o students. Many students had l i t t le

knowledge on the imporrance of night feeding
(40.2o/o), breast milk for premature babies
(64.0o/o), the methods of successful lactat ion

which include when to init iate breast suckl ing
(48.6Vo) and frequency of suckl ing (40o/o), or
knew the correct age of introducing semi-sol id
food (72.0o/o) and the value of high energy
weaning foods. Surprisingly, almost none of the
students in this urban-based study mentioned

any tradit ional Saudi weaning foods such as
'mulhal ibich' (milk and starch), 

' foul '  (beans),
' jereesh' (wheat) and 

'addas' ( lenti ls).  Only 2

0.3o/o\ students mentioned dates.

The curr iculum of government schools in
this region includes some aspects of mother craft
and home economics  bu t  the  in fo rmat ion
provided is elementary and is taught during
primary school years only, at age 8-1 I years.
Educational and psychological motivation for
healthy child care practices, ifprovided at higher

academic ( intermediate and secondary schools),
levels and age would be more meaningful to the
students for their l tuture needs. Accordine to
H o c h b a u m l 6 ,  o n .  o F  r h e  p u r p o r . ,  o [ . c h o o l

hea l th  educat ion  is " . . .  to  enab le  ch i ld ren  to
make sensible decisions when they face new

situations for which they have nor been direct ly

prepared". Accurate and support ive information

prov ided a t  th is  s tage wou ld  a l low fu tu re

mothers to follow appropriate pracrices in infant
feeding knowledgeably. The courses offered to
the gir ls should include the rel igious signif icance

of breast-feeding, the nutr i t ive value of marure

and immature  mi lk  and o ther  benef i t s  o f

breast-feeding to the infant and the morher.
Teachers should also hold discussions on factors

that contribute ro successful lactation, ways of

overcoming breast-feeding problems and the
techniques of proper feeding. The courses would

be beneficial i f  complemented with practical
cooking sessions on foods for weaning including
t rad i t iona l  in fan t  mea ls .  Oppor tun i t ies  fo r
interaction with community mothers who are
inclined towards breast-feeding would certainly
inject more enthusiasm and effectiveness into
the learning process.

Another important consideration should be
the att i tude of teachers who can inf luence
students' viewslT. Teachers with negative or
ambivalent att i tudes towards breast-feeding
would be unl ikely to promore i t  to their wards.
Ideal ly, an instructor who has successful ly
breast-fed and cared for her own chi ldren
eff iciently would be the best person to del iver
the message.

To promote breast-feeding in Saudi Arabia,
other strategies too, need to be adopted. These
should include the banning of sales promorion
or advert isement of infant formulae to the

public. \Working mothers should be provided
with faci l i t ies to breast-feed their infants at
work, and be permitted short breaks during
working hours for this. Educational programmes
on the subject of breast-feeding through the
mass media, particularly television which reaches
most of the populat ion should be encouraged.
Many hospitals in the Kingdom need to be
"baby fr iendly" by adopting the new code of
practice set out in "Ten sreps ro Successful
Breast-feeding" drawn up recently by the STorld
Health Organization and the United Nations
In te rna t iona l  Ch i ld ren 's  Emergency  Fund in

19914.  Some ins t i tu t ions  cont inue to  keep the i r
newborn in separate rooms and customari ly

advocate a bott le of infant formula soon afrer

birth. The role of health personnel in the health

se iv ices  remains  v i ta l  in  counse l l ing  on

breast-feeding as well  as rendering support in

hand l ing  minor  p rob lems and d i f f i cu l t ies .  A t

present, however, with a large expatr iate health
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s ta f f  in  the  count ry l8 ,  the  soc ia l  and
communication gulf often prevents effective
health education. Sporadic health talks are
conducted  in  hea l th  centers  and some

government schools by the few Saudi staFf

avai lable. I t  is hoped that the situation wil l
improve as more trained Saudi female workers
become available for the health services. \7hile
these personnel could act as message reinforcers,

the task of training future mothers in chi ld
nut r i t ion ,  among o ther  th ings ,  remains  an
essential responsibility of the school educational

Programme.
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