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What is colostrum?
Colostrum is the first milk your breasts produce during 
pregnancy and in the first few days following birth. It contains 
antibodies, immunoglobulins and hormones which promote gut 
growth, as well as being the perfect nutrition for your baby. It is 
concentrated so only produced in small quantities. 

What is antenatal colostrum harvesting?
Antenatal colostrum harvesting is the hand expression and 
collection of colostrum during the later weeks of pregnancy 
(from 37 weeks gestation).

Why should I harvest my colostrum?
Women who harvest their colostrum become more familiar 
with their breasts and feel more confident hand expressing and 
breastfeeding once baby arrives. Harvested colostrum can be 
given to infants requiring supplement feeds for medical reasons, 
or to encourage babies to breastfeed effectively. Harvesting 
colostrum can be especially beneficial for women who:

•	 Have diabetes

•	 Have taken blood pressure medications in pregnancy

•	 Have had previous breast surgery

•	 Have polycystic ovary syndrome

•	 Have a raised body mass index (BMI)

•	 Had previous breastfeeding difficulties

•	 Are having an infant who is small or large for gestational age

•	 Are having an infant with a congenital abnormality such 
as cleft palate, Down’s syndrome, or a congenital heart 
condition

•	 Having twins or triplets

•	 Plan to birth by elective caesarean section

•	 Planning induction of labour



Are there any reasons why I should not harvest my 
colostrum?
As hand expressing can increase oxytocin which can cause 
uterine activity and changes to your cervix, colostrum should not 
be harvested if you:

•	 Have placenta previa / accreta or vasa previa.

•	 Have an unstable / transverse lie

•	 Have a cervical suture in place

You should also not harvest colostrum if:

•	 You are taking a medication contraindicated in breastfeeding 

(if unsure you can check your medications with the infant 
feeding team).

You may be able to harvest colostrum if you are less than 37 
weeks gestation and know your baby will be preterm – please 
speak to the infant feeding team for an individualised plan.



How do I harvest colostrum?
1. Wash your hands with soap and water and dry with a clean 
towel.

2. Ensure you have a clean and sterilised container in which to 
collect your colostrum. You can use a syringe or small cup.

3. Ensure you are feeling calm and relaxed. This will help to get 
your oxytocin flowing. Looking at a scan picture or stroking your 
bump may help you feel relaxed and connected to your baby.

4. Spend at least 2 minutes gently massaging your breast and 
rolling or tweaking your nipple before you start. This will help 
to stimulate oxytocin which aids colostrum release.

5. Place your thumb and forefinger into a C shape and move 
them back from the nipple approximately 2-3 cms. 



6. Gently compress and release your fingers in a rhythmic 
motion. Avoid sliding your fingers over skin. Expressing 
should not hurt. If colostrum doesn’t flow, try adjusting your 
position by moving your thumb and fingers slightly closer to or 
slightly further from your nipple. Once the flow slows you can 
move your thumb and fingers round to a different section of 
breast. Occasionally women experience uterine activity while 
expressing. If this happens stop and try again at another time. If 
you are concerned call Central Labour Suite on
01244 365026 / 5028 for advice. Never use a breast pump to 
express in pregnancy.



7. Collect your colostrum in a cup or syringe. It is normal for 
colostrum to flow slowly and to only collect a few drops. 
Amounts collected vary. The amount you express does not 
correspond to how well breastfeeding will go or how good your 
milk supply will be once established. If you are unable to collect 
any colostrum, call the infant feeding team for advice. Once 
collected store in a syringe, place a cap on the syringe, and label 
with your name, hospital number and date and time collected.



How do I store and transport my colostrum?
Ideally place your syringe of colostrum in a re-sealable bag and 
freeze immediately. Your freezer should be -18 degrees. You can 
store colostrum in the back of your fridge for up to 24 hours 
before freezing. 

When you go to hospital place your frozen colostrum syringes 
in an insulated bag with ice blocks to ensure they remain 
frozen. On arrival ask your birth partner to bring the colostrum 
to Cestrian ward to be placed in the freezer. It can then be 
defrosted as required. You can take your colostrum home 
again if not required during your stay in the same way. If your 
colostrum is left at the hospital following discharge you will 
be notified. If it is not collected within one week it will be 
discarded.

A video discussing antenatal colostrum harvesting is available on 
our padlet and website.

The infant feeding team also run a weekly 30-minute workshop 
discussing antenatal colostrum harvesting. You can book a place 
by calling the infant feeding team on 01244 363646.

Antenatal colostrum harvesting packs are available from the 
infant feeding team, your community midwife, antenatal clinic, 
day unit and Cestrian ward.

If you require further information or advice, please contact the 
infant feeding team on 01244 363646.
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If you require a special edition of this leaflet 

This leaflet is available in large print, Braille, on compact disk 
and in other languages on request. 
Please contact the Patient Advice and Liaison Service (PALS) on: 

Telephone: 01244 366066
or email: coch.patientexperience@nhs.net

Si vous voulez cette brochure en français, 
contactez le bureau des rendez-vous ou 
demandez à un membre du personnel.

 

Haddii aad jeclaan laheyd buug-yarahan 
oo af-Soomaali ku qoran la soo xiriir xar-
ruunta bukaan ballaminta ama wax wey-
dii xubin shaqaalaha ka tirsan.

Si desea recibir este folleto en español, 
sírvase contactar al Centro de Citas para 
Pacientes o solicitarlo al personal.

 
Mae’r daflen hon ar gael (ar gais), mewn 
print bras, ar dâp sain neu ar ddisg, ac 
efallai mewn ieithoedd eraill ar gais. 
Cysylltwch â chanolfan apwyntiadau clei-
fion i ofyn am gopi. 


