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Study shows some newborns lose weight
much faster than previously recognized

December 2 2014, by Juliana Bunim

Using weights obtained from over 100,000 Northern California babies, a
new study is the first to detail the weight loss patterns of exclusively
breastfed newborns. The results show that some breastfed babies lose
weight faster and for a longer period than was previously recognized.

The investigators have captured their findings in an online tool that is the
first of its kind to help pediatricians determine whether exclusively
breastfed newborns have lost too much weight in the first days of life.
The research is published today in the journal Pediatrics.

Women do not immediately produce high volumes of breast milk in the
first days after childbirth. Instead, mothers at first secrete small amounts
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of colostrum, which contains high concentrations of nutrients and
antibodies for the baby. During this period, almost all babies experience
some initial weight loss, which can cause concern from new parents and
sometimes even pediatricians.

According to the researchers, most newborns tolerate this initial period
of weight loss. However, some do develop complications such as
dehydration and hyperbilirubinemia — jaundice caused by too much
bilirubin in the blood — which are the two most common causes of
newborn hospital readmission. Mothers sometimes believe this weight
loss means their baby is not getting enough breast milk, leading them to
supplement their baby with infant formula, a practice pediatricians hope
to avoid when possible.

The Newborn Weight Tool, or Newt, was developed using a sample of
hourly birth weights from more than 100,000 breastfed newborns at
Northern California Kaiser Permanente hospitals between 2009 and
2013. The tool plots a baby's weight percentile at any given time in the
first few days following birth and compares it with the large sample of
newborns.

Until now, there was no graphical depiction or "growth chart" of early
weight loss for exclusively breastfed newborns to help inform mothers
visually of how normal it is for babies to lose weight, but now mothers
and pediatric healthcare providers have a tool to demonstrate normal
weight loss patterns. An individual mother can see how her newborn
compares with these normal patterns, which in most cases will be
reassuring.

"For parents who are concerned about their newborn's weight loss, they
can be shown how their baby compares to the study sample, and whether
they fall into a dangerous zone," said Valerie Flaherman, MD, a
pediatrician at UCSF Benioff Children's Hospital San Francisco and lead
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author of the study. "It also provides a tool for pediatricians to determine
which babies are at high risk, addressing a major clinical gap because
there are no current criteria for newborn weight loss."

Newt was developed by the study's senior author, Ian Paul, MD,
professor of pediatrics and public health sciences at Penn State College
of Medicine and pediatrician at Penn State Hershey Children's Hospital
and Eric Schaefer, MS, a statistician at Penn State College of Medicine,
along with researchers at UCSF and Kaiser Permanente.

The tool is available for free, and healthcare providers can bookmark it
on their computers, smartphones and tablet devices. It was designed for
health care professionals to share the information with parents similar to
the way growth charts are used now.

The normal amount of weight loss depends on how many hours old a
baby is.

"With Newt, we can normalize what the expected patterns of weight loss
are on an hour-by-hour basis, which has never been possible before,"
Paul said. "This way we can more easily identify those who are at risk
for excess weight loss early and get their mothers extra breastfeeding
support."

More information: "Early Weight Loss Nomograms for Exclusively
Breastfed Newborns." Pediatrics peds.2014-1532; published ahead of
print December 1, 2014, DOI: 10.1542/peds.2014-1532
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