Today’s piece was prepared by Danielle Correia, MPH, MS-4, based on a New York Times article Breastfed Babies May Have Longer Telomeres, Tied to Longevity.

The Times story presents new evidence by Woljcicki et al that babies who were exclusively breastfed for the first four to six weeks of life have statistically significantly longer telomeres than their non-breastfed counterparts. She also reports a correlation between shorter telomeres and toddlers who drink daily fruit juice and soda consumption at age four.
The author provides an unbiased review of the research, including an overview of the benefits of breastfeeding, a review of what telomeres are and a summary of the study. Researchers prospectively followed a cohort of low-income Latino infants from birth until preschool age, during which time they collected family-reported feeding behavior as well as leukocyte telomere samples. While she addresses that the homogeneity of the population in the study allowed for less confounding by socioeconomic status, she does not discuss if the results are generalizable to non-Latino infants or those of higher SES. Of significant importance, the journalist mentions that the breastfeeding cannot be established as causative of longer telomeres based on the observational study.
Interestingly, behavioral medicine physician Pathik Wadhwa of U.C. Irvine comments that the effect of telomere lengthening may not be mediated by breastfeeding itself, but may represent stronger maternal-infant bonding. The comparison is made between findings of shorter telomeres among infants in orphanages with history of insecure attachment, although the effects may also be mediated by toxic stress and associated chronic inflammation. The article ends by stating that this research represents hopeful news to families regarding a modifiable risk factor that may affect longevity through exclusive breastfeeding. 
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And that’s today’s Developmental & Behavioral Pediatrics: IN THE NEWS!
