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I am a medical sociologist 

 
I study medicine, health and illness as social phenomena 

 

Dissertation Title: “Emerging Milk Exchanges: Human Milk Banking, 
Sharing and Technoscience” 

 

I use the terms of the participants who I studied 

 

I invite audience contributions to understanding this phenomena! 

 

I cannot give advice on best practices in milk sharing but can tell you 
what I have observed on the ground.  



Ways milk is shared 

Mom’s groups (e.g. play 
groups and lactation support 
groups) 

Between friends 

Between relatives 

Between co-workers 

 

Through in-person relationships 



Bay Area Home Birth 
Collective 

Bernal Heights Neighborhood 
Group 

Golden Gate Mothers Group 

Berkeley Parents Network 

 

Ways milk is shared 
Through parenting or neighborhood listservs 



Ways milk is shared 
Through referrals 

 Lactation consultants 

Midwives 

Physicians 

Friends 

 



Ways milk is shared 

Milk Share 

Human Milk 4 Human Babies - 
Facebook 

Eats on Feets - Facebook 

Bay Area Breast Milk 
Cooperative - Facebook 

Through online platforms set up for milk sharing 











Ways milk is shared 

Considerable overlap between 
ways of making matches. 

Some sharing involves cross-
nursing; more likely through in-
person matches.  

• Tradition or babysitting 
arrangmeents 

• Taboos against cross nursing 

Milk sharing is not a new 
practice. Reflects old practices 
taking new forms through the 
facilitation of internet platforms. 



Informal milk sharing versus selling 

For participants, sharing as 
opposed to selling meant: 

• Increased safety 

• Empathy and support for 
those struggling with 
breastfeeding 

• Some opposed milk selling 
but for others it just “wasn’t 
what we do” or it just isn’t 
expected in sharing 
communities. 



Why recipients are using informally 
shared milk 
Why don’t recipients use a 

milk bank? (Gribble 2013) 

• Would not qualify as having 
a medical need 

• Cost prohibitive 

Debbie’s story. 

 

 

 

 

 



Why recipients are using informally 
shared milk 
Adoption or Surrogacy 

 Insufficient milk caused by:  

Tongue tie (missed, caught late) 

Separation from baby at birth 

Painful/poor latch 

Return to work causing supply drop 

 Low prolactin levels 

 Insufficient glandular tissue (IGT) 

Prematurity or other birth complication 

Multiple/unknown reasons 

 



Narratives of breastfeeding leading to 
use of donated milk 
Carina’s story – “This doesn’t happen.” 

 



…when you’re being told by everyone, medical professionals 
included “This doesn’t happen. Women don’t just not make 
enough breast milk”. And being told by everyone, “oh it’s 
just your fenugreek, just drink more water, breast milk tea”. 
Jesus Christ. I drank more tea and potions and the only 
thing I didn’t do is acupuncture when it comes down to it. 
Literally the only thing I didn’t do…I mean’s it’s crazy 
making in a way, but like I said I needed to feel like I did 
everything I could and I had the resources and the support 
to do it…. In the moment you’re just doing what you can to get 
your kid to survive, but he was doing fine on formula. It wasn’t 
about that, it was about me wanting to fix what I saw as broken 
in myself, I guess. I felt like I had been betrayed by my body and 
I wanted to show it that it could do it and kind of to figure out 
what works. 
 
 Carina, recipient 
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Narratives of breastfeeding leading to 
use of donated milk 

So I think for pretty much 6 months, I’d been taking herbs, pumping, 
power-pumping, nursing, pumping. And pretty much for the first 3 
months almost, I couldn’t leave the house because I was either 
nursing him or I was attached to the pump. It was hell. It was just so 
miserable, I was in tears all the time because I just felt like I couldn’t 
feed my baby. You know that - there’s a bit of you that knows that 
this it’s hormonal, a lot of that sadness, but it just doesn’t help. And 
formula, I just felt like formula was poison. And I know it isn’t - 
I’m educated enough to know that it isn’t, but it’s just awful - I 
remember the first time we gave him a bottle when he was a few 
weeks old because he was desperate for food and I just sobbed, 
it was hideous. – Lisa, recipient 

Lisa’s story 



What are the characteristics of people 
who share milk? (Palmquist 2015) 
 95% white 

 69% college degree 

High income 

Breastfeed longer than the national average 

But differences found between donors and recipients: 

Recipients lower income (still all relatively high) 

Recipients more likely to have c-section or pre-term birth 

Recipients had fewer lactation supports 

 

 

 



“Our data suggest that Internet milk sharing 
operates within a hierarchy of social privilege 
that is largely constrained to an exceptional 
group of middle-income women who are 
highly motivated to breastfeed. While 
structural factors are associated with lactation 
insufficiency among recipients, these same 
women were able to rebound from lactastrophes, 
achieving high rates of breast milk exclusivity 
and duration in ways that are not possible 
without milk sharing.” 

(Palmquist 2015) 
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What are the characteristics of people 
who share milk?  
Often mothers but also fathers.  

Diverse family arrangements, sexual orientations and gender 
identity. Lots of LGBTQ representation.  

E.g. transgender men  

 Lesbian moms, Gay dads 

Single moms 

Single dads 

 

 

 

 



Why donors are sharing milk informally 

 “Wanted to help someone”, describing milk donation as an 
empathetic response to women with insufficient milk. 

Had excess milk. Did not want to waste it. Part of management of 
over-supply.  

Not wanting to waste milk. 

 (Gribble 2014) 

Why not donate to a milk bank? 

No banks local to them, did not qualify as donors, proccess to 
difficult, philosphical objections to milk banking, not knowing the 
recipient.  

 (Gribble 2013) 

 

 

 

 

 



Why donors are sharing milk informally 

For many not really a “decision”, just did what occurred to them 
first. Might not even know about milk banking.  

Extreme convenience 

Some misinformation about milk banks (e.g., thinking they are for-
profit) 

Milk banks are not accessible to all that need milk or objection that 
parents have to pay for milk when not covered by insurance.  

Did not qualify for milk bank donation (e.g. for medication use, 
travel time in Europe or England that exceeds what is allowable).  

 

 

 

 



Narratives of donation 

 

 

Leah’s story 



 
So I always had loads of milk. Then it was to the point where the 
lactation consultant was like “You know you are only allowed to 
store so much in the freezer. What do you want to do with the 
milk?”  I’m like “What am I going to do with it?”… So she 
checked the milk bank to make sure the whole mad cow disease 
thing was true and it was. There was the Bay Area Breast Milk 
Coop. So Beth got in touch with me and was like “I find homes for 
homeless milk” which cracks me up..  
 

Leah, donor 
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How safety is negotiated: Informed 
Milk Sharing 

 “Informed Sharing” 

 

 

 



Informed Milk Sharing 

It means you find out what you need to know and you make the 
decisions, but we’re not taking responsibility and we’re not telling you 
it’s safe…If you’re not comfortable with that person, you don’t have 
to enter into a milk sharing relationship with that them. And don’t, we 
advise you not to. So you establish a level of trust and then you go 
onto the milk sharing with them. And we can’t take that on, because 
then we can’t guarantee safety. We don’t want to guarantee 
safety, and these are just volunteer stay at home moms 
basically, that are running these pages.  We just can’t ask that 
of them. We can never go there. That’s not a system that would 
work, so that’s why everything’s set up. 

Emma Kwasnika 
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How safety is negotiated: Four Pillars 
of Safe Milk Sharing 
 Informed Choice 

Donor Screening 

 donor self-exclusion, health 
and lifestyle communication 
and blood testing. 

Safe Handling  

 proper handling techniques 
and follow generally 
accepted guidelines for 
storage of expressed milk.  

Home Pasteurization 

Holder or Flash 

 

 

(Walker and Armstrong 2012) 



How safety is negotiated 
 

Screening 

Filling out questionnaires, asking questions or volunteering info 
about lifestyle, diet, drug use, health conditions. 

Asking to see bloodwork 

 “Not the kind of population you have to worry about” 

Pregnant women have just had labs done 

Taking the plunge and getting used to it 

Pasteurization? 
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Pauline Sakamoto and The Mothers’ Milk Bank staff. 

Sociology, Department of Social and Behavioral Sciences, UCSF 

California Breastfeeding Coalition!! 

 Ifeyinwa Asiodu, moderator 

 

 


