
OPTIMAL BREASTFEEDING OF INFANTS UNDER SIX MONTHS OF AGE IN 

BURKINA FASO : REGIONAL VARIATION AND SOURCES OF CHANGE. 

1- Summary 

The first six months of life are a critical period for infants. In many contexts, nutritional 

practices for this age group do not meet the norm, despite international initiatives. In Burkina 

Faso, according to the 2021 Demographic and Health Survey (DHS), 51.3% and 60.3% of 

infants under six months of age were exclusively and early breastfed respectively.  

This study aims to understand the influence of place of residence and family on optimal 

breastfeeding (combining early and exclusive breastfeeding) in Burkina Faso. The study 

concerned 0-23 month olds. The DHS and the National Nutrition Survey were used as the 

database. Descriptive analysis by region and simple decomposition were used. 

The main results show that the North region is experiencing the greatest decline in optimal 

breastfeeding. The proportion of infants under six months of age who benefited from optimal 

breastfeeding fell from 10.4% to 9.8% between 2010 and 2021. The composition effect through 

household structure has largely contributed to the decline in optimal breastfeeding. Extended 

households have contributed most to this decline. 

2- Theoretical approach 

✓ Rationale, issues and objectives 

Breastfeeding is one of the main strategies used to improve infant nutrition and improve child 

survival worldwide (Siziba et al., 2015). The World Health Organization (WHO) has described 

breastfeeding as ‘an unparalleled mode of providing ideal nutrition for the healthy growth and 

development of infants’ (World Health Organization, 2002). Countries must therefore focus on 

improving breastfeeding practices in order to produce a healthier, smarter population. However, 

the practice of breastfeeding despite the benefits is not optimal (Engebretsen et al., 2018). For 

infants under six months of age, two indicators have been developed that are valid and reliable 

for assessing feeding practices : early initiation of breastfeeding and exclusive breastfeeding 

before the age of six months (Organization World Health, 2009). The WHO recommends that 

children should be breastfed for the first hour after birth and exclusively breastfed (with no 

other food added) for the first six months of life. Early initiation of breastfeeding is associated 

with a lower risk of diarrhoea (Ahmed et al., 2020). As for the second recommendation, 

exclusive breastfeeding is considered to be one of the most effective behaviours for preventing 

infant mortality and a key element of the WHO Global Action Plan for the Prevention and 

Control of Pneumonia and Diarrhoea (WHO and Unicef, 2013). 



In short, early and exclusive breastfeeding has been shown to reduce neonatal and infant 

mortality. Given the impact of breastfeeding, researchers have been interested in the factors 

associated with good nutritional practices. The literature has shown that socio-cultural 

characteristics (Sakib et al., 2021) ; socio-demographic and economic characteristics of the 

mother (Ghosh et al., 2022) ; and obstetrical characteristics explain early and exclusive 

breastfeeding. However, to promote optimal infant-feeding behaviour, it is necessary to 

intervene at family level (Beaudry Micheline, 2011). 

Our main objective is to find out how do family environment and region of residence 

influence optimal breastfeeding of infants under six months in Burkina Faso ? Based on this, 

we have two secondary questions : 

◼ How is the practice of optimal breastfeeding of infants under six months in Burkina Faso 

evolving at the level of Burkina Faso's administrative regions ? 

◼ How does family structure (household) influence the practice of optimal breastfeeding of 

six-month-old infants in Burkina Faso ? 

✓ Indicative conceptual framework and main hypotheses 

Research on child nutrition must adopt an ecological view of the family in order to understand 

and adequately address the multiple actors and other determinants of nutrition in family 

contexts (Aubel et al., 2021). As mothers are embedded in a family system, a family systems 

approach is needed in the design of public health nutrition programmes (MacDonald et al., 

2020). Our main hypothesis is that optimal breastfeeding of six-month-old infants in Burkina 

Faso is strongly influenced by the health context of the region and by household structure. 

The specific hypotheses are : 

◼ The practice of optimal breastfeeding of six-month-old infants in Burkina Faso is 

declining in certain regions of Burkina Faso due to health and security challenges. 

◼ The practice of optimal breastfeeding of six-month-old infants in Burkina Faso is 

negatively influenced by an extended family structure. 

 

3- Research methodology 

✓ New methodological approach  

This approach involves questioning and defining the notion of optimal breastfeeding for infants 

under six months of age. It is based on WHO and UNICEF recommendations, which state that 

infants should be breastfed for the first hour after birth and exclusively breastfed for the first 

six months of life. For this purpose, breastfeeding is considered optimal on the basis of a dual 



criterion, namely infants who have been breastfed early and exclusively for the first six months 

of life. 

✓ Data 

The data used come from the 2010 and 2021 Burkina Faso Demographic and Health Surveys 

(DHS) and the 2020 and 2021 Burkina Faso National Nutrition Surveys (NNS). 

✓ Study variables 

To carry out our analysis, we have two categories of variables : the variable of interest (optimal 

nutritional practice) and the classification variable, namely household structure (single-parent, 

nuclear and extended households). 

✓ Analysis methods 

Using data from the NSS, we will examine the evolution of optimal breastfeeding practices for 

infants under six months of age in Burkina Faso at the regional level. Finally, using data from 

the DHS data and the simple decomposition method, we will analyse the influence of the 

composition and performance effect on the practice of optimal breastfeeding in Burkina Faso. 

 

4- Main results 

✓ Descriptive analysis 

The analysis shows that the North, Centre, East and Hauts Bassins regions will experience a 

decline in optimal breastfeeding between 2021 and 2022 in all 13 regions of Burkina Faso. The 

regions of the North and East (regions facing major security and health challenges) are those 

with the greatest declines. 

✓ decomposition analysis  

The analysis shows that, in Burkina Faso, the proportion of infants under six months of age 

who have benefited from optimal breastfeeding has fallen from 10.4% in 2010 to 9.8% in 2021, 

so this rate is decreasing slightly. The composition effect and the performance effect contributed 

51% and 49% respectively to the decline in optimal breastfeeding. This means that the change 

in household structure between 2010 and 2021 has largely contributed to the decline in optimal 

breastfeeding in Burkina Faso according to the DHS data. Also, according to the results, 

extended households contributed the most to the decrease in optimal breastfeeding practices, 

unlike nuclear households, which improved optimal breastfeeding practices in Burkina Faso. 
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