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Engorgement 

What is it? 

A swelling of the breasts that starts a few days after birth and peaks around 3-5 days after birth, after 

which it slowly improves.  Engorgement can be a normal process during which the breasts remain 

compressible so that the baby can still attach easily.  However, it can sometimes become more 

severe and the breasts can become hard and painful.  Extreme fullness can come and go, usually 

lasting less than 24 hours.  Most of the time, this fullness can be viewed as a sign of appropriate milk 

supply increase, and the amount made will be regulated over time. 

What causes it? 

It is caused by an increase in milk supply and swelling of the blood vessels in the breast.  There can 

also be some fluid accumulation within the tissues. 

What can I do to help it? 

- Alternate which breast is offered to the baby with each feed and have the baby complete a 

feed on a single breast.  If the breast feels empty and the baby is still hungry, switch to the 

other breast.  Otherwise, if the baby is satisfied, wait until the next time to feed from the 

second breast. 

- Frequent breast massage before, during and after feeding to stimulate milk movement.  It 

may also help to alternate between massaging in small circles circumferentially around the 

breasts with massaging away from the nipples towards the under arms followed by hand 

expression. 

- Hot packs or compresses applied to the breasts before feeding help the milk to flow more 

easily when the baby suckles. 

- Cold compresses after feeding help with pain and swelling.  

- Green cabbage leaves, fresh from the refrigerator, can be soothing when placed on the 

breasts.  The cold helps, but there is also a component of the green cabbage that helps with 

the inflammation and pain. 

- If your breasts are so engorged that the baby cannot successfully latch, take a few minutes 

before feeding to massage the breasts and hand express a little bit of milk to soften them.  If 

you prefer to use a pump, just pump long enough to soften the breasts for ease of latching. 

What are signs that this is a different problem? 

Although a low-grade temperature has been associated with engorgement, if you have a high fever 

(over 101F or 38.3C) you could have an infection, such as mastitis.  Other symptoms of problems 

other than engorgement include: areas of redness on your breasts that are hot to the touch or tender, 

bumps that look like acne, lumps, a rash, or bleeding from anywhere on your breasts.  If any of these 

symptoms arise, or if there is anything you are concerned about, talk to your doctor. 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4860650/

