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UNDERSTANDING THE JOURNEY OF WEANING

The decision to stop breastfeeding is deeply personal and can be accompanied by a mix of emotions, from relief to a touch of sadness. For many
mothers, the practical side of this decision involves a crucial question: how to stop breast milk supply safely and comfortably. Also known as lactation
suppression, this process requires patience, a gentle approach, and a good understanding of your body's signals. Whether you are weaning an older
toddler or ending a nursing journey sooner than planned, the goal is to reduce milk production gradually, minimise discomfort, and avoid
complications such as mastitis. This comprehensive guide will walk you through the most effective methods, natural remedies, and essential
precautions to help you navigate this transition with confidence and ease.

THE PHYSIOLOGY OF MILK PRODUCTION

Before diving into the methods, it is helpful to understand why milk is produced. The hormone prolactin stimulates milk production, while oxytocin
triggers the milk ejection reflex, or let-down. Your body operates on a simple principle of supply and demand. When milk is regularly removed from
the breasts (either by a baby or a pump), the body receives a signal to continue producing it. Conversely, when milk is no longer removed, the body
gradually receives the message to stop. This is why the most effective approaches to stopping breast milk focus on gradually reducing stimulation
and drainage. Abrupt cessation can lead to painful engorgement and significantly increase the risk of blocked ducts and mastitis.

GRADUAL WEANING: THE GOLD STANDARD

For most mothers, gradual weaning is the most comfortable and recommended approach to stopping breast milk. This method respects your body's
natural feedback loop and allows your milk supply to decrease slowly over time.

Dropping Feeds One at a Time

The simplest way to begin is by dropping one feeding session every few days. Start with the feeding that your baby seems least interested in, often a
mid-day session. Wait two to three days for your body to adjust to this change before dropping another. This process can take several weeks or even
months, but it is the gentlest method for both you and your baby.

Shortening Feeding Times

Another effective strategy is to gradually shorten the duration of each feeding session. If your baby typically nurses for ten minutes, reduce it to
seven minutes for a few days, then to five, and so on. This reduces the amount of milk removed, signalling your body to produce less.

Delaying Feeds

If your baby is older, you can try gently delaying a feeding session by offering a distraction or a snack first. This can help stretch the time between
feedings, which naturally reduces the number of times your breasts are emptied each day.

NATURAL AND HOME REMEDIES FOR LACTATION SUPPRESSION

Many mothers turn to natural methods to support their bodies during the weaning process. While scientific evidence for some of these remedies is
limited, they have been used traditionally for generations and are generally considered safe.

Cold Compresses and Cabbage Leaves

One of the most well-known home remedies for relieving engorgement and helping to stop breast milk is the use of cold compresses. Applying a cold
pack or a bag of frozen peas wrapped in a thin cloth for 15-20 minutes after feeding (or pumping) can reduce blood flow to the breasts, soothe
inflammation, and help decrease milk synthesis.

Similarly, chilled cabbage leaves are a classic folk remedy. Wash and dry large green cabbage leaves, chill them in the refrigerator, and place one
over each breast inside your bra. Leave them on until they become wilted, usually for about 20-30 minutes. You can repeat this several times a day.
While the exact mechanism is not fully understood, it is believed that the cooling effect and certain compounds in cabbage may help to reduce
swelling and milk production.

Herbal Teas and Sage

Sage is a herb known for its ability to help dry up milk supply. You can drink sage tea a few times a day, or incorporate fresh or dried sage into your
cooking. Other herbs sometimes used include jasmine, peppermint, and chasteberry. It is important to use these herbs in moderation and consult with
your healthcare provider before starting any new herbal regimen, especially if you have any underlying health conditions.

Supportive Bras and Minimising Stimulation

Wearing a well-fitted, supportive bra that is not too tight is essential. It provides comfort and support for engorged breasts without restricting milk
ducts. Avoid any form of nipple stimulation, including allowing water from the shower to spray directly on your breasts, as this can signal your body to
produce more milk.

MANAGING DISCOMFORT AND ENGORGEMENT

Engorgement is a natural part of the weaning process, but it can be very uncomfortable. Knowing how to manage it is key to a successful and pain-
free transition when learning how to stop breast milk.

Pain Relief and Anti-Inflammatories

Over-the-counter pain relievers such as ibuprofen or acetaminophen can help with the pain and inflammation associated with engorgement. Always
follow the recommended dosage and consult your doctor if you have any concerns.

The "Express to Comfort" Rule

A very important guideline to remember during weaning is to avoid fully emptying your breasts. If your breasts become painfully full, you can hand
express or use a pump just enough to relieve the pressure, but stop before you feel completely empty. This technique, often called "expressing to
comfort," removes just enough milk to alleviate pain without sending a strong signal to your body to continue producing a full supply. Over time, you
will need to do this less and less frequently.

Gentle Massage and Lymphatic Drainage

Very gentle massage can help move milk out of engorged areas and prevent blocked ducts. Use light, circular motions. You can also perform gentle
lymphatic drainage massage, which involves lightly stroking the skin from the breast towards the armpit and collarbone to encourage fluid movement
away from the breast tissue.

MEDICATION AND MEDICAL OPTIONS

In some cases, a mother may need to stop breastfeeding quickly due to medical reasons, such as a serious illness or the loss of a baby. In these
situations, a doctor may prescribe medication to suppress lactation.

Prescription Medications

Cabergoline is the most commonly prescribed medication for stopping breast milk. It works by blocking the production of prolactin, the hormone
responsible for milk synthesis. A single dose is often sufficient to significantly reduce or stop milk production. Another older medication,
bromocriptine, is used less frequently due to a higher risk of side effects, including nausea, dizziness, and a drop in blood pressure. These
medications are prescription-only and should only be used under the close supervision of a healthcare provider.

When to Seek Medical Advice

You should consult your doctor if you experience any signs of mastitis, which is an infection of the breast tissue. Symptoms include a painful, red, and
warm area on the breast, along with a fever or flu-like symptoms. Early treatment with antibiotics is essential. You should also seek advice if you have
severe pain that is not relieved by over-the-counter medication, if you notice a hard, tender lump that does not go away, or if you have any concerns
about the weaning process itself.
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WHAT TO AVOID WHEN TRYING TO STOP BREAST MILK

A SAMPLE WEANING PLAN

There are several common misconceptions and practices that can be counterproductive or even harmful when you are trying to stop breast milk.

* Binding or Tying Your Breasts: Historically, some women were advised to tightly bind their breasts to stop milk flow. This is not
recommended as it can lead to blocked ducts, mastitis, and severe pain. A supportive bra is sufficient.

 Drastically Reducing Fluid Intake: Dehydration will not stop milk production and can be harmful to your overall health. It is important to
stay hydrated by drinking water and other healthy fluids.

e Applying Heat: While a warm shower can feel relaxing, heat can increase blood flow to the breasts and stimulate milk production and leakage.
Use cold compresses instead to help reduce supply.

¢ Frequent Pumping or Nursing: Inadvertently stimulating the breasts, whether by checking for milk or pumping to relieve mild pressure, can
prolong the weaning process. Stick to the "express to comfort" rule only when absolutely necessary.

EMOTIONAL ASPECTS OF WEANING

The process of stopping breastfeeding is not just a physical one; it can be an emotional journey as well. The hormonal shifts involved in weaning can
affect your mood. Prolactin has a calming effect, and as its levels drop, some women experience feelings of sadness, anxiety, or irritability,
sometimes referred to as "weaning blues."

It is perfectly normal to feel a sense of loss or nostalgia as this chapter of your relationship with your baby comes to a close. Give yourself grace and
time to process these emotions. Talk to a partner, friend, or a lactation consultant if you feel overwhelmed. Engaging in self-care, getting enough rest,
and focusing on other forms of bonding with your baby, such as extra cuddles and reading together, can help ease this transition.

To give you a clearer idea of what a gradual weaning schedule might look like, here is a sample plan. Remember, this is only a template, and your
own timeline should be adjusted to your comfort and your baby's needs.

1. Week 1: Drop the least preferred daytime feeding. Replace with a solid snack or a fun activity if the baby is older. Use cold compresses as
needed.

2. Week 2: Drop another daytime feeding. Begin shortening the length of the remaining daytime feedings. Continue using cold compresses. Drink
sage tea once or twice a day if desired.

3. Week 3: Drop the other daytime feeding. Now you are left with only a morning and a bedtime feeding. You may notice some engorgement,
especially in the morning. Express just enough milk to be comfortable in the shower.

4. Week 4: Drop either the morning or bedtime feeding. Your body will produce less milk over the course of the day and night.

5. Week 5: Drop the remaining feeding. Your milk supply will be very low by now. Continue to manage any discomfort with cold compresses and
over-the-counter pain relief if needed.

CONCLUSION

Learning how to stop breast milk production is a process that requires patience, self-compassion, and a gentle touch. The most effective and safest
method is always gradual weaning, which allows your body to adapt naturally. By combining this with supportive home remedies such as cold
compresses, cabbage leaves, and sage tea, you can minimize discomfort and prevent complications. Remember to listen to your body, avoid
practices that can cause harm, and do not hesitate to reach out to a healthcare professional if you experience signs of mastitis or severe pain. This
phase is a significant milestone in your parenting journey. Honor the hard work your body has done and embrace this new stage with confidence and
peace.
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