
Breast Engorgement during Breastfeeding 

It is normal after delivering a baby for a woman’s breasts to get larger, heavier and a little tender as 
they begin producing milk. The fullness is due to extra blood and fluids in the breast tissue. The 
fullness usually diminishes within the first 2-3 weeks after delivery, but occasionally women end up 
with engorgement. Engorgement is when the milk ducts become obstructed and milk is not able to be 
excreted effectively. 

Causes: 
• Not able to nurse frequently or thoroughly 
• Obstructed milk ducts (including breast augmentation/surgery/implants) 
• Most commonly happens within 2-4 days of birth, but can be any time in the early weeks if 

breasts are not being emptied often enough 

Symptoms: 
• Hardness 
• Swollen (swelling may go all the way to armpits) 
• Throbbing/pain 
• Shiny or tight/stretched skin 
• Hot or warm to the touch 
• Lumpy 
• Possible low-grade fever 
• Often affects both breasts at the same time 

Treatment/Prevention: 
• Don’t wear a bra that’s too tight and avoid underwire bras. Supportive or loose bras are a good 

idea due to the increased weight of breasts. 
• Feed/pump frequently; 10-20 minute sessions on each breast, every 2-3 hours. 
• Fill a basin with lukewarm water, stand over the basin and dangle your breasts in it for  

10-15 minutes to allow milk to flow out. 
• Use warm compresses or take a warm shower to help milk flow out. 
• Massage the breast during feeding/pumping. 
• Take Tylenol or Ibuprofen (as directed) for comfort. 
• Cabbage leaves around (not over) the nipple for 20 minute sessions. 

Additional Information: 
• Engorgement usually resolves in 24-48 hours, if you are nursing/pumping every 2-3 hours. 
• If you are not nursing and get engorged after delivery, you may need to pump to relieve the 

pressure. 
• Untreated/unrelieved engorgement can take up to 10 days to go away, and could even lead to 

decreased milk supply, clogged ducts, mastitis, or a breast abscess. 
• Engorgement may make it harder for your baby to latch, but is not contraindicated. If you are 

concerned about your baby’s intake or weight gain, please contact your pediatrician.

If you have any questions, please call our Lactation Specialists at 920.729.7105 or visit us online at www.womenscareofwi.com.


