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What is colostrum?

Colostrum is concentrated breast milk.

Your breasts are able to produce small amounts from about 16 weeks 
of pregnancy. Some mothers, but not all, notice small drops of 
colostrum on the nipple occasionally. It doesn’t matter if you see any or 
not at this stage. 

Your breasts also produce colostrum in the first few days after your baby 
is born. It is the perfect source of nutrition and also provides protection 
for your baby because it:

• Contains antibodies which protect your baby from infection and 
helps their immune system to develop

• Helps your baby’s digestive system to develop
• Protects your baby from developing allergies
• Encourages your baby to open their bowels and pass ‘meconium’ 

(your baby's first, black, sticky poo), which reduces the risk of 
jaundice

Why should I learn how to hand express?

It is useful for all mothers to learn this technique because it can:

• help you to become familiar with your breasts
• help to increase your confidence in your ability to breastfeed
• help whilst your baby is learning how to breastfeed

You will find it easier to express your breast milk after your baby is born 
if you have practiced beforehand.

If your baby needs extra milk as well as breastfeeding, your colostrum 
will be used first instead of formula milk.



page 3 of 8

How soon can I hand express in pregnancy?

Your community midwife will have a discussion with you in pregnancy 
about how valuable colostrum is for your baby. They will go through the 
hand expressing technique. Most mothers can start expressing from 36 
weeks.*

If you wish, your midwife can show you how to collect some of your 
colostrum and how to store it. In some circumstances your midwife may 
recommend collecting colostrum in pregnancy if:

• Your baby is at risk of having low blood sugars (for instance, if you 
have diabetes)

• You or your baby may be ill or require surgery after birth
• Your baby is born small/early and likely to be nursed on the 

neonatal unit
• You are having twins, triplets or more.

*Are there any reasons to avoid hand expressing in 
pregnancy?

You should not try hand expressing before 36 weeks due to the 
small risk of starting pre-term labour, however this is rare. 

You may feel your womb tightening and relaxing. These are 
called Braxton Hicks contractions and are not a cause for concern. 

If you begin to feel ‘period-like’ cramps or mild labour 
contractions, stop expressing. If these continue contact the 
labour ward triage on:

• 0114 226 8091
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There are some other situations where expressing your colostrum in 
pregnancy is not recommended. For example if you:

• Have a cervical suture (stitch) in place
• Have had vaginal bleeding in pregnancy
• Have been advised by your obstetrician to avoid this.

Check with your midwife if it’s OK to express your colostrum in 
pregnancy.

If not, you can still familiarise yourself with the technique in this leaflet 
which will make it easier to do after your baby is born.

What if my baby is born early or cared for on the 
Neonatal Unit?

If your baby is likely to be born preterm, you will be supported to express 
your colostrum in labour or prior to preterm caesarean section.

If your baby is on the Neonatal Unit, you will be supported to start hand 
expressing your breast milk within the first 1 to 2 hours after birth, or as 
soon as you are well enough.

When should I hand express, how long for, and how 
often?

It’s really up to you, there aren’t any ‘rules’ about this. See what works 
for you.

Some mothers do this 2 or 3 times a day, for a few minutes each time. 
Just whenever you have time to sit and relax.
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How do I hand express?

Wash your hands. 
Start with gentle massage of the breast including the nipple.

You may find this works better during or after a relaxing bath or 
shower.

Then

 

 

Feathering Stroking Gentle kneading  

 

Thumb and 
finger in a ‘C’ 
shape, 2 to 3cm 
back from the 
nipple.

 

Squeeze thumb 
and finger 
together….

 

 

...then release.

 

 

You may want to 
move your 
fingers around to 
a different 
position on the 
breast.
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How do I collect colostrum?

You can use any small container with a lid that you can sterilise. Some 
mothers collect their colostrum in sterile syringes with bungs. These are 
available to buy online.

Colostrum can be collected 2 to 3 times over a 24 hour period and 
stored in the same container or syringe. This should be sealed with a 
bung or lid and kept in the back of the fridge. The fridge temperature 
should be between 2°C and 4°C.

Collect drops of colostrum in a sterile syringe or container

How do I store expressed colostrum?

After 24 hours, the syringe or container containing colostrum should be 
labelled with your name, hospital number and date expressed. Then 
place it in the freezer in a re-sealable clear plastic bag (zip-lock bag or 
similar).

Expressed colostrum can be stored in the freezer for:

• 2 weeks in a freezer compartment of a fridge
• 6 months in the deep freeze below -20°C.
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Do I need to bring my frozen colostrum to hospital 
when I have my baby?

No, unless you have been advised to by your midwife or a doctor. All 
mothers are supported to hand express after the birth.

We will only ask you to bring in colostrum expressed in pregnancy if 
your baby needs more than you can produce at first. Please let the staff 
know you have colostrum stored at home.

Important:

Giving the colostrum you expressed in pregnancy, instead of 
breastfeeding or expressing after the birth, can reduce your milk 
supply. This is because if your breasts aren’t stimulated, your 
body won’t make any more milk. 

If your baby is receiving colostrum that you expressed in 
pregnancy, you will still be supported to continue to express 
after the birth, as this will help to increase you milk supply.

If you are asked to bring a small amount of frozen colostrum with you 
when you come to hospital to have your baby, we ask that you transport 
it as follows:

• Put a few labelled containers or syringes in a re-sealable plastic 
bag, and transport it in a cool bag or box with an ice pack, so it 
doesn’t defrost on the way.

• When you arrive, tell the midwife so that it can be stored 
immediately in the designated freezer. The freezer is on Rivelin 
Ward on Level 3.

Your colostrum will be removed from the freezer when needed. Small 
amounts of colostrum defrost quickly at room temperature, larger 
volumes need to defrost in a fridge. If more colostrum is needed, we will 
ask that someone brings more from home as required.
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What if I don't need to use my frozen colostrum?

If your baby doesn’t require any extra milk, or if you are able to express 
all that you need afterwards, this is a cause for celebration!

Expressing in pregnancy was really worth doing to learn the skill and 
have the ‘back up’ of colostrum if it had been needed. It doesn’t need 
to be wasted, you can use it at a later date once home.

Further information

Visit the UNICEF Baby Friendly Initiative website:

• www.unicef.org.uk/babyfriendly/baby-friendly-resources/br
eastfeeding-resources/hand-expression-video

 

Alternative formats can be available on request.
Please email: sth.alternativeformats@nhs.net
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