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Management of 
Chronic Breast 
Pain from an 
Ecosystemic 
Approach 

CARMELA BAEZA, MD, IBCLC
CENTRO RAICES, SPAIN
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I gladly work with and honor 
everyone who seeks my services.

In this talk I will speak of breasts, 
since breast (mammary tissue) is
where mastalgia occurs, and of
women, because all the studies I 
will refer are done on this
population.

Disclosure
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One in five 
women report 
persistent
pain at 2 
months 
postpartum!!!
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DEFINITIONS

CHRONIC
Continuing or 
occurring again 
and again for a 
long time. 

How long?

BREAST
Lactating breast. 

Other chest or 
nearby 
structures? 

PAIN
A basic bodily 
sensation induced by 
a noxious stimulus, 
received by nerve 
endings, 
characterized by 
physical discomfort, 
and typically leading 
to evasive action.
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DEFINITIONS5

ECOSYSTEMIC
belief that the 
parts of 
something are 
intimately 
interconnected 
and explicable 
only by reference 
to the whole.
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Bronfenbrenner’s ecological 
systems theory has been 
applied as a theoretical 
framework for examining the 
contextual layers of enablers 
and barriers to continued 
breastfeeding – also 
applicable to breastfeeding 
pain.
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7

Olza et al 2021

Ibone Olza and 
Isabel 
Fernández del 
Castillo
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”

Chronic pain during breastfeeding is 
not just a sore breast... it is a woman 

and an infant, their physical and 
emotional issues, and the way they 

come together in that particular 
breastfeeding relationship in their 

environment. 

8
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Think big…

“Just the breast” 
approaches usually
do not work for
chronic breast pain
during
breastfeeding.

9
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The Microsystem
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Helpful tools
11
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“To outline an integrated approach to breastfeeding pain 
assessment that seeks to enhance current practice. Our clinical 
reasoning model resolves the complexity of pain into three 
categories:

12

Local 
stimulation

External
influences

Central 
modulating

Amir, Jones, Buck 2015



27/09/2024

7

©
 C

K
 B

a
eza M

D
 IB

C
L

C
 202

4

13

Negative
stimuli

Dyad
characteristics

Central 
modulating

Adapted from the
Breastfeeding Pain
Reasoning Model
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Adaptation of a clinical 
reasoning model for use 
in inflammatory 
conditions of the lactating 
breast: a retrospective 
mixed-methods study.
Peer J. 2022; Heron et al.
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1.
NEGATIVE STIMULI

16
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Danger Mechanical stimuli

1. NEGATIVE STIMULI

Negative
sensation
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1. NEGATIVE STIMULI

18

Mechanical stimuliInflammatory
response: IL1, IL6, If ᵧ

Biochemical stimuli
Peripheric
nociceptors Skin breakdown
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1. NEGATIVE STIMULI

19

Mechanical stimuli
Sending complex
danger signals to the
brain. With this
information, and other
input, the brain will
say PAIN.

Biochemical stimuli

Dorsal horn of the spinal cord

Thalamus

Spinothalamic tract

Skin breakdown
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Referred neuropathic pain

20

Dilated ducts, obstruction, engorgement
(Inadequate draining of breast bc of
latch/suck issue, inadecuate pump
Infection (mastitis, abscess)

Information from BREAST problem: 
feeling of BREAST pain

Information from NIPPLE problem: 
feeling of BREAST pain

Painful latch or pump (trauma)
Vasospasm
Skin conditions

Muscle pain (unergonomic positions)
Joint inflammation (Tietze syndrome)

Information from NIPPLE problem: 
feeling of NIPPLE pain

Information from CHEST problem: 
feeling of BREAST pain
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2.
DYAD
CHARACTERISTICS

21
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2. DYAD CHARACTERISTICS
Nipple: shape, size, elasticity, scars, 
previous breastfeeding…
Breast: shape, size, previous
conditions, surgery…

Mother attributes

Dyad interaction

Infant attributes

Miscellany
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Anatomy: oral, facial, body
Functional capacity: breathe-
swallow-suck capacity

23

2. DYAD CHARACTERISTICS

Mother attributes

Dyad interaction

Infant attributes

Miscellany
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Relationship, bond
Time together
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2. DYAD CHARACTERISTICS

Mother attributes

Dyad interaction

Infant attributes

Miscellany
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2. DYAD CHARACTERISTICS

Pump, ointments, 
breastfeeding aids and 
gadgets, where feeds take
place…

Mother attributes

Dyad interaction

Infant attributes

Miscellany
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3.
CENTRAL 
MODULATING

26
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3. CENTRAL MODULATING

Cognitive, emotional, socialPredisposing factors

Prolonged afferent information
Chronic nociceptor input

Impulse flood

Changes in 
spinal dorsal horn cells

Expectations
Sleep deprivation
Nutrition
Family and social support
Negative breastfeeding
experiences

Increased pain response

Genetic sensitivity
Immune system
Self-efficacy
Previous mastalgias
Previous trauma
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Chronic
mastalgia 
(continued

breast pain): 
Broaden your

horizons!

Referred pain
from continued
nipple trauma

Inadecuate milk
removal or
excess milk

(dilated ducts)

Musculoskeletal
pain, restricted

blood flow

Activation of 
chronic pain
mechanisms

Nipple
vasospasm

Pain in relation
to fertility cycle
(mastodinia)

Pain in relation
to hormone 

intake
(contraceptives)

Histamine-
associated pain

Infectous
(bacterial? 

viral?)

Physical or
emotional

trauma, anxiety, 
depression

Pain
exarcebation for

lack of sleep

Autoinmune 
diseases

28
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I am doing
this wrong

It´s going to hurt now, and 
two hours from now, and 
three times tonight… I feel
hopeless.

I feel that if I give
up, I am not a good
mother.

I did not expect it to
be so bad. It´s
worse than giving
birth.

I could stand it while my
baby gained weight… but if
she´s not, what´s the point?

I was afraid of my baby 
before… but now I´m very
angry at him. I feel terrible.

29
Emotionally…
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Hopelesness

Inaccurate
expectations

Giving up on something
desired

Breaking of mother-
infant relations

Reduced
self-efficacy

Guilt

30
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Deep psycho-emotional
connotations
Profound impact during a 
critical period of life…
For both the mother and the
infant!!

31
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4.
There is the baby…

32
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Uncomfortable
breastfeeding
positions

Hunger

Disconfort/frustration
caused by parent´s
instinctive self-
protective behavior
- Interrupted feeds
- Frequent

unlatching

Treatments
(therapies, surgeries, 
post-op…)

Central modulation

Fear of hunger, 
frustration at inability
to feed.

Fear of separation

Duration of afferent
input

Predisposing factors

Intrauterine
experience

Genetic resilience

Sources of
postpartum
pain/discomfort

Negative stimuli

How is baby 
when mother is in pain?

Cognitive, social, 
emotional

33
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5.
And there is the
ECOSYSTEM

35
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Caring partner?

Close family?

Breastfeeding support group?

Affordable access to good health care?

Where are you and what is your historical
baggage? Does the world care about your

pain?

Payed maternity leave? How long?

Protocols that support lactation?

Supportive cultural, ethnic, religious beliefs
about mothering, pain and lactation?

Friendly physical environment?
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CONCLUSIONS

Take stock of the
dyad´s ecosystem

Manage mother´s
painful experience

Procure positive 
feeding
experiences for the
infant

Protect the
relationship
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Thank you!
¡Gracias!

CARMELA BAEZA, MD, IBCLC
CENTRO RAICES, SPAIN

I´ll be glad to answer any more questions

LACTANCIA@CENTRORAICES.COM
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