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Background: Many modern-day clini-
cians and public health caregivers be-
lieve that pacifiers promote nipple con-
fusion and lead to early weaning.1 In
fact, avoidance of pacifiers constitutes
step 9 of the World Health Organiza-
tion/UNICEF Baby-Friendly Hospital
Initiative.2 Most of the evidence to sup-
port this arises from observational stud-
ies that, by design, fail to control for the
confounding influences of cultural atti-
tudes and personal motivations.3

Question: Does advice to avoid pacifier
use, delivered to new mothers during
their postpartum stay in hospital, re-
duce the risk of weaning from the
breast before 3 months or increase the
frequency or duration of crying and
fussing by the infant?

Design: This randomized controlled
trial, conducted over 20 months in a
maternity hospital in Montreal, in-
volved 281 healthy women who in-
tended to breastfeed their healthy,
term, singleton infants. The mothers
were randomly allocated either to an
experimental postpartum breastfeeding
interview, in which the lactation consul-
tant advised the avoidance of pacifier
use when the baby fussed, or to a con-
trol interview, in which all options for
calming the infant, including pacifier
use, were discussed. At weeks 4, 6 and 9
the mother recorded her infant’s beha-
viour, including the frequency and du-
ration of episodes of crying or fussing,
over 3 consecutive days. At 3 months an
interviewer, blinded to group alloca-
tion, asked mothers whether they were
still breastfeeding and, if not, the date
of weaning. Multiple logistic regression
analysis was conducted to calculate the
risk of weaning in the experimental
group relative to the control group.
The mean number of episodes of fuss-
ing and minutes of crying were com-
pared using t-tests.

Results: Baseline demographic charac-
teristics were similar in the 2 groups, al-
though there was a slightly higher pro-
portion of single women (21% v. 16%)
and smokers (15% v. 10%) in the exper-
imental group. There were no differ-
ences between the 2 groups in the pro-
portion of women who participated in
the interview (91%) or who completed
the surveys at 4 (70.9%), 6 (60.5%) and
9 weeks (57.4%). The women who
dropped out were more likely to be
younger, single and smokers than the
women who completed the study.

Significantly more women in the ex-
perimental group than in the control
group reported completely avoiding
pacifier use (38.6% v. 16.0%) (relative
risk [RR] 2.4, 95% confidence interval
[CI] 1.5–3.8). Also, the mean number of
pacifier insertions per day was signifi-
cantly lower in the experimental group
than in the control group at weeks 4
(0.8 v. 2.4), 6 (0.8 v. 3.0) and 9 (1.3 v.
3.0). However, there was no difference
between the experimental and control
groups in the proportion of infants
weaned from the breast (18.9% and
18.3% respectively; RR 1.0) or not ex-
clusively breastfed (63.8% and 66.4%
respectively; RR 1.0) at 3 months, or in
cry/fuss behaviour at weeks 4, 6 or 9.

Comments: These results fail to sub-
stantiate claims of a direct link between
pacifier use and a higher risk of early
weaning from the breast. Advice to
avoid pacifier use did not reduce the
risk of early weaning, although it is pos-
sible that women who were advised not
to use pacifiers may have been biased
toward falsely reporting that they com-
plied with the advice. The effect of such
a bias would be to reduce the strength
of treatment effect of this advice (if it
existed) and possibly to conceal a real
difference.

The authors did not report on the
ethnic and cultural backgrounds of the
mothers, 2 important determinants of
breastfeeding that may have con-
founded the analysis. Finding no effect
of the intervention, the investigators
conducted an observational analysis to

determine whether pacifier use was a
predictor of early weaning. Among the
infants reportedly exposed to daily use
of a pacifier, 25.0% were weaned before
3 months of age, as compared with
12.9% of infants not given a pacifier
(RR 1.9, 95% CI 1.1–3.3). This is con-
sistent with other observational stud-
ies.3–10 The authors suggest that such
observational results may indicate that
pacifier use is a marker for breastfeed-
ing difficulties or low motivation to
breastfeed rather than a cause of early
weaning.

Practice implications: The effects of
pacifier use have not been rigorously
studied. This study suggests that paci-
fier use does not increase the risk of
early weaning per se or reduce the du-
ration of fussing and crying episodes of
infants. However, a positive response to
an enquiry about frequent use of a paci-
fier may identify women who require
extra breastfeeding support and encour-
agement. — Erica Weir, CMAJ
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