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WHAT IS ANTENATAL HAND EXPRESSING?
Antenatal hand expressing is the removal of 
colostrum from your breasts during the last month 
of pregnancy.

Purpose of hand expressing

•	 Prepare for baby’s arrival 

•	 Situations such as an anticipated early birth

•	 Certain medical and/or pregnancy related diagnosis 

•	 Previous breastfeeding difficulties 

•	 Specific clinical presentations (such as a baby 
experiencing low blood glucose levels)

Benefits of hand expressing

Colostrum provides human antibodies. This protects 
baby’s digestive system and is the most important 
first food for all babies. Although it is available in small 
amounts, it is a powerful food! It is also helpful to learn 
the valuable skill in case you need to hand express 
your colostrum once your baby has been born. 

How to hand express

Key points:
Always check with LMC/Midwife prior to commencing 
antenatal hand expression, which generally starts 
from 36 weeks gestation. Be aware that it is normal 
to express very little to no colostrum at this stage. 

Perform no more than twice per day from this point, 
for no longer than 10mins at a time. 

Hand expressing should never hurt. If it hurts, 
perhaps your fingers are too close to the nipple. 
Avoid squeezing, pulling or sliding. 

If you develop any abdominal pains while expressing, 
you should stop. Labour is not usually triggered by 
this process unless your uterus is very sensitive and 
ready for birthing. Your midwife or LMC can show you 
how to hand express your colostrum for collection. 

General principles to follow:

1.	 Collect: all supplies required (heat pad or other 
warming feature, cup or spoon to express into, 
small syringes for storage and container/bag to 
store the syringes).

2.	 Get Ready: Place yourself in a comfortable 
position where you are able to apply heat to your 
breasts for a few minutes. Some individuals also 
opt to take a relaxation moment before starting. 

3.	 Massage: with clean hands, gently touch your 
breasts briefly prior to commencing, as gentle 
touch can stimulate colostrum flow. Avoid 
stimulation of nipples, as this can increase 
chances of uterine contraction. 

4.	 Hand Express: 

a)  Making a C shape with your hand, cup your breast 
a few inches back from the nipple.

b)  Bring the breast tissue inwards towards the rib 
cage

c)  Compress breast tissue with thumb and index 
finger (ensuring you are behind the nipple), then 
release. Allow droplets to collect in your cup/
spoon.

d)  After a few minutes of repeating A-C, rotate your 
hand so you are expressing in a different region of 
the breast, continue to collect

e)  Once complete, draw into a syringe. Place this 
syringe/s in a container or ziplock bag.

f)  Store in accordance to storage advice. 
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Which milk to use first?

Straight from mother is always best, followed by fresh 
and lastly previously frozen colostrum.

Expressed colostrum can be used as a back up once 
baby is born (unless clinically indicated), as skin to 
skin and breastfeeding are the best way to “bring in” 
your milk supply. Over the first 3-4 days of baby being 
born, your breasts still require regular stimulation to 
establish your milk supply. 

Storage and Transfer of Colostrum/Expressed 
Breast Milk (EBM)

Always label your milk

•	 Write the date and time on each container

•	 Leave in the fridge for up to 2 days

•	 Use the oldest milk first

Freezing Breast milk

•	 You can add milk to the same container over the 
2 days

•	 Important: Let freshly expressed milk cool in the 
fridge first before adding it to the milk that is 
already chilled or frozen.

•	 If the milk isn’t going to be used soon freeze it 
promptly.

Avoid

•	 Do not add warm milk directly to frozen milk

•	 This can cause the frozen milk to partially thaw 
and refreeze, which increases the risk of bacteria 
growing

Using ice packs (short term storage)

•	 If you don’t have a fridge or freezer, or are going 
into hospital to have your baby, you can store milk 
in an insulated cooler bag with ice packs

•	 This is only safe for up to 24 hours
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INFORMATION FROM:

Institute for the Advancement of Breastfeeding & 
Lactation Education, Te Toka Tumai pamphlet

Transport of Expressed Breast Milk 

•	 You can take your expressed breast milk into 
hospital with you. The hospital will have a storage 
area for you to put this in

•	 Use an insulated cooler bag with ice packs to 
transport the EBM and place it in the freezer on 
Ward 

When ready to use your stored colostrum, ensure you use 
the oldest specimen first if taking from the freezer/fridge

Important considerations:

•	 Frozen EBM can be thawed either: in the 
refrigerator overnight (safe to use for 24hrs) OR by 
placing the container in warm water until the milk 
has thawed (safe to use for a maximum of 4hrs at 
room temperature). Thawed milk should not be re-
frozen.

•	 Expressed breast milk should not be thawed or 
heated using a microwave. Because microwaving 
destroys some of the milk’s immunological 
components and there is a risk of uneven heating 
and scalding. 

•	 Before feeding your baby, you should swirl the 
container of milk to mix the fat portion back in and 
distribute the heat evenly. 

•	 You should test the temperature of the milk by 
shaking a few drops on the inside of your wrist. It 
should feel comfortably warm to the touch before 
being given to the infant.

For more information contact your LMC.


