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Plain English summary

Every year, approximately 1200 babies in the UK suffer a lack of oxygen to the brain around birth.
This is called hypoxic–ischaemic encephalopathy and can lead to brain injury or death. To treat

hypoxic–ischaemic encephalopathy, babies receive cooling treatment in which their body temperature
is lowered.

Doctors do not know the best way to give nutrition to babies receiving cooling treatment. Babies
can either be fed milk into their stomach (enteral nutrition) or be given nutrients through their veins
(parenteral nutrition). We compared babies who were fed milk while they were being cooled with
babies from whom milk was withheld while they were being cooled to see if there was a difference in
the frequency of necrotising enterocolitis, a severe gut disease. In addition, we compared babies who
received parenteral nutrition while they were being cooled with babies who did not to see if there was
a difference in infections. Finally, we looked at other outcomes, including survival and breastfeeding.

We used the National Neonatal Research Database, which holds de-identified (i.e. no baby can be
identified) information on all babies who have received NHS neonatal care. We used a statistical
approach to match babies in each group (i.e. fed babies and not fed babies) as closely as possible so that
any difference in outcomes was because of different nutrition and not because of other differences.

We included > 6000 babies with hypoxic–ischaemic encephalopathy. Approximately one in three babies
received milk feeds and one in four babies received parenteral nutrition during cooling. Necrotising
enterocolitis was very rare.

More babies who were fed milk during cooling had good outcomes (e.g. being breastfed at discharge)
and fewer had necrotising enterocolitis. Most of these babies received only a small amount of milk in
the first 3 days. More babies given parenteral nutrition had infections, but also more survived.

This suggests that it is probably safe and may be beneficial to feed babies milk during cooling.
More research should look at milk feeding and parenteral nutrition during cooling.
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