
KNOWLEDGE & COMPREHENSION
1.  What are the benefits of feeding babies with human milk? And what are 

the issues associated with feeding cow’s milk to human babies?

2. How and why does a mother’s milk change with time?

3. Why is donor human milk so important?

4.  Why did babies Alby, Indigo and Ada require donor milk? And how have 
mums Anna, Kim and Lucy benefited from the Hearts Milk Bank?

5.  How does Hearts Milk Bank work? Explain the processes required for a 
baby to receive donor milk.

ANALYSIS
6.  Why do you think the UK has some of the lowest breastfeeding rates in 

the world? How might Natalie’s research help to address this problem?

SYNTHESIS
7.  While some mothers are unable to express milk, some choose not to. 

Why do you think this is? Do you think there is a taboo about the natural 
process of breastfeeding? If so, how could this perception be changed?

8.  “The fabulous thing about working in a field of science where there’s 

almost no research published is that you’ve got plenty to work on!” If you 
were a medical researcher, what aspect of breastfeeding or human milk 
would you study?

9.  What healthcare-related related issue would you most want to establish 
an organisation to address? What challenges do you think you would face 
when starting your organisation?

EVALUATION
10.  Natalie talks about the issue of industries funding medical research 

(in this instance, formula milk companies funding research into 
breastfeeding). What are the benefits of industries providing funding 
for medical research? Why might these funding arrangements cause a 
problem? And how could we reduce the reliance on industry funding that 
appears to be at odds with the impartiality required for good science?

TALKING POINTS

MEDICAL RESEARCH WITH 
DR NATALIE SHENKER

HEAD TO NATALIE’S FUTURUM WEBPAGE FOR AN 
ANIMATION AND A POWERPOINT PRESENTATION 

ABOUT HER WORK:

www.futurumcareers.com/the-milk-of-human-kindness

© Yurii Zushchyk/stock.adobe.com

www.futurumcareers.com/the-human-milk-of-human-kindness


Visit the Hearts Milk Bank (www.heartsmilkbank.
org) and its parent organisation the Human Milk 
Foundation (www.humanmilkfoundation.org) to 
learn more about their amazing work supporting 
babies, mothers and families. 

Imperial College London, where Natalie 
works, is engaged in a wide range of STEM 
outreach activities, especially supporting the 
brightest young minds from underrepresented 
backgrounds (www.imperial.ac.uk/be-inspired/
schools-outreach). Check out their range of 
STEM programmes (www.imperial.ac.uk/be-
inspired/schools-outreach/secondary-schools/
stem-programmes) and summer schools (www.
imperial.ac.uk/be-inspired/schools-outreach/
secondary-schools/summer-schools).

MORE RESOURCES
•  Research breastfeeding rates and attitudes in different countries around the world. UNICEF 

(data.unicef.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/180509_Breastfeeding.pdf) and the World 
Health Organization (www.who.int/pmnch/media/news/2016/breastfeeding_brief.pdf) 
both have reports about global differences in breastfeeding.

- Which countries have particularly high or low rates? 
- What are the cultural perceptions of breastfeeding in these countries? 
-  Why do you think breastfeeding rates and attitudes vary between different countries?

Summarise your findings on a poster or in a 500-word essay.

•  Imagine you are a medical researcher wanting to conduct studies into human milk and you 
need to acquire funding. Write a letter to a hypothetical funding body explaining why it 
should fund your research. You will need to include:

- why your research is necessary
- the steps involved in your research and the scientific methods you will use
- what you hope to discover
- the long-term implications of your studies

ACTIVITIES

DID YOU KNOW…?
•  Mammalian species developed the ability to produce fluid from specialised glands more than 200 million 

years ago, when mammals hatched from eggs. This milk was little more than water with a few anti-microbial 
sugars, designed to prevent the eggs from drying out and protecting them from bacteria, fungi and viruses. 

•  The word mammal comes from the Latin word ‘mamma’, meaning the ducts containing milk-producing cells.

•  High-value racing horses will be fed with another horse’s milk if the mother is unable to feed the foal, as the 
foal’s development depends on species-specific milk.

•  The stress hormone, cortisol, impacts the production and effectiveness of prolactin and oxytocin, hormones 
that control milk production and release, which is why stressed mothers may struggle to produce milk. 

•  About 70% of milk at Hearts comes from mothers who are at home with their babies. The remaining 30% 
of milk comes from mothers whose babies are in NICU. The mum will pump milk to maintain a supply, but 
their baby may only require a fraction of this as they are so small, or nothing at all if they are very sick.
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