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Milk Storage Guidelines 
_________________________________ 
 

 

Washing Bottles, Pump Parts, and Storage Containers: 
Containers used for breast milk storage and breast pump milk collection kits should be taken 
apart, washed in hot soapy water, and rinsed OR washed in a dishwasher.   Allow the parts and 
containers to air dry OR dry them thoroughly with paper towels.  You do not need to regularly 
sterilize these containers or parts. If soap is not available, then boiling water is preferable. 
 
 
Storage Times:  
Studies suggest different optimal times for room temperature storage because of varying 
conditions such as cleanliness of containers or pump parts, milk expression technique, and 
room temperature.  Breast milk generally lasts longer in cooler room temperatures with very 
clean containers and proper pumping technique.  It is best to chill or refrigerate breast milk 
shortly after pumping or expressing if you do not plan to feed it within 4-6 hours. 
 
 
Storing Breast Milk:  
Store your breast milk in varying increments (such as 2 oz., 3 oz., 4 oz., 6 oz.) so that you can 
combine milk when thawing to meet the exact amount that you need. This prevents wasting 
breast milk. Mark your storage containers with the date you pumped or expressed the milk AND 
the amount in the container.  If you are using storage bags, the markers are not always 
accurate.  Measure the milk in a bottle, collection container, or on a food scale to record the 
accurate volume.  
 
 

Storage Location Temperature Optimal Time Acceptable Time 

Room Temperature 60–85°F (16–29°C) 
 

4-6 hours up to 8 hours 

Refrigerator  39.2°F (4°C) 4 days 5-8 days 

Freezer (connected to refrigerator) 24.8°F (<-4°C) 4 months 6 months 

Deep Freezer 24.8°F (<-4°C) 6 months 12 months 
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Ice Packs: 
Studies suggest that breastmilk packaged in a small cooler with ice packs [15°C (59°F)] is safe 
for 24 hours. 
 
 
Smell of Stored Milk: 
Refrigerated and frozen breast milk may smell different from fresh milk, though most babies 
will not refuse milk due to the difference in smell or taste.  If your baby refuses refrigerated or 
previously frozen breast milk, you can try mixing some freshly pumped milk with this milk to 
mask the smell or taste. If the milk smells sour, discard it. 
 
 
Expansion When Freezing: 
Leave space at the top of any container you are filling with breast milk (bottle, jar, storage bag) 
to allow for expansion with freezing.   
 
 
Mixing Breast Milk:  
You can safely combine milk from multiple pumping or expression sessions into one container 
for storage.  Label these containers with the date of the oldest milk. 
 
 
Thawing Frozen Breast Milk: 
Ideally, frozen milk will be thawed slowly by leaving it in the refrigerator overnight.  Frozen milk 
can also be thawed by running it under warm water, placing it in a container of warm water, or 
using a bottle warmer.  Once breast milk is thawed, it should be used within 24 hours. It should 
be left in the refrigerator if it will not be used within 2 hours.  Thawed breast milk should not be 
refrozen. 
 
 
Warming Breast Milk: 
You can feed your baby chilled, cool, or room temperature breast milk. You do not need to 
warm the milk. The ideal way to warm breast milk is by placing it in a container of lukewarm 
water for about 20 minutes.  You can also use a bottle-warmer or run the milk under warm 
water.  Do NOT microwave breast milk. The ideal temperature is body temperature (98.6 F). 
 
 
If Baby Does Not Finish the Bottle: 
The milk remaining in the bottle should be discarded if not used within 1-2 hours. 


