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NCT Briefing:  

 

Commercial Pressures On Parents 
 
 
It is difficult to make comparisons with previous generations of parents, but surveys 
suggest that parents consider parenting more challenging now than it was in the 
past and this is partly due to increased marketing.1

  
It has been argued that ‘commercials manipulate people’s strongest desires and greatest 
fears to convince them to buy products’  Kanner and Soule identify four negative impacts 
of advertising:  

• encouraging people to purchase products which are harmful for them, 
• upholding stereotypes of race, gender, and sexual orientation.  
• the sheer quantity of adverts means people are exposed to influences that 

encourage them to believe happiness is primarily found in material goods, 
• encouraging people towards more materialistic values; judging themselves and 

other people by their level of consumption.2 
 
Many products promoted to parents tend to separate them from their children. Although 
some products can make parents' role lighter, many tend to distance babies physically 
from their parents. The idea of babies having their own room is only a recent practice. Put 
together with pushchairs, high chairs, baby walkers, play pens, baby listening devices and 
television programmes aimed at babies, these encourage an artificial distance from our 
children, which reduces responsiveness. Commercial pressures to spend lead to more 
sales of new products, more new pursuits, more separate lives, more pressure on parents 
and thus, in turn, more pressure for more family income, and more materialistic attitudes 
among both children and parents.3 
 
Differential impact on poorest families 
 
The latest UNICEF study placed the UK at the bottom of a multi-dimensional index of child 
well-being.4 Certainly in terms of child poverty Britain does far worse than other western 
European countries. Although child poverty has been reduced in recent years, one-fifth of 
children in Britain still live below the government’s own poverty level of 60 percent of 
median income.5  
 
For parents living in poverty, commercial pressures intensify the problems of 
managing on a very low income. Middleton et al. have documented the great 
pressures on low income parents struggling to ensure that their children are not left 
without. Advertising is yet another source of pressure which falls  disproportionately on 
poorer families. 6 
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One recent government  report admits that " public spaces are increasingly being used as 
marketing venues and being affected by .... commercialisation.  
In these and other areas, commercialisation may accentuate inequalities and place further 
pressure on those who are already disadvantaged."7 
 
Too many products promoted for children are designed to create a market or tap into 
parents' need to respond to their baby's distress but do not provide a remedy in practice. 
Colic medicines for instance, are advertised as effective, but independent evidence 
indicates that they are no better than a placebo - an inactive substance.  
  
We are calling for regulations to ensure that advertised products or services affecting the 
health of women and babies are backed up with concrete evidence. 
 
 
Companies in Maternity Units 
 
A number of commercial companies provide a service to pregnant women and new 
mothers, supplying information, ‘expert advice’ and product samples free of charge. Some 
also offer additional services such as photographs of the new baby, for which parents may 
be charged a fee. 
 
A series of such packs – containing the information leaflets and samples – are available to 
women in a variety of settings. For the pregnancy and baby care stages, the packs can be 
picked up from selected stores or pharmacies, as the woman chooses. However, around 
the time of the birth, they are handed out to women in maternity units by representatives of 
the companies concerned, who gain access to the premises by means of a contract 
between the company and the NHS trust. 
 
There is no doubt that many women, in general, find the service helpful, enjoy the use of 
the free samples and may make satisfactory use of the health care information for 
themselves or their baby. 
 
The distribution service is also on occasions used by statutory organisations such as 
government departments to ensure that women receive the paperwork they need to apply 
for benefits and allowances related to maternity leave or to the baby. In a recent survey of 
parents, 62% said it was important that such information is provided by independent 
organisations free from commercial or political ties.8 
 
In addition, feedback has been received about these arrangements which makes clear that 
there are a number of concerns, including the widespread lack of awareness among 
mothers that in giving their contact details to sales representatives, they are agreeing to 
further contact. Parents were also not generally aware that commercial companies pay 
maternity units to gain access to women giving birth in hospital.a  Parents with fewer 
qualifications were least likely to be aware of these practices.  
 
 

                                                 
a   NCT online survey of 1031 parents who had had a baby in the last two years 2009-10; 86% did not know that 

commercial companies paid maternity units, 54% did not know that data could be sold on. 



Possible risks to health and safety of families 
 
• Potentially misleading information in leaflets, or advice that should only be given when 

there is an opportunity for discussion with a midwife or other health professional – 
women whose first language is not English may be at additional risk of not fully 
understanding the information 

• Representatives of companies have access to the maternity unit and may come to visit 
mothers in the immediate postnatal period when it is recommended that new parents 
have uninterrupted time with their new baby; the baby may be having a first breastfeed 
or a skin-to-skin cuddle with mother or father, which are not appropriate times for visits 
from strangers.  

• Any person present in a maternity unit who is not providing care, receiving care or 
there as a welcome visitor to a mother may pose additional risk in terms either of 
security or infection, however thorough are the checks on these personnel and well-
intentioned their actions 

• Mothers and fathers may be asked for personal information and contact details, which 
they provide in the understanding that it is to be used within the NHS, and 
subsequently receive unwanted communications from commercial companies 

• Finally, although this is relatively unusual, some parents have reported that 
representatives do not address or treat them with respecta. 

 
 
Baby Feeding Decisions 
 
NCT believes that baby feeding decisions are too important to be left to market forces, 
parents need accurate information from independent sources. The International Code of 
Marketing of Breast-milk Substitutes9 and subsequent Resolutions exist to protect all 
babies, formula-fed or breastfed. They arise from the recognition that promotion and 
advertising (often subliminal) undermines women’s confidence in breastfeeding10. The 
Code is designed to take commercial pressures out of baby feeding decisions; it does not 
restrict the availability of artificial milks.  
 
The International Code aims to promote safe and adequate nutrition for babies, by 
protecting breastfeeding and ensuring appropriate marketing of breastmilk substitutes, 
including any food or drink given to a baby before 6 months, follow-on formula, bottles, 
teats and dummies. 9 Companies have an obligation to comply even if there are no 
national laws. 
 
UK governments have supported the WHO Code at an international level, but this has 
never been put into practice, in spite of support from all the relevant health professional 
and mother support organisations. The current law contains many loopholes and continues 
to allow the promotion of follow-on formula, brand names that are closely associated with 
infant formula and 'carelines' that encourage parents to consult manufacturers rather than 
their health professional with any concerns about baby feeding.     
 
The current law is supposed to prevent promotion and advertising of infant formula to the 
public but most pregnant women have seen advertising for baby milks.  Health claims such 
as 'Easy to Digest' 'Extra Hungry' and 'Good Night' abound, although these are contrary to 
the law.  
 



We are calling on the government to adopt all of the International Code of Marketing 
Breast-milk Substitutes (the ‘WHO’ Code) to ensure that parents can make infant feeding 
choices free from commercial interests.  
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The NCT wants all parents to have an experience of pregnancy, birth and early parenthood that enriches their lives and gives them confidence in being a 
parent.  

 
Donations to support our work are welcome. 
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