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NCT Briefing: 

 The UK Infant Formula Regulations 
 
The National Childbirth Trust believes decisions about baby feeding should be made on the 
basis of information free from commercial influence. We have consistently campaigned for full 
implementation of the WHO Code1 and subsequent Resolutions of the World Health Assembly.  
UK governments have voted in favour of these Resolutions but have not provided UK families 
with their protection. The 2007 Infant Formula and Follow- on Formula Regulations differ in 
many ways from the Code.2 They allow the promotion of follow-on milks (FoM) to the public, 
on television, in magazines and health centres, as well as brand names, logos and health 
claims on the packaging, that all promote formula milks.  
 
Advertising of breastmilk substitutes 
 
Advertising and promotion of breastmilk substitutes undermines the confidence of mothers who wish 
to breastfeed and reduces choice. The promotion of formula and follow on milk is designed to 
increase sales - not to provide accurate information to mothers.  
 
There is evidence from controlled trials to show that information packs for mothers that include 
formula advertising, reduce breastfeeding rates.3 The messages put across in advertisements are 
unhelpful to women who plan to use formula milks and wish to decide between brands. Information on 
the relative merits of different formulae should be research based and come from an impartial health 
professional. 
 
Follow-on milks 
 
The 1997 Regulations allowed increased promotion of FoMs, including free samples and television 
advertising. Although the current Regulations (2007)2 outlaw formula promotion through the health 
service, they do not alter the promotion of follow-on milks in any meaningful way. Follow-on milks 
were introduced following the original drafting of the Code to try to get around the restrictions, but 
do fall under the definition of a breastmilk substitute: ‘any food being marketed or otherwise 
represented as a partial or total replacement for breast milk’.1 They should not therefore be 
promoted to the public. 
 
Formula milks and FoMs now look identical and, since they share the same name and logo, an 
advert for one automatically promotes the other. In a MORI survey, 60% of pregnant women and 
new mothers said they had seen advertising for formula milks in the past year.a In fact these were 
probably for FoM, but this distinction is not clear.  
 
Compliance with the International WHO Code 
 
The government have stated repeatedly that they support the WHO Code. The EC Directives, on 
which UK laws are based, state that ‘in an effort to provide better protection for the health of 
infants.....this Directive should be in conformity with the principles and aims of the International Code’.   
However the Regulations contradict the Code which states ‘There should be no advertising or other 
form of promotion to the general public of products within the scope of this Code’ (article 5.1).  
 
                                                 
a  Research by Ipsos MORI with a nationally representative sample of 1,000 mothers and pregnant women in GB in 2005 
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Brand name advertising and direct contact 
 
Most formula manufacturers now run ‘care lines’ which are advertised to provide information to 
pregnant women and new mothers. They also provide leaflets and sponsor meetings for new 
mothers, as a way of promoting their brand. These have the effect of promoting the formula milks. A 
MORI survey carried out in July 2007, revealed a high degree of logo recognition, with 32-71% of 
women associating the logos of the four main formula manufacturers with infant formula or milk 
used for young babies.b 
 
UK Breastfeeding rates 
  
The UK has one of the lowest breastfeeding rates in Europe,4 and the youngest, most disadvantaged 
women are least likely to start or continue to breastfeed.5 In 2005, only 34% were giving any 
breastmilk when their baby was 4 months old. In Norway, where there is no commercial promotion, 
99% of babies are breastfed at birth and over 90% are still breastfeeding at 4 months. 
 
Research Evidence 
 
The law is meant to protect parents’ right to receive objective and accurate information on baby 
feeding – whether they breastfeed or formula feed. Studies carried out in this country show that 
formula fed babies are much more likely to need hospital treatment for gastro-enteritis, respiratory 
tract and other infections compared to breastfed babies.6 They are also at greater risk of developing 
diabetes and obesity in later life.7 Mothers who breastfeed have a lower risk of developing diabetes, 
and breast and ovarian cancer.8  
 
The promotion of artificial milks undermines breastfeeding, and leaves parents who do formula 
feed confused about the choice and preparation. An NCT /UNICEF survey showed 17% of mothers 
had introduced FoM before their babies were 3 months old, which has worrying health 
implications.a Protecting breastfeeding and making formula feeding as safe as possible is essential 
for protecting the health of the nation. 
 
The Breastfeeding Manifesto Coalition – including over 36 Royal Colleges, charities, mother 
support groups and unionsc and the Baby Feeding Law groupd have all called for the 
implementation of the WHO Code and resolutions in the UK. 
 
We believe that by taking commercial promotion out of the equation, parents can decide 
what’s best for them and their babies based on impartial information. We are urging the 
Government to bring the law into line with the WHO Code and subsequent Resolutions to 
effectively protect the health of parents and children.10 
 
For further information and links see: www.nct.org.uk/active/network/nationalcampaigning/babyf 
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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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