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Heather Neil tells Julie Clayton about the cultural 
pressures on new mothers and the role of 
breastfeeding counsellors to support them in 
whichever way they feed their babies

How did you first become involved with NCT?
Before having children I worked as Assistant Editor for a now-defunct magazine 
called Parent and became aware of issues relating to parents. We had a regular 
health and advice section and I would select readers’ letters for publication, and 
send their questions to experts to be answered – before the days of email. 

We had a regular freelance writer Máire Messenger who was a breastfeeding 
counsellor (BFC) and very active in what was then known as the Breastfeeding 
Promotion Group. I got to know about the NCT through that. At the same time 
a friend of mine did NCT classes and found them to be very good, and when I 
became pregnant I did NCT classes with antenatal teacher Chris Treweek. 

I also got to know Penny and Andrew Stanway who wrote the book ‘Breast is 
Best’ in the 1970s. Although we don’t use that slogan any more the book was 
quite groundbreaking. It was the first popular UK book to explain just how 
badly women who wanted to breastfeed were served with information that 
was coming out of the NHS.

In late 1970s mothers were told to feed baby according to schedule, and 
that topping up with formula was normal. Unsurprisingly, lots of women 
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did not have a happy experience with breastfeeding because the way that 
breastfeeding works is not really supported by putting them on a schedule 
and then topping up with formula. When my daughter Beth was born in 
January 1980, I got a lot of help from a BFC Valerie Osmotherley. I then started 
training to become a BFC when Beth was about six months old. Training 
was much simpler then, very basic, nothing like the in-depth and assessed 
training that we do now. I remember doing my final piece of writing on the 
day that my next baby was born, in November 1981. I qualified as a BFC in 
1982 and became a breastfeeding tutor in 1993. I find the whole topic very 
engaging – it’s a real privilege to be part of people’s lives at this time. 

All NCT tutors remain active practitioners - that’s one of the strengths of 
NCT’s practitioner system. I still speak to mothers on the phone, see them 
face-to-face and still do the breastfeeding sessions in antenatal classes. This 
means you never lose touch with the basics. 

And you’re still acutely aware of the issues?
Absolutely. You’re still very in touch with the concerns, problems, difficulties 
and challenges that parents face. Still 30 years on, some of the same 
issues that Penny & Andrew Stanway challenged in their book ‘Breast is 
Best’ are the same issues: the difficulties that others have, in our culture, 
about mothers feeding responsively and having the baby close all the time. 
Mothers approach breastfeeding with a lack of confidence and not much 
understanding, and can be undermined by the same cultural expectations 
as 30 years ago - that babies should be fed in a predictable way, and that if 
you’re feeding often it means you’ve not got enough milk. Although they are 
aware of the idea of responsive feeding it’s competing with a stronger cultural 
feeling that this is all wrong and the baby needs to be put on a routine. The 
old myths haven’t yet died and they’re still quite powerful. So we still have the 
same sort of job to do. 

NCT works really hard and effectively to make sure the correct information 
is out there. We have been very influential in supporting the training of 
healthcare professionals and making sure that they are more informed about 
responsive breastfeeding. The UNICEF Baby Friendly Initiative has definitely 
been influenced by the NCT’s approach. We’re less interested in banging 
on about breastfeeding than in supporting the mother in having a happy 
experience feeding her baby. Baby Friendly training has changed to bring in 
much more of a mother-centred approach and support early relationships, 
however that baby is fed. 

We no longer say that we promote breastfeeding. NCT’s 2011 infant feeding 
message framework encapsulates our approach, which is to understand that 
breastfeeding is a culturally and socially mediated set of behaviours, rather 
than just a biologically appropriate way of feeding babies. It’s much more 
complex than that. We start with enabling parents to be more confident and 
more effective. We listen to parents and help them find out what they need. 

Most mothers would like to breastfeed - they recognise it as a nice thing 
that they can do for their baby. The BFC’s role is to enable women to do this 
happily and comfortably wherever they happen to be, without restrictions 
such as the clock or other people’s opinions. 
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Mothers may be feeling very vulnerable when 
they come to a breastfeeding counsellor with a 
problem. Are they expecting you to be an expert?
Sometimes yes, and we would use counselling techniques to put the 
mother at the centre of her own situation. The Centre for Parenting Culture 
Studies has identified a whole slew of experts that are telling people what 
to do and imposing a particular view, with the downside that parents feel 
not just unconfident but also guilty. They feel that whatever they do isn’t 
right and that they’re being judged. But we don’t do that. We recognise the 
phenomenon but we are not part of it. We are the solution not the problem. 

There is a continual challenge for NCT not to be lumped with everybody else 
who’s telling parents what to do, and judging them if they don’t do it. Parents 
come to NCT with other influences – we are just one of many encounters that 
pregnant and new families will have. 

Sometimes BFCs are burdened with mothers’ high expectations and when 
we fail to meet them mothers can become quite angry and it’s mixed up with 
their own distress. BFCs are supporting mothers at quite sensitive times. 
We put ourselves out there as volunteers but the risk to us is that mothers 
will feel angry with us if they have an unhappy breastfeeding experience. 
Sometimes seeing anything about the health effects of breastfeeding will 
make them very unhappy and they blame NCT for ridiculous things such as, 
‘NCT made me think that formula was poison.’ We wouldn’t do that! But in 
most of the feedback, women are very happy with the counselling that we’ve 
done.

I was one of the small groups that got the NCT Breastfeeding helpline started. 
Nine out of ten would recommend it to their friends. It runs from 8am to 
midnight and means that we can reach more people more efficiently. 

How do you view the use of Biological Nurturing 
and laid-back positions? 
All BFCs are aware of that as a technique. We are probably ahead of most 
healthcare professionals in seeing this as part of a routine way of getting 
breastfeeding off to a good start. A lot of published information is still very 
prescriptive about ways to help a mother to get the baby latched on. So we 
still have a way to go to move our knowledge outside the work of BFCs. It’s 
more than just a technique to do when something goes wrong. It can be 
a default position for breastfeeding comfortably. It goes along with being 
responsive and working out the most comfortable positions for you and your 
baby.

It is part of self-efficacy, self-agency, and the mother being at the centre of 
her own experience, rather than somebody telling her what to do. 

What about your other work at NCT?
I really like the way that NCT has been doing research and making sure our 
practice is subject to research, particularly over the past five to ten years. That 
is really valuable and I’ve been delighted to be part of that. Five years ago I did 
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an MSc, researching whether home visiting supported early maternal infant 
relationships. It keyed into my existing interest in emotional attachment and 
how that can best be supported by outside agencies. Within NCT it allowed 
me to become involved with CAN Parenting (started 2011), a Government 
initiative inviting different agencies to run parent support courses. 

What are your future plans?
I’m likely to be retiring as an NCT tutor at the end of 2015 or early 2016 but 
will carry on as a BFC. I still find it very interesting. Being involved in NCT has 
allowed me to develop in many ways. I’ve got three grown up children and a 
little grandson and it’s incredibly rewarding to be a grandparent having the 
knowledge and experience that NCT has given me. It’s also been wonderful to 
see that my daughter had a very positive experience with NCT classes and has 
friends she made through the classes. 


