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Baby Café Lewisham

Service development 
and policy

Meeting important needs in inner London
Baby Café, breastfeeding peer support and the Breastfeeding Welcome Scheme are all thriving in 
Lewisham, report NCT regional partnership manager Trudi Webber and Susannah Hickling.

Today, there are three elements to NCT’s 
long-standing contract with Lewisham 
Council’s Public Health team: Baby Cafés, 
breastfeeding peer support training and the 
Breastfeeding Welcome Scheme. All three 
services have been implemented as part of 
the plan to achieve UNICEF Baby Friendly 
accreditation.

There are currently seven Baby Café drop-
ins across the borough, enabling local 
women to access breastfeeding support 
five days a week in an informal, café-style 
environment in locations such as health 
and children’s centres or community halls. 
They are part of a network of over 100 
Baby Cafés in the UK, which NCT operates 
with paid facilitators, either Band 4, 5 or 6 
healthcare professionals, such as midwives, 
health visitors and lactation consultants, or 
a breastfeeding counsellor.

Baby Cafes in Lewisham are mainly 
facilitated by health visitors and 
midwives, and supported by NCT-trained 
breastfeeding peer supporters. So far six 
cohorts have completed the eight-week 
accredited training course, which in 
many instances opens the door to further 
education, training and employment. There 
are now about 30 volunteers in Lewisham.

Lewisham is also part of the NCT national 
Breastfeeding Welcome Scheme. Mothers 

volunteer to target local businesses and 
public places in a bid to increase the 
number of venues where mothers feel 
comfortable breastfeeding. ‘All our libraries 
and leisure centres are now Breastfeeding 
Welcome,’ says Smita Hanciles, infant 
nutrition project manager at Lewisham 
Public Health, who has worked with NCT’s 
partnership managers over the past four 
years. ‘We’re trying to build a culture where 
it is normal for people to see breastfeeding 
out and about, so the Welcome Scheme is 
really, really critical in trying to achieve that 
change.’

Local commitment
Lewisham and Greenwich NHS Trust 
recently received UNICEF Baby Friendly 
Maternity and Community Stage 2 awards 
and is committed to increasing rates 
of breastfeeding, in order to reap the 
nutritional and long-term health benefits 
breastfeeding brings.1

Lewisham has high levels of deprivation, 
experiencing poorer health than more 
advantaged communities. Increased 
breastfeeding can make a big impact. 
Lewisham has a very ethnically diverse 
population,2,3 and an estimated 30.5% 
of children in Lewisham live in poverty.4 
There has been an increase in the number 
of births in the borough, and there are 

many young parents.5 Childhood obesity is 
significantly above the national average,4 
and the borough has a high percentage of 
low birth-weight babies (less than 2.5kg).6

A successful partnership
Baby Café and the peer support scheme 
are central to Lewisham’s commitment to 
supporting breastfeeding and seeing an 
increase in the prevalence of breastfeeding 
at 6-8 weeks, and an increase in exclusive 
breastfeeding. What has made the 
contract so successful is NCT’s excellent 
working relationship with Smita Hanciles 
and Lewisham Council’s peer support 
co-ordinator, Natalie Hickman. Natalie 
has ensured that health professionals, 
Baby Café facilitators and peer supporters 
collaborate extremely effectively. 

The borough’s existing drop-ins were 
brought under the NCT Baby Café ensign 
in 2010. Since then, the poorly attended 
monthly drop-ins have been replaced 
by Baby Café weekly sessions available 
Monday to Friday.

NCT has brought a new dynamism to 
Lewisham’s breastfeeding support. ‘At 
the time, they were piloting Baby Café 

‘Well over 500 parents come 
along each quarter and the 
numbers are increasing.’
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Local, which meant we could use Band 4 
and 5 staff,’ explains Smita Hanciles, ‘so 
we did it with health visiting team Band 
4-5 staff, along with peer supporters and 
midwives running the weekly groups.’ 
In the past year, a new drop-in run by an 
NCT breastfeeding counsellor has also 
come under the Baby Café umbrella (see 
‘A tale of two Baby Cafés’ by Rebekah Fox 
on this page). Well over 500 parents now 
come along each quarter to Lewisham’s 
Baby Cafés.2 ‘The numbers attending are 
increasing and that’s great,’ says Smita 
Hanciles.

Reliable data
NCT also has the means to supply reliable 
data. ‘It was very important for us to be able 
to measure the impact, so we worked with 
NCT closely to get the data collection we 
wanted.’

The most recent figures show that the 
largest group (31%) of those attending had 
babies under six weeks of age, and one in 
20 babies was under a week old.2 However, 
the data also reveal that mothers from 
African and Caribbean communities and 
young mothers are less well represented 
at the Baby Cafés. Smita Hanciles sees 
recruiting peer supporters that are 
representative of the diverse population in 
Lewisham as a way to reach these mothers. 
Peer supporters now also offer support on 
the postnatal ward, and at early pregnancy 
evenings at Lewisham Hospital and local 
events. The hope is that this will attract 
more parents from diverse communities to 
the Baby Cafés. 
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A tale of two Baby Cafés
NCT senior research and evaluation officer Rebekah Fox visited 
two drop-ins in Lewisham as part of her evaluation of Baby Café 
services and explored how they support the needs of local women.
The qualitative interviews I conducted 
at eight Baby Cafés during a two-year 
evaluation provide evidence that the 
service fulfils an important role in 
helping women establish and continue 
breastfeeding, by providing ongoing social 
and clinical support. In Lewisham, as 
elsewhere, visiting a Baby Café was often 
a ‘turning point’ in the early breastfeeding 
relationship, enabling women to get expert 
advice, reassurance and support they were 
otherwise lacking. 

Quaggy: help in the early days 
Most women visit Quaggy Baby Café 
because of early breastfeeding difficulties. 
NCT breastfeeding counsellor, Liza Taylor, 
who facilitates the café, says there is big 

demand for help with positioning and 
attachment, tongue tie and social support.1 
Held in Holy Trinity Community Centre 
on a social housing estate in an area of 
multiple deprivation, the café has the 
highest attendance figures in Lewisham, 
seeing 276 mothers during 2013. It attracts 
women from a wide range of ethnicities 
and from each of the borough’s 18 wards as 
well as nearby affluent parts of Greenwich.1

As Liza Taylor says: ‘Breastfeeding problems 
do not go according to postcode.’ 

A major theme to emerge from my 
research was unrealistic expectations of 
breastfeeding, with antenatal education 
and health professionals focusing on the 
positive messages in order to promote 

Becoming a breastfeeding peer supporter
When I was pregnant with my first child 
I knew I wanted to try to breastfeed and 
felt well prepared.

My son was a low birth-weight baby and 
had hypoglycemia, so he had to stay in 
hospital for a week after the birth. He 
was fed through a tube and later with a 
bottle until his blood sugars stabilised. I 
was encouraged to breastfeed my son in 
between feeds but he resisted and every 
three hours we had a breastfeeding battle. 
We both found it really upsetting but I 
surprised myself at how determined I was 
to keep trying. Gradually, I managed to 
get him to feed a little from me and then 
bottle-fed expressed milk. 

However, five days after coming home I 
ended up at Sydenham Green Baby Café 
in Lewisham. I was still struggling with 
latching, and feeding my baby expressed 
milk after each breastfeed was time-
consuming and disheartening. I wanted to 
stop expressing but worried he wouldn’t 
be getting enough milk. My nipples were 
misshapen after each feed and I had pain.

I was tearful and tired but the mums 
at the Baby Café welcomed me into 
the group. I got advice and emotional 
support from the health visitor and felt 
encouraged to continue. It was nice to 
know that other people had been through 
similar experiences and that it had worked 
out for them. 

Eventually, I ended up exclusively 
breastfeeding my baby until he was 15 

months. Throughout this time, I visited 
Lewisham Baby Cafés and made some 
good friends. The cafés were a relaxed 
space to feed my baby, have a chat and a 
cup of tea, and talk through any concerns. 

I signed up to become a breastfeeding 
peer supporter when I became pregnant 
again, because I wanted to help other 
mums while I was at the Baby Café with 
my second baby.

I have been volunteering weekly since 
graduating. I love being able to support 
other mums, though find it hard when we 
can’t find a solution together. However, 
there are opportunities for additional 
training, and support sessions to talk over 
any issues.

Katie Tubby 

Baby Café Lewisham
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health benefits. When mothers experienced 
difficulties, they found that adequate 
support was not always available, and that 
Baby Café met this need. As one Quaggy 
mother said:

 ‘I just never knew breastfeeding could be 
so difficult. When you go antenatal classes 
they make it look easy and it’s not! So 
without this place I don’t know what I would 
have done!’

Women at Quaggy, as elsewhere, said they 
found themselves unprepared for the 
relentlessness and pain of breastfeeding, 
and the fact that it did not ‘come naturally’. 
This often led to a ‘crisis point’:

’For the first couple of days it seemed to 
be fine but then, oh my goodness, the pain 
really set in. Frankly if it hadn’t been for Liza 
and this support group I don’t think I would 
have carried on…’

Jenner: a need for social support
The Baby Café at Jenner Health Centre 
serves the more affluent wards of Crofton 
Park and Perry Vale. Social support is a 
major reason for attending, followed by 
concerns about night time feeds and sleep, 
and positioning and attachment.1 

Interestingly, 30% of women attending 
the café are in the ‘White Other’ 
category compared with 13% of the 
local population.1,2 Most are from other 
European backgrounds, perhaps indicating 
the importance of breastfeeding support 
for women lacking a personal network:

 ‘Just getting out and talking to people, it 

makes you more able to cope. I’m from 
Poland and don’t really know anyone 
here, so the social aspect is so important. 
London is a big city and it can be lonely, 
especially if you have a young baby and you 
are away from family and friends.’  

At Jenner, as at Quaggy, it was clear that 
women valued the social and clinical 
support provided by the facilitators, 
community staff nurses Rebecca Howard 
and Helen Cushen:

‘I was just thinking maybe I’m doing 
something wrong, or he’s got something 
wrong, so just getting other people’s 
opinion, kind of professional people’s 
opinion was really, really helpful. Rebecca 
was just so natural and down to earth about 
it and put everything in perspective.’

‘When you’re a new mum and you’re tired 
and you’ve got feeding issues, you just 
want someone to say sit down and I’ll get 
you a cup of tea and tell me all about it.’ 

Support from other mothers is also 
important. Overall, 26% of mothers 
attending Baby Cafés in 2013 had visited six 
times or more.3 One Jenner mother said:

‘A lot of the support I get on a day to 
day basis is from the other local mums I 
have met here. I would say that’s the key 
support that got me through the first three 
months.’ 

My research suggests that major factors 
in breastfeeding for longer were social 
support and the ‘normalising’ of feeding 
older babies. Jenner peer supporters played 
a significant role in this:

 ‘I got really good help from a previous peer 
supporter here. She had an older baby and 
when you have a younger baby, it’s really 
nice to see an older baby breastfeeding 
successfully.’

Adds Rebecca Howard: ‘We find that 
women like coming, so we have a lot of 
older babies and we can help with other 
queries like weaning or going back to work.’

These interviews echo themes and issues 
expressed at the other Baby Cafés I visited, 
indicating that the service might play 
a key role in increasing breastfeeding 
continuation rates at 6-8 weeks. Baby Cafés 
are able to support women through the 
initial ‘investment and adjustment’ period 
(see ‘A new feeding policy for new times’ on 
p8), when there is a high attrition rate. They 
can then provide ongoing social support so 
that women are able to breastfeed for as 
long as they wish.

To find out more about the Baby Café 
evaluation, go to www.nct.org.uk/
professional/research/nct-services/
infant-feeding.
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Breastfeeding Products

Resources for healthcare  
professionals and midwives

Breastfeeding  
Positioning Doll
Code 3292 Price £21.99

Breastfeeding - how long?  
x 50 - Information sheets  
Code 1715PAD

Breastfeeding Step by Step  
x 50 - information sheets 
Code 3211PAD

Bottle feeding for breast fed 
babies ? x 50 - information 
sheets Code 1704PAD

Baby-led Breastfeeding 
Gill Rapley & Tracey Murkett 
Code 4553 - Price £10.99

Breastfeeding Answers Made 
Simple by Nancy Mohrbacher  
Code 2236 - Price £59.49

Baby Tummy Sizers 
Code 2026 - Price £4.50


