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When can I give a bottle? Responding to parents’ 
concerns about breastfeeding
Breastfeeding counsellor tutor Janet Rimmer discusses ways of increasing parents’ confidence about 
breastfeeding while being realistic about the challenges they sometimes face.

Working with parents

Further Information
‘Breastfeeding for bottle fed babies’. 
Available from: www.nct.org.uk/
parenting/feeding-early-days  
Successful Infant Feeding by H 
Welford (Carroll & Brown, 2011)

Key messages for 
parents
• The antenatal preparation session 

focuses on meeting all babies’ needs

• All feeding questions are welcome

• Breastfeeding is a complex skill and 
can take a few weeks to become 
established

• Seek help promptly from a trusted 
midwife or breastfeeding counsellor if 
you have any pain or questions.

These approaches can help tailor the 
antenatal session to parents’ needs and 
the reality of infant-feeding experiences, 
conveying that, in spite of challenges, 
breastfeeding is worth an investment of 
time and effort.
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Breastfeeding is open to virtually all 
women, given the right support. Yet 
parents are not always confident when 
they come to the breastfeeding session 
and some parents’ feedback to NCT 
suggests we can give a ‘rose-tinted’ view of 
breastfeeding during antenatal preparation 
(see ‘Breastfeeding preparation’ on p17). 
How can NCT breastfeeding counsellors 
(BFCs) acknowledge that breastfeeding 
can sometimes be problematic without 
undermining it?

Establishing breastfeeding
Enabling women to seek support 
postnatally is frequently expressed as an 
aim of antenatal  breastfeeding sessions. 
However empowering them to address 
challenges is often less prominent. 

I find that applying the information explored 
in the antenatal preparation session to 
real-life situations can help build confidence. 
Using scenarios such as ‘baby not putting 
on weight’ or ’mother is exhausted’, I 
encourage couples to work together to 
come up with their own responses. I put 
out cards with ideas on them ranging 
from ‘Skin to skin’ to ‘Seek support from 
BFC’. Another BFC told me she uses objects 
as well, such as a breast pump or cup, for 
visual clues. Feedback to the large group 
needs to be delicately handled. A common 
first response to the challenge of a mother 
being exhausted is for the father to suggest 
giving a bottle of expressed breastmilk or 
formula. Acceptance of that option can lead 
to discussion of other ideas.

The circumstances of a woman’s labour and 
birth might militate against establishing 
breastfeeding. Work in small groups can 
support this:

• Ask parents to list potential difficulties 
and ways to prevent or overcome them

• Discuss the impact of medical 
interventions

• Offer pictures of key information such as 
parents skin to skin with their baby.

I’ve noticed pictures of expressing 
colostrum plus a father finger feeding his 
baby are often focused on with relief. 

Infant formula questions
The NCT Message Framework encourages 
us to use positive and inclusive language,1 
so instead of referring to breastfed and 
formula-fed babies, we aim to focus on what 

all babies need. This enables BFCs to explore 
ways of meeting those needs, for example, 
in small frequent feeds, being held when 
feeding, responding to babies’ cues to feed 
and to stop feeding. One mother who had 
shared with me that she would need to use 
infant formula was delighted when through 
the discussion she came up with the idea 
that she could give her baby his first feed 
skin to skin and in response to his feeding 
cues. 

Inviting parents to write their questions on 
a flip chart or Post-it notes at the beginning 
of the session can be a useful way to 
identify concerns. If they simply write 
general headings such as ‘using formula’ or 

‘bottle feeding’, I ask, ‘Was there anything 
in particular you wanted to find out?’ Often 
their questions are about the use of formula 
alongside breastfeeding. Knowing this 
can enable the questions to be woven 
through the discussions, exploring the 
reasons for establishing breastfeeding 
before introducing infant formula and 
distinguishing between expressing or using 
formula. This also avoids infant formula 
questions being answered quickly at the 
end or missed altogether. 

Language and tone
Many BFCs send out an invitation before the 
breastfeeding session which can be used 
to set the tone. While making it clear that 
the session focuses on breastfeeding, you 
can say that all questions about feeding 
babies are welcome and that much of the 
information applies, however babies will 
be fed. Repeating this at the start of the 
session reinforces the message.

We can learn which phrases are more 
enabling. Saying ‘pain may be your body’s 
way of telling you something needs to 
change’ sounds less judgemental than 

‘breastfeeding shouldn’t hurt’, while 
communicating the need to seek support.  

Sharing information
It is important to put our own emotions to 
one side. Using ‘some mothers find…’ or ‘the 
evidence suggests’ provides information 
and avoids slipping into sharing your 
viewpoint. If the question comes up about 
whether breastfeeding is really better than 
formula, then inviting the group to share 
what they know can acknowledge differing 
perspectives and the information held by 
the group. 


