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perspective

World Breastfeeding Trends 
Initiative UK
There is more concerted action than ever before 
to promote and support breastfeeding around the 
world, including through the World Breastfeeding 
Trends Initiative (WBTi), a global project that 
involves individual countries assessing their 
own strengths and weaknesses of breastfeeding 
support. NCT breastfeeding counsellor Patricia Wise 
reports on how the UK is measuring up. 
WBTi was started by IBFAN (International Baby Food Action Network) a decade 
ago and shows the progress and shortfalls in implementing the WHO Global 
Strategy for Infant and Young Child Feeding in different countries.1 The UK 
published its first ever assessment, the UK-WBTi report, in November 2016.2 
It revealed where the UK is doing well in breastfeeding, and where there is still 
room for improvement, for example in national leadership, implementation 
of Baby Friendly standards, implementation of the International Code of 
Marketing of Breastmilk Substitutes, training of health professionals, and  

Launch of the WBTi UK Report, Nov 2016 – Alison Spiro 
(Steering Group and former NCT breastfeeding counsellor) 
talking to Andy Burnham MP
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so forth. Importantly, the UK-WBTi is the result of collaboration between 
many different organisations, including NCT.

A WBTi report comes in two parts (see Table 1). The assessment involves 
examination of different policy and practice areas, or indicators, identification 
of gaps and recommendations, and agreement of scores against specified 
criteria. An accompanying report card lists the scores and key gaps and 
recommendations. 

Table 1: WBTi indicators

In addition to the 2016 UK report there is an online annexe with further, more 
detailed, material.

Over three years ago, lactation consultants Helen Gray (also a LaLeche 
League leader) and Clare Meynell (a retired midwife) volunteered as Steering 
Group coordinators for a first UK assessment. I subsequently volunteered 
to represent NCT on the steering group. The initial focus was on raising 
awareness.

After receiving training as coordinators, Helen and Clare received IBFAN 
project funding and formed a core group of representatives of interested 
charities, professional associations and government departments in 
September 2015, subject to the requirement that each organisation was free 
from baby feeding industry funding. 

The concern is the 
very rapid drop-
off, leading to only 
1% of babies being 
exclusively breastfed 
at six months.

Part 1 – policies and programmes Part 2 – infant feeding practices

Indicator 1: National policy, 
programme and coordination

Indicator 11: Early initiation of 
breastfeeding

Indicator 2: Baby Friendly Initiative Indicator 12: Exclusive 
breastfeeding for the first 6 
months

Indicator 3: International Code of 
Marketing of Breastmilk Substitutes

Indicator 13: Median duration of 
breastfeeding

Indicator 4: Maternity protection Indicator 14: Bottle feeding

Indicator 5: Health professional 
training

Indicator 15: Complementary 
feeding

Indicator 6: Community-based 
support

Indicator 7: Information support

Indicator 8: Infant feeding and HIV

Indicator 9: Infant and young child 
feeding during emergencies

Indicator 10: Monitoring and 
evaluation



Information was collected by the indicator leads, both from Core Group 
members and other partner organisations such as health professional royal 
colleges. This process involved hundreds of emails, an online survey of 
mothers, web searches, several parliamentary and ministerial questions, 
interviews with key people and Freedom of Information requests. About 150 
draft pages were printed just in time for the next meeting of the Core Group 
in December 2015. 

Meanwhile, Scottish Nationalist MP Alison Thewliss had been working to 
establish an All Party Parliamentary Group on Infant Feeding and Inequalities, 
inaugurated in January 2016.3

The Core Group held its final meeting in February 2016. There was also an 
open letter from the WBTi team that month, signed by some 30 organisations 
and individual experts, in response to the Lancet breastfeeding Series 
published in January 2016, and the discontinuation of many high quality 
support services due to financial cutbacks.4 

Over spring and summer 2016 the UK’s individual report chapters were 
finalised by the Steering Group together with the Core Group and external 
reviewers. Report cards for the individual countries were agreed with their 
representatives and scores validated by IBFAN Asia.

Alison Thewliss MP hosted the launch in November 2016 at the Houses of 
Parliament5 attended by around 30 people including MPs from across the 
political spectrum. In a keynote presentation, Dr. Amy Brown of Swansea 
University emphasised the need for cultural change in the UK, underpinned 
by joined-up policies and programmes.6

The UK breastfeeding initiation rate scores quite well, because most new 
mothers start breastfeeding. The concern is the very rapid drop-off, leading to 
only 1% of babies being exclusively breastfed at six months. Thus concerted 
effort is needed on different aspects – legal, government guidance, training 
standards, commissioning of relevant services – to enable those mothers 
who want to continue breastfeeding to do so. 

Summary of key gaps
• England has no national infant feeding strategy and there is no formal route 

to communicate or share best practice across the four home nations.
• The Unicef UK Baby Friendly Initiative is not mandatory in all relevant 

healthcare settings.
• The International Code of Marketing of Breastmilk Substitutes and 

subsequent Resolutions are not fully implemented or enforced.
• There is no legal requirement for breaks at work for breastfeeding/

expressing milk.
• There is insufficient minimum training of all health professionals in essential 

infant feeding knowledge and skills.
• Breastfeeding mothers in some areas lack access to skilled  

breastfeeding support.
• Data collection is inadequate.



Summary of key recommendations
•  UK Government to set up a permanent multi-sectoral infant feeding body 

in England to develop national strategy, and the home nations to have a 
formal arrangement to share best practice.

•  All governments to achieve and maintain full implementation, with funding, 
of the Unicef UK Baby Friendly Initiative in all relevant healthcare settings.

• All governments to fully implement and robustly enforce the International 
Code of Marketing of Breastmilk Substitutes and subsequent Resolutions.

• All governments to update legislation to include breaks for breastfeeding/
expressing milk and associated facilities in the workplace.

• All health professional training bodies to set standards for health 
professionals that meet World Health Organization/Baby Friendly Initiative 
guidelines.

• Commissioners throughout the UK to ensure full access to skilled 
breastfeeding support.

• All national infant feeding strategies to include the collection of quality data 
built into health systems.

The UK’s jewel is the Unicef UK Baby Friendly Initiative, which is a world leader 
in its focus on relationships and is centred on the rights of the child.7

The launch was not the end of the project. Now the Steering Group is working 
to achieve change, through lobbying and campaigning based on the report.
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The UK’s jewel is 
the Unicef UK Baby 
Friendly Initiative, 
which is a world 
leader in its focus on 
relationships.

Further resources
International Baby Feeding Network, IBFAN.  
http://www.ibfan.org/

World Breastfeeding Trends Initiative, WBTi 
http://worldbreastfeedingtrends.org

http://huff.to/2lUQeOV
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