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What’s so special about breastfeeding? 
Improving breastfeeding would:

• Annually save about 820,000 children under 
5 years of age.

• Prevent more than 54% of all diarrhea 
episodes

• Prevent 32% of all respiratory infections 
• Reduce hospital admissions by 72% for 

diarrhea and 57% for respiratory infections

Breastfeeding also protects against:
• Acute otitis media (<2 yrs)
• Malocclusion
• Type 2 diabetes
• Obesity

Longer breastfeeding associated with higher 
performance on intelligence tests

Breastfeeding decreases risk of breast and 
ovarian cancers

2016
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EBF vs. no BF reduces infection-related mortality by 88% (<3m)In low- and middle-income countries, prevent nearly half all diarrhea episodes and one-third of all respiratory infectionsProtection against hospital admissions even greater: 72% of all admissions for diarrhea, 57% for respiratory infectionsSave the lives of more than 800,000 children less than 5 yrs87% of them, infants under 6 months of age



International Code adopted by the 
World Health Assembly in 1981

•Recommendation to all Governments to 
adopt national regulations

•Updated regularly by subsequent WHA 
Resolutions to deal with new marketing 
tactics or products

•Protects women from misinformation by 
prohibiting all advertising or any other 
forms of promotion of breastmilk 
substitutes, feeding bottles and teats

•Prohibits the use of the health care 
system to promote BMS

•Requires Governments to provide 
parents and caregivers with objective 
and consistent information on IYCF
NUTRITION, for every child



UNICEF, November 2009



How companies manipulate 
and mislead parents
Health and nutrition claims

October 30, 2014 
The Federal Trade Commission 
charged Gerber Products Co., 
aka Nestlé Nutrition, with 
deceptively advertising that 
feeding its Good Start Gentle 
formula to infants with a family 
history of allergies prevents or 
reduces the risk that they will 
develop allergies.



How companies manipulate 
and mislead parents
Health and nutrition claims

The World Health 
Assembly has called on 
Governments to prohibit 
health and nutrition 
claims on foods for 
infants and young 
children!



SMA’s Biofactors support: 
Optimal Growth
Immune Function
Optimal, Visual & Mental 
Development

Promotion through Claims

Uganda



“Those who make claims about 
infant formula that intentionally 
undermine women’s confidence in 
breastfeeding are not to be 
regarded as clever entrepreneurs 
just doing their job, but as human 
rights violators of the worst sort”
Stephen Lewis, then 
Deputy Executive Director, 
UNICEF, April 1999

NUTRITION, for every child



Not disclosing risks
• Powdered infant formulas are NOT

sterile products
• They can become contaminated at 

factory level with heat resistant, 
pathogenic and highly contagious
bacteria such as Cronobacter
sakazakii (which before 2007 was 
named Enterobacter sakazakii)

In 2005, WHA called on governments to:

Inform that powdered infant formula may contain 
pathogenic microorganisms and must be prepared and 
used appropriately
Ensure explicit warning on packaging



Idealizing artificial feeding or 
making it seem equivalent



Where are the potential conflicts of interest in ECN?

•Health professionals’ 
and policy makers’ 
primary interest to 
improve health and 
nutrition outcomes

• Increase breastfeeding

•Baby food industry’s 
primary interest to 
increase profits for 
shareholders

•Sell more BMS
•Reduce breastfeeding



The commercial benefit of medical endorsement 
has been sought and used for decades. 



Health workers often used in the past to promote 
unhealthy products 



And, of course, 
breastmilk substitutes ...



Today the endorsement can be more subtle



Providing doctors’ coats, growth charts …



Endorsement by 
Association

Manipulation by 
Assistance

Cozying up to the health care system 



“In less developed countries, the 
best form of promoting baby food 

formulas may well be the clinics 
which the company sponsors ...” 

(Nestlé, 1960s)

“Our interest in this important phase of 
medical economics springs, not from any 

motives of altruism, philanthropy or 
paternalism, but rather from a spirit of 

enlightened self-interest ...” 
(Mead Johnson, 1930s)

Historically, Health Care System & Health Workers 
have been important sales conduit.



Sponsorship by its very nature creates a 
conflict of interests. Whether it takes the 
form of gift items, meals or help with 
conference expenses, it creates a sense of 
obligation and a need to reciprocate in 
some way. The “gift relationship” thus 
influences our attitude to the company and 
its products and leads to an unconscious 
unwillingness to think or speak ill of them. 

C.M Right and A.J.R Waterston. “Relationship between paediatricians and infant formula 
companies”. Archives of Disease in Childhood 2006;91:383-
385;doi:10.1136/adc.2005.072892; BMJ Publishing Group Ltd & Royal College of 
Paediatrics and Child Health 2006



Code was weak on sponsorship

Art. 7.5 – Contribution 
for fellowships, study 
tours, attendance at 
professional 
conferences etc.

OK, but subject to disclosure



WHA Resolution 58.32 (2005)

Urges Governments “to ensure that financial 
support and other incentives for programmes and 
health professionals working in infant and young 
child health do not create conflicts of interest



Recommendation 6: Conflict of Interest

Guidance on Inappropriate 
Promotion of Foods for Infants 
and Young Children

World Health Assembly in May 2016 (A69/7)

http://apps.who.int/gb/ebwha/pdf_files/WHA69/A69_7Add1-en.pdf/

Companies that market foods for infants and young 
children should not create conflicts of interest in health 
facilities or throughout health systems. Health workers, 
health systems, health professional associations and 
nongovernmental organizations should likewise avoid 
such conflicts of interest. Such companies, or their 
representatives, should not: 



Companies should not:

• provide free products, samples or reduced-price foods for infants or 
young children to families through health workers or health facilities, 
except:

• as supplies distributed through officially sanctioned health programmes. Products 
distributed in such programmes should not display company brands;

• donate or distribute equipment or services to health facilities;
• give gifts or incentives to health care staff;
• use health facilities to host events, contests or campaigns;
• give any gifts or coupons to parents, caregivers and families;
• directly or indirectly provide education to parents and other caregivers 

on infant and young child feeding in health facilities;
• provide any information for health workers other than that which is 

scientific and factual;
• sponsor meetings of health professionals and scientific meetings.



Scottish Public Health Network: building a healthier Scotland 
without multinational sponsorship

"In view of your decision (some would suggest error) in accepting 
sponsorship from a transnational confectionery and breast milk 
substitute manufacturer, we will be recommending to colleagues 
that they should not attend or participate in your conference.“
May, 2014

Growing awareness of the harms of sponsorship





Civil society protest led to policy change ...



On-going battles in South Africa …



THANK YOU!
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