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Today the RCM released a position statement on infant feeding.1 While Unicef UK welcomes
the RCM’s renewed commitment to the World Health Organization (WHO) Global Strategy
on Infant and Young Child Feeding,2 which includes implementation of the WHO/Unicef
Baby Friendly Initiative, we would question interpretations of the statement that suggest that
midwives do not currently respect mothers’ informed infant feeding choices.

In the UK, infant feeding is a highly emotive subject because so many families have not
breastfed, or have experienced the trauma of trying very hard to breastfeed and not
succeeding, and this pain can close down conversations about feeding. However, given the
extensive and resounding evidence of the value of breastfeeding,3,4 and research showing
that 8 out of 10 mothers stop breastfeeding before they want to,5 it is imperative that health
professionals are enabled to have open, empathetic conversations about infant feeding
based on mothers’ individual experiences and needs.

We interview midwives and mothers every week, and in our experience, the majority of staff
in maternity services, from senior managers to maternity care assistants, are aware of the
sensitivities around infant feeding, and do their best to ensure that all families’ informed
choices are respected and that they receive compassionate, evidence based care,
irrespective of feeding method. Feedback we receive from mothers attests to staff’s ongoing
commitment to providing kind and professional support to feed their babies, despite staff
shortages and acute pressures on midwives’ time.

Whilst we agree with the RCM that all families should receive skilled support, the statement
omits mention of the progress that has been made. Thanks to the hard work and dedication
of numerous midwives, 92% of maternity services in the UK have made progress towards
Baby Friendly accreditation,6 and work continues across the UK to raise standards of care
further. The programme supports health services to improve care by setting standards,
providing staff training and monitoring progress through audits and assessments.7 In this
way, the initiative empowers staff to have meaningful and mother-centred conversations with
Unicef UK Baby Friendly Initiative statement: Response to RCM infant feeding position statement

1

pregnant women, new mothers and their families about feeding and relationship-building. In
addition, the programme enables staff to support: skin-to-skin contact following birth and in
the early postnatal period; mothers to get breastfeeding off to a good start and to overcome
any challenges they may face; families who formula feed to make up feeds and feed their
babies responsively; and all families to build close and loving relationships with their babies.
In the UK, which has some of the lowest breastfeeding rates in the world,4 infant feeding is a
complex and contentious public health issue which needs action across government,
healthcare and wider society.3,4 We need to change the conversation and acknowledge that
neither individual health workers nor individual mothers can tackle these issues alone.

Find out more about our work to help create an enabling environment for parents to feed and
care for their babies.


Unicef UK Call to Action campaign



Unicef UK Guidance for antenatal and postnatal conversations



Unicef UK Guide to the Baby Friendly Initiative standards



Results from Scotland’s Maternal and Infant Nutrition Survey
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