
Hard sell formula
Strategies used by the baby food 

industry in the UK

Breast is best, but...

Heinz promotes its formula on the back of the 
Government’s Healthy Start scheme claiming its 
formula is closest to breastmilk (above left). 

Hipp claims mothers choose organic (above).

Wyeth has responded to a warning that its ‘Now 
even closer to breastmilk’ slogan is illegal by 
incorporating a breastfeeding mother into its SMA 
formula logo and boasting of ‘improved protein 
balance’. Its new slogan is ‘Love the milk you give’ 
and shows a mother’s face (left).

NUMICO’s slogan for one of its formulas, here on a 
mailshot to mothers, is .....
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Exposing how baby food companies 
target mothers and health workers by 
idealising their products and 
undermining breastfeeding.
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works for the implementation of  the 
International Code of  Marketing 
of  Breastmilk Substitutes and 
subsequent, relevant World Health 
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in the UK.

Left: NUMICO targets mothers 
in clinics to gather contact 
details. Then bombards them 
with information. Above it 
claims its Cow & Gate formula 
supports the immune system, 
similarly to breastmilk.

This pamphlet gives a brief  overview of  company 
tactics found during 2006. A few examples are from 2005. 
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NUMICO uses its infant formula brand 
name, Aptamil, prominently in advertising 
and other materials, such as mailshots.



Start before they are born
Baby food companies go to great lengths to get mothers onto their 

databases. They want to be seen as the source of  information on infant care 
- then they promote the company’s brands and health claims for formula.

Companies advertise in parenting magazines and, more recently, fashion magazines. 
Left: NUMICO promotes its Cow & Gate brand name with a postcard attached to 
the advertisement for pregnant women to return, including a tick box for receiving 
information on infant milks. They are offered £90 of vouchers as an inducement for 
signing up.

Seeking direct or indirect contact with pregnant women 
and mothers of infants and young children (up to 3 
years of age) is prohibited by the International Code 
of Marketing of Breastmilk Substitutes. Companies 
ignore the World Health Assembly’s call to comply 
independently of government measures.

Left: Hipp offers a pregnancy record book, with the 
website and careline number promoted prominently 
inside.

Companies such as NUMICO then send emails to 
mothers branded with the name of their formula range, 

such as left: a Milupa Apatamil email to a 
pregnant woman, promoting the website 
and careline number. 

The site promotes the full range of formulas, 
including infant formula, with idealising 
claims.

Company carelines handle a fraction of 
the calls dealt with by NHS Direct, NHS 
24 and the mother-support groups, yet 
companies make a great deal of them as 

a service

Far left: a Wyeth SMA-branded email to 
mothers stating they receive hundreds of 

calls from parents every week. The email features one of the ‘frequently asked questions’ 
and the company’s response. The question: “How does infant formula support my baby’s 
development?”  

The answer includes idealising claims about the formula, which independent studies fi nd 
are not supported. Breast is the best it says: “But some mothers are unable to breastfeed or choose not to for physical, social or 
practical reasons.... They can still provide all the necessary goodness by choosing an infant milk with a balance of nutrients as close 
to breast milk as possible, like SMA Gold.”

Once the child is born, email and postal mailshots intensify 
(see covers). Companies continue to try to get mothers to sign 
up to their lists, with leafl ets in clinics, advertising, materials 
in bounty packs and free gifts such as videos and vanity 
cases - left an example from Wyeth/SMA. 

Right: Registery offi ces have even been recruited by Hipp 
in some cities to distribute a sticker booklet on ‘Baby’s fi rst 
year’ - which promotes its formula brand, website and 
careline telephone number.

“We speak to over 1,000 mums and mums-
to-be every week, so we’ve lots of  useful 
tips and guidance to share in our regular 
mailings, emails and web features – to help 
you prepare for life as a family. We’ll also 
send you FREE VOUCERS WORTH £90 off  all 
sorts; from nursing bras to babygros!”
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Left: these handy cards were 
sent to health workers - who 
‘only have one pair of ears’ - to 
provide to mothers. 

They are for NUMICO’s Cow 
& Gate-branded careline and 
carry the formula brand name 
on the back. As an inducement 

to promote the careline, health workers could win £250 in Marks and Spencer 
vouchers by calling the line themselves.

Not scientifi c and factual information

Left: Mead Johnson promotes its Enfamil AR (Anti-Refl ux) formula to health workers, claiming it is 
“the only formula for infant refl ux with LCP’s to support brain & eye development. Think about the 
difference… and see the benefi ts.” 

Claims about LCPs are made by most companies. 

Yet, in a review of studies into the benefi ts of supplementation with Long-Chain Polyunsaturated Fatty 
Acids (LCPUFA), the Cochrane Library concluded: “At present there is little evidence from randomised 
trials of LCPUFA supplementation to support the hypothesis that LCPUFA supplementation confers a 
benefi t for visual or general development of term infants.”  (Ref: Simmer K. Longchain polyunsaturated fatty 
acid supplementation in infants born at term. The Cochrane Database of Systematic Reviews 2001, Issue 4. Art. No.: 
CD000376).
 
Under the International Code and subsequent, relevant Resolutions of the World Health Assembly 
companies are limited to providing scientifi c and factual information to health workers and health 
workers are given responsibility for advising parents. But the information provided on formula is 
notably lacking in information - being mainly graphics and slogans - and makes idealising claims 
about LCPs, prebiotics and other ingredients. 

Company materials do not mention the risk of intrinsic contamination with pathogens such as Enterobacter Sakazakii 
and baby food companies are opposing the World Health Assembly’s calls for improved warnings on labels. It is 
hardly surprising that a survey by the UK Department of Health published in May 2004 found that: “Over a third 
(34%) of women believe that modern infant formula milks are very similar or the same as breast milk.” 
(Source: Myths stop women giving babies the best start in life. Department of Health, 2004). 

Companies offer information services to health workers, such as NUMICO’s In Practice scheme and Heinz 
Farley’s Tinytums. They also arrange training days, branded with the names used for formulas. Sometimes 
they deal with infant feeding issues, but some simply link the company with reputable speakers on child 

health issues, to try to improve the company image and gain contact with health 
workers. Many journals are fi lled with advertisements.

Left: these handy cards were 

Co-opt health workers to promote brands
Companies target health workers with training events and offer free gifts.  
In return they request information on their wards and provide leaflets and 

other materials for passing on to mothers.

to promote the careline, health workers could win £250 in Marks and Spencer 
vouchers by calling the line themselves.
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Bombard mothers with formula promotion
The failure of  the UK Government to implement the International Code and 

Resolutions in legislation limits the action of  enforcement authorities. 
The self-regulatory Advertising Standards Authority refuses to investigate 

the majority of  complaints. Efforts to promote breastfeeding have little effect 
while aggressive and misleading promotion of  substitutes continues. 

There should be no point-of-sale promotion of formulas, feeding bottles and teats, but there 
are clearance prices, roll-back promotions, offers of clubcard points, shelf-talkers and in-store 
company representatives promoting new packaging.

Much of this is illegal under existing regulations and Trading Standards offi cers 
do stop infant formula promotion. But it recurs without prosecutions being brought.

Advertising and all other forms of promotion of all breastmilk substitutes, feeding bottles 
and teats are prohibited by the World Health Assembly marketing requirements, but the 
Government has only banned public promotion of infant formula. 

Companies claim their formula advertising is for follow-on milks, permitted by UK law, but 
not the Code and Resolutions. However, even enforcement authorities are confused over the 
products being advertised and sometimes have to ask the company before deciding if the 
law has been broken (as with the Heinz Farley’s television advertisement below)!

Company advertising makes claims about the health benefi ts of their formula, 
promoting brand names and websites used for the full range. Mothers are sent 
booklets, videos, invitations to events and product information, including infant 
formula promotion - most will have signed up for ‘information’ following a company 
prompt, but some is unsolicited.

There is no legislation covering the marketing of feeding bottles and teats. Usually 
these advertisements do not even have a ‘breast is best’ message.

Keep right on until the authorities take action 
The industry operates to the limit of  the current narrow regulations and beyond. This is

why the Baby Feeding Law Group and the United Nations Committee on the Rights of  the 
Child are calling for the Government to implement the World Health Assembly marketing 

requirements. Find out how you can help at:  www.babyfeedinglawgroup.org.uk


