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Objective

• History and Overview of the International Code of Marketing of 
Breast-Milk Substitutes (WHO Code)

• Address how the WHO Code is monitored in other parts of the 
world

• United States and the WHO Code



The Beginning

• 1974 World Health Assembly (WHA)

• Breastfeeding on a decline

• World Health Organization (WHO) The United Nations 
International Children's Emergency Fund (UNICEF) 

• 1979, International Baby Food Action Network (IBFAN)

• 1981 World Heath Assembly

• Adopted the International Code of Marketing of Breast-milk 
Substitutes (WHO Code) 

• Resolutions: 17



Understanding the WHO Code

• 11 Articles

• Aim

• Scope

• Definitions

• Information and education

• General public and mothers

• Health care systems 

• Health workers 

• Employees of 
manufactures/distributors

• Labelling

• Quality

• Implementation/monitoring



International Code of Marketing of 
Breast-Milk Substitutes (WHO Code)

• Aim of the Code

“to contribute to the provision of safe and adequate nutrition for 
infants, by the protection and promotion of breast-feeding, and by 
ensuring the proper use of breast-milk substitutes, when these are 
necessary, on the basis of adequate information and through appropriate 
marketing and distribution.”

• Exclusive breastfeeding for the first 6 months with additional or 
complimentary foods for 2 years or beyond

World Health Organization. (1981). International code of marketing of breast-milk substitutes. Geneva: World Health Organization.



International Code of Marketing of 
Breast-Milk Substitutes (WHO Code)

• Scope of the Code

“applies to the marketing, and practices related thereto, of the 
following products: breast-milk substitutes, including infant formula; 
other milk products, foods and beverages, including bottlefed
complementary foods, when marketed or otherwise represented to be 
suitable, with or without modification, for use as a partial or total 
replacement of breast milk; feeding bottles and teasts” and “information 
concerning their use”

World Health Organization. (1981). International code of marketing of breast-milk substitutes. Geneva: World Health Organization.



International Code of Marketing of 
Breast-Milk Substitutes (WHO Code)

• Definitions

• Breast-milk substitute*

• Complementary food

• Container

• Distributor

• Health care system*

• Health worker*

• Infant formula

• Label

• Manufacturer 

• Marketing*

• Marketing personnel

• Samples

• Supplies

World Health Organization. (1981). International code of marketing of breast-milk substitutes. Geneva: World Health Organization.



WHO Code Definitions

• Breast-milk substitute

• any food being marketed or 
otherwise presented as a partial 
or total replacement for breast 
milk, whether or not suitable 
for that purpose

• Health Care System

• governmental, 
nongovernmental or private 
institution or organizations 
engaged, directly or indirectly 
in health care for mothers, 
infants and pregnant women; 
and nurseries or child-care 
institutions



WHO Code Definitions

• Health Worker

• a person working in a 
component of such a health 
care system, whether 
professional or non-
professional, including 
voluntary unpaid workers

• Marketing

• product promotion, 
distribution, selling, 
advertising, product public 
relations, and information 
services



WHO Code: Information and 
Education

• Government’s responsibility pertaining to infant and young 
children

• Make sure information provided is objective and consistent 

• Can be written, audio, visual or other 

• Available to families and care givers

• For health worker

• No materials should use pictures or text which idealize the use of 
breast-milk substitutes

World Health Organization. (1981). International code of marketing of breast-milk substitutes. Geneva: World Health Organization.



WHO Code: Information and 
Education

• Informational points

• Benefits and superiority of breast-feeding

• Maternal nutrition, and the preparation for the maintenance of breast-
feeding

• Negative effect on breast-feeding of introducing partial bottle-feeding

• Difficulty of reversing the decision not to breast-feed

• When needed the proper use of infant formula

World Health Organization. (1981). International code of marketing of breast-milk substitutes. Geneva: World Health Organization.



WHO Code: General public and 
mothers

• No advertising or promotion of 
items that fall with the WHO 
Code

• No advertising, samples, 
promotion device with the 
retail, discount coupons, 
special sales, or tie-in sales 

• Manufactures and distributors 
should not distribute to 
pregnant women, mothers or 
young children or infants
World Health Organization. (1981). International code of marketing of breast-milk substitutes. Geneva: World Health Organization.



WHO Code: Health Care

• Health authorities should 

• take measures to encourage and protect breast-feeding

• Promote the principles of the WHO Code

• Not imply or continue a belief that bottle-feeding is equal

• Facilities should not be used to promote infant formula or 
products that are within the WHO Code

• Feeding with infant formula

• Should be demonstrated by health or community worker 

• Only if the mothers or family members need it

World Health Organization. (1981). International code of marketing of breast-milk substitutes. Geneva: World Health Organization.



WHO Code: Around the world

World Health Organization. (2016). Marketing of Breast-milk Substitutes: National Implementation of the International Code Status Report 
2016 Summary; Geneva: World Health Organization.



NetCode
• 2014, collaboration between WHO and UNICEF

• Goal

• “is to strengthen Member States’ and civil society capacity to monitor the 
International Code and relevant WHA resolutions; and to facilitate the 
development, monitoring and enforcement of national Code legislation by 
Member States, by bringing together a group of committed actors to support 
these processes”

• Members

• International Baby Food Action Network 
• World Alliance for Breastfeeding Action 
• Helen Keller International 
• Save the Children Foundation 
• WHO Collaborating Center at Metropol University

World Health Organization. Nutrition. NetCode Retrieved from: http://www.who.int/nutrition/netcode/en/

http://www.who.int/nutrition/netcode/en/


The International Baby Food Action 
Network (IBFAN)

• 1979

• Defending Breastfeeding

• Network of 273 Groups and 168 countries

• “a watch-dog organization, monitoring the 
compliance with the International Code of Breast 
Milk Substitutes, and subsequent relevant World 
Health Assembly resolutions, as well as 
highlighting conflict of interests in policies and 
programmes both globally and nationally”

• Reginal offices

IBFAN. Our Global Network. Retrieved from: http://ibfan.org/our-mission/91  Image source: IBFAN website http://ibfan.org/

http://ibfan.org/


IBFAN Around the World

• IBFAN Africa

• IBFAN Arab World

• IBFAN Oceania

• IBFAN Afrique

• IBFAN Asia

• IBFAN Latin America 
and Caribbean

• IBFAN Europe

• IBFAN UK/Baby Milk 
Action

• IBFAN North America

• NABA

• INFACT

IBFAN. Our Vision and Mission. Retrieved from: http://ibfan.org/our-global-network Image source: IBFAN website http://ibfan.org/

http://ibfan.org/


WHO Code in the USA

• Baby Friendly USA

• La Leche League

• Big Latch On

• Breastfeeding Coalitions

• Voluntary

• Stores

• Hospitals

• Doctors offices



Information Services

Source retrieved from website: Similac.com; https://static.abbottnutrition.com/cms-prod/similac-2015.com/img/Similac_Feeding%20Tracker_11-2-2015.pdf



Product Promotion



Product Promotion



Product Promotion



Discount



Pumps and the WHO Code

• Pumps are subject to the 
WHO Code

• Marketing

• Parent or affiliate companies 

Photo Source: Medelabreastfeedingus.com



What you can do

• Petition your government officials

• Educate your community

• Encourage your hospitals to go Baby Friendly

• Ban the Bag

• Talk to your medical providers about how important it is to not hand out 
“free” samples 

• Ask! 

• Are you WHO Code compliant? 

• NABA



National Alliance for Breastfeeding 
Advocacy (NABA)

• NABA

Marsha Walker

Marshalact@gmail.com
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World Health Organization; International Code of Marketing of 
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http://www.babymilkaction.org/
http://www.ibfan.org/

