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Addressing inequalities and supporting infant feeding in the UK

SUMMARY

- Every mother must be free to choose the feeding option which best suits her and her baby.
However, currently a lack of adequate support for breastfeeding, unaffordable formula prices and
formula marketing practices mean families cannot make a fair and informed choice.

- For those who are unable to or choose not to breastfeed, infant formula is essential for the first 6
months of a baby’s life. But formula prices are high and it is unaffordable for many families, forcing
parents into potentially unsafe feeding practices.

- Breastfeeding is known to have health benefits for infants and mothers. But the barriers to
breastfeeding, including financial insecurity and insufficient support, means rates in the UK are

low, particularly among more disadvantaged groups, which could contribute to health inequalities.
- In February 2025, the Competition and Markets Authority (CMA) made a set of
welcome recommendations aimed at enhancing protections against high formula prices and the

inappropriate marketing of formula. The Government have not responded to these
recommendations.

Recommendations for Government:

- Respond to and adopt all eleven of the CMA’s recommendations on infant formula.
- Investin and improve support for breastfeeding.

- Strengthen the Healthy Start scheme.

- Improve parental pay and leave.

Introduction

The early years are a critical window in determining a child’s long-term health and aiding their development and

learning. To achieve the aims of reducing health inequalities, raising the healthiest generation of children and giving
every child the best start in life, it is vital this Government ensure that mothers, particularly those facing financial
insecurity, receive the support they need to breastfeed, and that families who need or choose to formula feed, can
make informed choices and afford what they need.

Infant formula prices are too high, making it unafforadable for many famailies.

e The disproportionate price rises of formula during the cost of living crisis, and lack of competition on price,

means first infant formula has become unaffordable for many families.

e Our latest analysis finds the most expensive product costs twice as much (£14.00) as the cheapest products
(£6.99). This is despite all first formula sold in the UK having to meet standard nutritional requirements that
provide sufficient nutrition for an infant.

e Greater regulation of manufacturers is also needed given that just three companies control 90% of the UK

market, therefore significantly influencing prices for parents.

e The CMA’s investigation found that the vulnerable circumstances in which parents are having to choose brands,

unclear information and marketing tactics used by formula brands has led to poor outcomes for parents in
relation to the choice and the inflated prices they pay for formula.


https://labour.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/05/Mission-Public-Services.pdf
https://labour.org.uk/change/break-down-barriers-to-opportunity/#early-years
https://labour.org.uk/change/break-down-barriers-to-opportunity/#early-years
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/59f75004f09ca48694070f3b/t/6462575da539fa597ba486d4/1684166494259/First+Steps+Nutrition+Trust+Cost+of+Living+Briefing+May+2023+final.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/cma-to-scrutinise-infant-formula-market-through-a-market-study
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/67b5b9cad15c152ea555bf8e/____Final_report_.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/67b5b9cad15c152ea555bf8e/____Final_report_.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/cma-cases/infant-formula-and-follow-on-formula-market-study
https://foodfoundation.org.uk/publication/breaking-down-barriers-breastfeeding-support-healthy-weight-childhood
https://foodfoundation.org.uk/sites/default/files/2024-02/TFF_Nourishing%20children%20early%20years_DIGITAL.pdf
https://foodfoundation.org.uk/sites/default/files/2024-02/TFF_Nourishing%20children%20early%20years_DIGITAL.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/67b5b9d43e77ca8b737d3884/_Executive_Summary_.pdf
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among deprived groups.

e Deprivation is shown to have a significant impact on average breastfeeding initiation rates. Mothers from NHS

trusts in the most deprived quintile had breastfeeding initiation rates of 71%, compared to 80% in the NHS Trusts

in the highest quintile areas.

e Inadequate financial support during the maternity period affects mothers' ability to breastfeed: mothers who
returned to or started work for financial reasons were shown to be 14% less likely to breastfeed for at least four

months.
e Insufficient investment in midwifery and the health visitor workforce is also having an impact. A Food
Foundation commissioned survey finding that 42% of mothers who exclusively breastfed reporting that more

support from healthcare professionals would have helped them to breastfeed for longer.
e Strengthening laws and statutory workplace guidance will help to protect and normalise breastfeeding.

The Healthy Start scheme has great potential to support the health of infants, but needs
strengthening

e The Healthy Start scheme provides eligible pregnant women or families with a child under 4 with a weekly
payment of £4.25, or £8.50 for a families with a child under one, to spend on healthy foods and infant formula.

e The value of payments has not increased since April 2021 despite substantial food and formula inflation, and has
fallen behind the equivalent offer of £5.30 of Best Start Foods in Scotland.

e Restrictive eligibility criteria means many families experiencing poverty do not benefit. The scheme is also only
available to families with children under 4 years old, leaving a gap before eligibility for Free School Meals at age
5.

e There is no recent reliable data on coverage, but historical data suggests that approximately a third of eligible

households are not claiming Healthy Start. This is due to various factors such as lack of awareness of the
schemeand the administrative burden of applying.

Recommended actions for Government:

Urgent and low-cost:

e Department for Health and Social Care to implement all 11 of the CMIA recommendations on infant formula.

Further recommendations:

e Improve support for breastfeeding by, investing in the midwifery and health visitor workforce; utilising increased
funding for Family Hubs to improve community breastfeeding support; increasing the number of gold Baby
Friendly Initiative accredited facilities; strengthening laws and guidance on breastfeeding in public and
workplaces. (For a full list see: Breaking down barriers to breastfeeding to support healthy weight in childhood |

Food Foundation)

e Increase the value of the Healthy Start scheme weekly payments in line with inflation, ensure the value continues
to be index-linked and expand eligibility to all families in receipt of Universal Credit (removing the earnings
threshold).

e Improve parental pay and leave, which will in turn support breastfeeding. As a first step, the Government should
increase maternity pay to, at a minimum, align with the national living wage

For more information contact: Tilda Ferree, Senior Policy and Advocacy Officer, The Food Foundation
(tilda.ferree@foodfoundation.org.uk)


https://view.officeapps.live.com/op/view.aspx?src=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.england.nhs.uk%2Fstatistics%2Fwp-content%2Fuploads%2Fsites%2F2%2F2014%2F03%2FBreastfeeding_1617Q2_v1.0.xlsx&wdOrigin=BROWSELINK
https://view.officeapps.live.com/op/view.aspx?src=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.england.nhs.uk%2Fstatistics%2Fwp-content%2Fuploads%2Fsites%2F2%2F2014%2F03%2FBreastfeeding_1617Q2_v1.0.xlsx&wdOrigin=BROWSELINK
https://view.officeapps.live.com/op/view.aspx?src=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.england.nhs.uk%2Fstatistics%2Fwp-content%2Fuploads%2Fsites%2F2%2F2014%2F03%2FBreastfeeding_1617Q2_v1.0.xlsx&wdOrigin=BROWSELINK
https://foodfoundation.org.uk/sites/default/files/2024-02/TFF_Nourishing%20children%20early%20years_DIGITAL.pdf
https://foodfoundation.org.uk/sites/default/files/2024-02/TFF_Nourishing%20children%20early%20years_DIGITAL.pdf
https://foodfoundation.org.uk/sites/default/files/2024-02/TFF_Nourishing%20children%20early%20years_DIGITAL.pdf
https://foodfoundation.org.uk/sites/default/files/2024-02/TFF_Nourishing%20children%20early%20years_DIGITAL.pdf
https://www.sustainweb.org/foodpoverty/cash-shortfall-local-map-2023/
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/67b5b9d43e77ca8b737d3884/_Executive_Summary_.pdf
https://foodfoundation.org.uk/publication/breaking-down-barriers-breastfeeding-support-healthy-weight-childhood
https://foodfoundation.org.uk/publication/breaking-down-barriers-breastfeeding-support-healthy-weight-childhood

