
WORLD HEALTH ORGANIZATION 

ORGANISATION MONDIALE DE LA SANTÉ 

EXECUTIVE BOARD 

Sixty-seventh Session 

Provisional agenda item 20.1 

f i 

Д 似 J 

EB67/19 

6 November 1980 

INFANT AND YOUNG CHILD FEEDING 

Progress report by the Director-General 

T A ^ 
à 

i U W
 r 

In accordance with resolution WHA33.32, this report describes the 

steps taken by WHO in the promotion of breastfeeding and improved 

infant and young child feeding since the last Health Assembly, in 

May 1980. It provides information in line with the main areas of the 

recommendations of the WHO/UNICEF Meeting on Infant and Young Child 

Feeding, held in October 1979 - namely, the encouragement of breast-

feeding; the promotion of appropriate weaning practices with the use 

of local food resources； the strengthening of education, training and 

information； the development of support for improved health and 

social status of women; and the development of appropriate marketing 

and distribution of breastmilk substitutes. The steps taken with 

regard to the preparation of an international code of marketing of 

breastmilk substitutes are described separately in document ЕВ67/20. 

The momentum created by the WHo/uNICEF Meeting in 1979 and its 
follow-up has stimulated an increase in activities. In accordance 

with paragraph 6(7) of resolution WHA33.32, a more comprehensive 

review, including a report on the effect of all measures taken by WHO 

and its Member States, is to be provided to future Health Assemblies 

in even years. 

INTRODUCTION 

1. The Thirty-third World Health Assembly, in May 1980，adopted resolution WHA33.32 , 

endorsing the statement and recommendations made by the WHo/UNICEF Meeting on Infant and Young 
Child Feeding held in Geneva in October 1979， and emphasizing the need for urgent action by 

governments concerning infant and young child feeding. While recognizing the important work 

already carried out by the Organization - as described in the Director-General ' s report^- ori 

the subject - the resolution requested the Director-General to intensify activities in the 

areas described in the statement and recommendations. It also requested him to submit to the 

Thirty-fourth World Health Assembly, in 1981，and thereafter in even years, a report on the 

steps taken by WHO to promote breastfeeding and to improve infant and young child feeding, 

together with an evaluation of the effect of all measures taken by WHO and Member States. 

2 . The present report provides information on progress achieved since the last Health 

Assembly. It covers mainly information on steps taken by WHO which were planned previously 

as part of the ongoing, overall programme, as well as those taken specifically in response to 

the resolution. References are made to follow-up actions in selected countries, but the 

report does not describe in detail all measures taken by WHO and Member States, owing to the 

1

 "Follow-up of WHO/UNICEF Meeting on Infant and Young Child Feeding" - document АЗЗ/б, 

reproduced as Annex 6 in document WHA33/I980/REC/I. 
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brief period of time that has elapsed since M a y , It describes, moreover, action taken with 

regard to all the operative paragraphs of the resolution except that related to operative 

paragraphs 6(4) and (5)， concerning the preparation of an international code of marketing of 

breastmilk substitutes； action taken in this regard is reported in document ЕВ67/20. 

3. It should be noted that the activities described in this report are not carried out in 

isolation, but as part of the larger programme of family health, which focuses on maternal and 

child health and family planning, including improved infant and young child feeding, healthy 

child growth and development, and the betterment of the health and nutrition of the family as 

a whole. This overall programme constitutes an essential element of primary health care and 

strategies for health for all by the year 2000. The activities described below thus comple-

ment the WHO activities of technical cooperation with countries, carried out in collaboration 

with UNICEF, UNFPA, and other United Nations bodies. 

4 . Specific global and regional plans have been made for activities related to infant and 

young child feeding as a whole, in response to the resolution. For example, a three-year 

programme has been developed in the African Region for collaboration in national activities 

with the aim of improving maternal nutrition, safeguarding breastfeeding, and ensuring the 

better use of local foods during the weaning period. Such activities are already in opera-

tion in Angola, Ethiopia, Madagascar, Nigeria, Senegal and Sierra Leone. Activities will 

also include the dissemination of information at different levels within countries, over a 

long period of time. 

5. This report describes the steps taken by WHO to promote breastfeeding and improve infant 
and young child feeding in the following main areas : 

- t h e encouragement and support of breastfeeding; 

- t h e promotion and support of appropriate and timely complementary feeding (weaning) 

practices with the use of local food resources； 

- t h e strengthening of education, training and information on infant and young child 

feeding； 

- t h e development of support for improved health and social status of women in relation 

to infant and young child feeding; 

- t h e development of appropriate marketing and distribution of breastmilk substitutes. 

THE ENCOURAGEMENT AND SUPPORT OF BREASTFEEDING 

Promotional activities 

6, One of the main activities in this area is the promotion of breastfeeding in relation to 

national strategies for health for all, as part of overall development, especially in 

connexion with national food and nutrition policies and the improvement of child health. The 

principal mechanism used has been the organization of workshops, scientific group meetings and 

symposia conducted at national, regional and interregional levels. These have been directed 

at furthering an awareness of the importance of breastfeeding, the support measures needed to 

facilitate it， and the steps required to incorporate policies which promote breastfeeding 

within national planning processes aiming at support activities at family and community 

levels. All workshops and meetings therefore involve multidisciplinary teams selected by 

countries. 

7. In the African Region a national workshop on the status of women and their role in 

improving child care, especially breastfeeding, was held in July 1980 in Ghana, with the 

collaboration of the Ministry of Health and the United Nations University, Follow-up 

activities include the organization of smaller national workshops for health personnel and 

staff in the different development sectors. 
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8 . In the Americas national workshops have been organized in Antigua, Belize, Grenada, 

Montserrat, St Lucia and St Vincent, which had participated in the PAHO/WHO Caribbean Food and 

Nutrition Institute technical group meeting on breastfeeding held in Barbados in 1979. A 

specialized subregional workshop for obstetricians was also held in the Caribbean area. In 

Central America the report of a workshop held in March 1980 on strategies for the promotion of 

breastfeeding was used as a basis for the development of activities by various national 

ministries. South American countries participated in a workshop held in Cali, Colombia, on 

the promotion of breastfeeding, followed by a meeting of the Latin American Task Force 

(formed in 1978 as a resource group for research and action in this field). 

9 . In the European Region WHO continued to collaborate with the Swedish National Board of 

Health and Welfare, and a task force has been established in Sweden to examine the question of 

guidelines for the export of infant foods, and infant food technology. 

10. In the Eastern Mediterranean Region UNICEF has supported studies on infant feeding 

practices in the Gulf States, and WHO has laid stress on the importance of breastfeeding as 

part of ongoing maternal and child health activities. A regional scientific working group on 

breastfeeding is to be held in Cyprus in January 1981; it will be the key to determining the 

detailed shape of the programme in the Region for the next several years. 

11. In the Western Pacific Region a national workshop held in Hong Kong in June resulted in 

the setting-up of a task force on the promotion of breastfeeding; curriculum changes are also 

being considered, and an experimental rooming-in and breastfeeding promotion programme has 

been instituted at the Maternity Hospital. Plans have been initiated with the Ministry of 

Public Health of the People's Republic of China for the organization of a series of national 

symposia in 1981 and 1982， and a similar activity is planned in the Philippines for 1981. 

Emphasis was also given to breastfeeding in a national seminar on nutrition held in Samoa in 

November 1980. 

12. Other workshops were held on the occasion of international and regional professional 

conferences. One such workshop was organized in the South-East Asia Region in November at 

the time of the Asian Paediatric Association meeting in Sri Lanka. Iri September, WHO and the 

International Paediatric Association jointly organized a workshop in Barcelona, Spain, on 

"Nutrition during pregnancy and the health of the offspring
1 1

 in conjunction with the 

International Congress of Paediatrics. Representatives from all WHO regions discussed ways 

in which paediatricians could better protect and promote breastfeeding. Copies of the state-

ment and recommendations of the October 1979 WHO/UNICEF Meeting and resolution WHA33.32 were 

distributed at the Congress. 

13. It has become increasingly apparent that there is a need for interregional meetings on 

this subject, to promote technical collaboration and exchange. The first of these is a 

symposium jointly organized by WHO and the International Children's Centre, to be held in 

Tunis in December for participants from African, European and Eastern Mediterranean countries. 

Research activities 

14. Phase I of the WHO collaborative study on breastfeeding, i.e. on the prevalence and 

duration of breastfeeding, has been completed; the report^ is being printed and the findings 

are being discussed with governments for follow-up. A series of scientific meetings to 

review issues on which there are still a number of unanswered questions is being organized in 

collaboration with other bodies - e.g. the ACC Sub-Committee on Nutrition, which set up a 

special Consultative Group on Maternal and Young Child Nutrition for this purpose (see 

paragraphs 22 and 34)； the topics include the nutritional needs of the pregnant and lactating 

mother, and ways of feeding the infant who cannot be breastfed. 

1 World Health Organization. Joint WHo/uNICEF meeting on infant and young child 

feeding. Geneva, 1979, 
2 

World Health Organization. Contemporary patterns of breast-feeding. (In press)• 
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15. Studies on the prevalence and duration of breastfeeding are to be carried out in the 

USSR in collaboration with the First Institute of Paediatrics in Moscow, and in some countries 

in Eastern Europe in collaboration with the Nutrition Institute in Alma-Ata, U S S R . The 

results of the latter study will serve as baseline information for organizing activities at 

country level in the Member States concerned. Plans have also been made for activities to 

promote breastfeeding in other parts of Europe. In the South-East Asia Region WHO has 

collaborated in preparations for the collection of data on breastfeeding. Information from 

studies in certain countries in the Western Pacific Region has also been collected and 

analysed in order to identify areas that require further attention, and China has requested 

WHO'S cooperation in carrying out breastfeeding surveys. 

16. On the basis of the methodology developed in phase I of the WHO collaborative study, 

preliminary work has been carried out to develop a simpler and easier-to-use epidemiological 

method that will permit countries to undertake, with minimum resources and in a short period 

of time, reliable surveys on the prevalence and duration of breastfeeding among different 

socioeconomic groups in various communities. This method will be tested in countries in the• 

South-East Asia Region and used in providing to Health Assemblies an evaluation of the impact 

of measures taken by WHO and Member States, as requested in operative paragraph 6(7) of 

resolution WHA33.32. 

17. A series of national and regional studies is being organized on various subjects 

identified as needing attention, such as the organization of health services, training, and 

behavioural and attitudinal aspects of infant and young child feeding. Additional research 

is also planned on mothers' perceptions of lactation and how they influence lactation. 

18. Phase II of the collaborative study, on the volume and composition of breastmilk，was 

conducted in 1979 and 1980 in six of the nine countries that took part in phase I: Guatemala, 

Hungary, Nigeria, the Philippines, Sweden and Zaire. The results of this study will be of 

direct interest to all countries where there are wide differences in the socioeconomic and 

nutritional status of pregnant women and lactating mothers. The findings of the study were 

computerized and analysed at WHO headquarters, and the results will be discussed at the task 

force meeting on the subject in December 1980. 

19. Attention is also given to breastfeeding as part of the operational research component 

of the programme for the control of diarrhoeal diseases； the Scientific Working Group on Drug 

Development and Management of Acute Diarrhoea, which met in September 1980， recommended that 

studies be made to determine the efficiency and duration of breastmilk-mediated protection 

against diarrhoeal infections caused by rotavirus, enteropathogenic Escherichia coli and 

Shigella. 

THE PRCMOTION AND SUPPORT OF APPROPRIATE AND TIMELY COMPLEMENTARY FEEDING (WEANING) PRACTICES 
WITH THE USE OF LOCAL FOOD RESOURCES 

20. Operative paragraph 6(2) of resolution WHA33.32 requests the Director-General to 

intensify coordination with other international and bilateral agencies in the promotion of 

adequate weaning. To develop activities and stimulate the exchange of information, W H O works 

through the ACC Sub-Committee on Nutrition - an interagency coordinating body comprising 

W H O , F A O , ILO, UNESCO, UNICEF, UNEP, the World Bank, World Food Council, W F P , IFAD and the 

United Nations University. WHO is also participating in meetings on infant feeding being 

organized by USAID and collaborated with NORAD, DANIDA， SIDA, and the International Union of 

Nutritional Sciences in connexion with a meeting held in November on the rethinking of infant 

nutrition policies under changing socioeconomic conditions. 

21. Activities related to weaning are largely developed as part of the action-oriented 

research, development and training programme in nutrition, which focuses on meeting the 

nutritional needs of the young child, using locally available and acceptable foods. This 

programme is being developed in accordance with resolution WHA31.47 adopted by the Thirty-

first World Health Assembly and the recommendations of the global and regional advisory 

committees on medical research. Regional meetings have been held to define specific 
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priorities and identify local investigators； since May 1980 such meetings have been held in 

the Region of the Americas and South-East Asia Region, in June, and in the Western Pacific 

Region, in November. Projects within the overall framework of the programme have been 

started in the African, South-East Asia and Eastern Mediterranean Regions； they focus on the 

preparation of weaning food based on local products, as well as on the overall practice of 

weaning, including the identification of factors influencing the introduction of appropriate 

supplementary feeding practices and the improvement of household methods for the preparation, 

preservation and handling of food. Other activities included the development of a method 

for use in identifying the characteristics and priorities of nutritional problems at the local 

level. This includes a survey methodology for analysing the reasons behind the existing 

practices regarding the feeding of young children and the opportunities for, and possible 

constraints to, improving them within existing cultural and socioeconomic conditions in 

different settings. Studies of this nature are being supported in Democratic Yemen, Egypt, 

and Pakistan. 

22. The Consultative Group on Maternal and Young Child Nutrition of the ACC Sub-Committee 

on Nutrition met in September 1980 at W H O headquarters. An extensive literature review that 

was prepared for the meeting will be issued in the near future, and will provide a valuable 

source of information for further research and development in this field. The group examined 

the question of the appropriate age at which infants who are exclusively breastfed should be 

given additional food - an important subject in view of the differences of opinion still 

existing among scientists on this topic. It was concluded that available evidence and 

experience indicated that, among healthy, well-nourished populations exclusive breastfeeding 

should be sufficient for the adequate growth of most infants for four to six months； in 

general, children who are not receiving complementary feeding after six months do not maintain 

adequate growth and are like ly to be malnourished. It was also stressed that too early 

weaning may increase the risk of infection, especially diarrhoeal diseases. Recommendations 

were also made regarding complementary feeding and specific areas for research. Topics listed 

as requiring additional research included those related to the adequacy of lactation; factors 

affecting the timing of complementary feeding; functional studies, such as measurement of 

the energy intake and expenditure of infants and mothers, the biology of the gastro-intestina1 

tract, and studies on infection in relation to сomp1ementary feeding - an area which is also 

connected with the control of diarrhoeal diseases. The subject of maternal nutrition in 

deprived populations was also extensively discussed (see paragraph 34). 

23. At the Nathalie Masse international symposium on human postnatal growth and development, 

held in September at the International Children's Centre in Paris with the collaboration of 

WHO and the International Paediatric Association, the impact of adequate infant and young 

child feeding practices on the growth and development patterns of large population sectors was 

stressed, and was seen as a useful example of a positive indicator of health. 

THE STRENGTHENING OF EDUCATION, TRAINING AND INFORMATION ON INFANT AND YOUNG CHILD FEEDING 

24. A subregional workshop is to be held in Vitia del M a r , Chile in December 1980 to examine 
educational approaches and methods applicable to countries in that area of the Region of the 
Americas. Countries are to present data on their own national experiences and examine new 
ideas and techniques proposed by a variety of national institutions and private organizations. 
A teaching guide on breastfeeding prepared by the Caribbean Food and Nutrition Institute has 
been widely distributed. 

2 5. In the South-East Asia Region significant progress has been made incorporating the 

subject of infant and young child feeding in the training of health workers and in educational 

materials. For example, due emphasis was given to this aspect in the remodelled under-

graduate paediatric curriculum in India and in the Handbook on child health prepared in support 

thereof. Similar activities are now being carried out in other countries of the Region. 

The subject has also been incorporated in the new curricula for the teaching of maternal and 

child health as part of primary health care for medical undergraduates and interns in India， 
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as reflected in the Handbook for the delivery of care to mothers and children in a community 

development block. The SEARO Regional Publications Series No. 6， Guidelines on the teaching 

and practice of neonatology
 3
 which includes information on the promotion of breastfeeding, has 

been widely circulated throughout the Region. 

26. The Regional Office for Europe is collaborating with the Danish branch of La Leche League -

a voluntary consumer organization - in a critical review of educational materials on infant 

and young child feeding. 

2 7 . The Regional Office for the Eastern Mediterranean is preparing English and Arabic versions 

of a document entitled Breastfeeding patterns : a review of studies in the Eastern Mediterranean 

Region，as part of the EMRO Technical Publications Series, and an Arabic version of a handbook 

for health workers, entitled Breastfeeding: the biological option. 

28. WHO guidelines for nutrition training in primary health care - developed through a three-

year process of meetings and field testing - are to be published shortly； much of their 

content is devoted to infant and young child feeding. Similarly, the promotion of breast-

feeding and adequate weaning practices has been taken into account in the preparation of 

guidelines on the health education aspects of the control of diarrhoeal diseases and 

instructional materials for the Expanded Programme on Immunization. 

29. The educational materials used for - and the reports of - the workshops on the promotion 

of breastfeeding have been widely distributed. The brochure on breastfeeding produced early 

in 1980 has been well received, and is already being used by La Leche League in Canada, 

Ministries of Health in India and Pakistan, and the Institute of Child Health in the United 

Kingdom. In response to requests from the Regions, it has been translated into Arabic, 

Chinese, French, Portuguese, Spanish and Urdu, and preparations are under way for its 

translation into Persian, Pushtu and Somali. 

30. A slide/sound presentation, designed for policy makers and health scientists, is to be 

tested for the first time at the Tunis symposium in December (see paragraph 13)， and will be 

translated into different languages for distribution through WHO and UNICEF sales offices. 

In addition, UNICEF has prepared a series of short statements on breastfeeding for radio 

programmes in North America and Europe. W H O and UNICEF have developed a strategy for an 

extensive information campaign involving the WHO and UNICEF Regional Offices； it will include 

support for the preparation of educational materials and the organization and support of 

country level, long-term follow-up activities. 

THE DEVELOPMENT OF SUPPORT FOR IMPROVED HEALTH AND SOCIAL STATUS OF WCMEN IN RELATION TO 

INFANT AND YOUNG CHILD FEEDING 

31. Information on the status of women as related to infant and young child feeding was 

included in the W H O background paper on "Health and the status of women" prepared for the 

World CoaferenuP. of the United Nations Decade for Women, held in Copenhagen in July 1980. 

The programme of action for the second half of the Decade included numerous items related to 

this subject, particularly those concerning the need for legislation and measures to support 

women who are breastfeeding, including provision for the day care of children, and action to 

encourage the increased involvement of males in sharing domestic and parental responsibilities. 

As part of the overall programme of action in the area of health, specific mention was also 

made of the need to give high priority to the formulation and implementation of food and 

nutrition policies based on the needs of women, particularly pregnant and lactating women, and 

to other action for the promotion of breastfeeding and adequate young child feeding. 

32. The statement and recommendations of the WHo/uNICEF Meeting
1

 and the brochure on breast-

feeding were distributed to delegations at the Conference as well as at the nongovernmental 

organizations' forum, held in Copenhagen at the same time as the Conference and attended by-

thousands of women representing women's organizations all over the world. Joint WHo/uNICEF 

workshops on infant and young child feeding were held during the forum, to encourage the 

interest of women's organizations in this field. The subject also received coverage in the 
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daily newspaper of the Conference, distributed to the approximately 10 000 women attending the 

Conference and the forum. Joint WHo/uNICEF plans have been made to follow up these contacts 

with the major international women's information networks as a means of stimulating action at 

grass-root, national and international levels, as indicated in operative paragraph 4 of 

resolution WHA33.32. For example, UNICEF is providing support for the National Council of 

Women in Kenya for the development of an active programme on the protection and promotion of 

breastfeeding, and WHO is preparing a booklet for use by women
1

 s organizations in designing 

national campaigns. 

33. A preliminary informal consultation was held in November 1980 with temporary advisers 

involved in women's programmes, to elaborate on the recommendations of the October 1979 

WHo/uNICEF Meeting on issues related to the status of women and infant feeding. Special 

emphasis was given to the need for alternative social measures to facilitate breastfeeding. 

Suggestions were made for reviewing requirements for women not covered by formal legislative 

or institutionalized measures. At the same time, in accordance with operative paragraph 6(6) 

of resolution WHA33.32, steps were taken to review the existing legislation in different 

countries for enabling and supporting breastfeeding especially by working mothers； requests 

for information were sent to governments by the Regional Offices, and to nongovernmental 

organizations. An informal consultation was held to identify broad strategies in the setting-

up of day care programmes and major issues needing further research. Alternative approaches 

to the day care of children and the various components that could form the essential elements 

of a day care programme were discussed. Stress was laid on the need for programmes to be 

flexible , innovative and suited to the local cultural and other conditions, and for the more 

systematic use of such programmes as an entry point for primary health care. A comprehensive 

programme on social measures in relation to women and family health, in particular to support 

women in their maternal role, is being developed； it will constitute a combined approach to 

the various factors influencing women's options regarding infant and young child feeding. 

34. One critical aspect of the health status of women in relation to infant and young child 

feeding which has recently received special attention is maternal nutrition. This was a major 

consideration at the September 1980 meeting of the ACC Sub-Committee on Nutrition's Consultative 

Group on Maternal and Young Child Nutrition, and was also a topic of concern at the meeting on 

nutrition during pregnancy and the health of the offspring, jointly organized by WHO and the 

International Paediatric Association in Barcelona in September at the time of the International 

Congress of Paediatrics. One of the many remaining critical questions regarding maternal 

nutrition concerns the effects of malnutrition during pregnancy on the health of the woman and 

on her ability to lactate successfully, particularly in the case of high parity women; the 

Consultative Group concluded that the most vital factor was nutrition supplementation during 

pregnancy, and that it might in fact be too late to correct major deficiencies during the 

lactation period. Maternal nutrition cannot be viewed in isolation; it is inevitably inter-

linked with women
1

 s health as a whole, their nutritional status throughout life, and even 

throughout generations, and their economic and social status, especially as related to work and 

energy expenditure. Action to improve maternal nutrition is therefore being taken as part 

of the broader family health programme, including maternal and child health, family planning, 

nutrition, and health education. 

35. Another important aspect is the contraceptive or birth spacing effects of breastfeeding. 

Results of phase I of the WHO collaborative study on breastfeeding confirm that there is a 

direct relationship between the duration of breastfeeding and the return of postpartum 

menstruation, 

36. WHO cooperated in preparations for an interregional workshop on the interrelationship 

of maternal malnutrition, breastfeeding, early infant development and birth spacing, to be 

held in Ghana with the collaboration of the United Nations University and the International 

Union of Nutritional Sciences. This subject was also included in a literature review 

prepared by WHO on nutrition and family planning. 

1

 World Health Organization. Joint WHo/uNICEF meeting on infant and young child feeding. 

Geneva, 1979. 
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THE DEVELOPMENT OF APPROPRIATE MARKETING AND DISTRIBUTION OF BREASTMILK SUBSTITUTES 

37. Operative paragraphs 5 and 6(4) of resolution WHA33.32 specified action to be taken by 

the Director-General in three areas concerning the marketing and distribution of breastmilk 

substitutes : the supervision of the quality of infant foods, the exchange of information on 

legislation, and the preparation of an international code of marketing of breastmilk 

substitutes. The latter, as mentioned in paragraph 2 , is described in detail in document 

EB67/20; in summary, following consultation with Member States and other parties concerned, 

a draft international code has been prepared and is submitted to the present session of the 

Board for consideration. 

38. Regarding the exchange of information on laws , regulations, and other measures concerning 

the marketing of breastmilk substitutes, the Director-General sent a circular letter to all 

Member States on 12 June 1 9 8 0 , requesting copies of any existing national rules, regulations 

or legislation on the subject of infant feeding or marketing of breastmilk substitutes. 

Régional Offices have been actively involved in following up this request with governments. 

Selected national legislation, as received, is being published in the W H O International 

Digest of Health Legislation， and it is planned to publish subsequently, jointly with FAO， 

a comprehensive review of such legislation. 

39. The Regional Office for Europe has been collaborating in two Member States in the 

development of a model programme for the export and import of breastmilk substitutes, and 

marketing and distribution technology. Meetings have been held between W H O and industry, 

health authorities, consumers and experts in this field to evolve such a model programme for 

the exporting and importing Member States of the European Region. 

•k -k -k 

40. The programme in the five areas described above has been funded mainly by UNFPA, UNICEF, 

SIDA and the Swedish Agency for Research Cooperation with Developing Countries, the Belgian 

Government, and the Director-General
1

 s Development Programme. Additional funds are being sought 

to continue and expand these activities. 


