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HISTORY 

The first infant formula 

had already been 

invented in Europe 

by Baron Justus von 

Liebig in 1867. By 1869, 

Liebig’s concoction of 

cow’s milk, wheat flour, 

malt flour, and 

potassium bicarbonate 

was being marketed in 

the US as an equal 

substitute to 

breastfeeding.  
 

 In 1915, Gerstenberger reported a 

3-year experience using “synthetic 

milk, adapted” that contained nonfat 

cow milk, lactose, oleo oils, and 

vegetable oils. This product 

represented early understanding that 

cow milk required alteration to 

improve its acceptability for human 

consumption and is considered the 

precursor to modern infant 

formulas.  

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Justus_von_Liebig
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Justus_von_Liebig
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Justus_von_Liebig


Henri Nestlé develops his 

breast milk substitute. In his 

"Memorial on the Nutrition of 

Infants" printed in 1869, Henri 

Nestlé wrote:  "During the first 
months, the mother's milk will 
always be the most natural 
nutriment, and every mother, 
able to do so, should herself 
suckle her children." 



HISTORY 
By 1883 there were 27 patented 

brands of infant food. What was 

originally meant  to feed infants 

whose mothers had died or could 

not produce milk morphed into a 

product designed to simply 

replace breastfeeding. 



Advertising became 

commonplace 



History 



1874 

“G. Mellin of London, following 

Liebig's suggestions, produced an 

article which is portable, easy of 

preparation, and which gives entire 

satisfaction. Analysis of the food 

after mixing shows it to contain a 

large proportion of grape sugar, 

which enters so largely into the 

composition of mother's milk, 

together with a large amount of 

protein and soluble phosphates, 

indicating flesh and bone forming 

nutrients of the highest 

type...Thus sucenc e finally 

conquered all difficulties, and 

produced a food that all mothers 

will hail with delight.”  



1911 

 In 1911 Mead Johnson 

tested a new type of 

formula called ‘Dextri-

Maltose’ in the baby ward 

at a New York 

hospital.  Such testing 

would never be allowed 

today, but shows just 

how much power the 

industry had within 

medical circles at the 

time.  From 1912 

administration of this 

cutting-edge formula 

was restricted to 

doctors. 



1915 

In 1915 SMA (Synthetic 

Milk Adapted) was 

launched as a brand at a 

meeting of the American 

Paediatric Society. It had 

also been tested on babies in 

a different hospital in 

Cleveland, Ohio and 

advertisements instructed 

use under the care of a 

physician. Nestle followed 

suit with a prescription 

formula in 1924. 



1925  

MOORES & ROSS 

MILK COMPANY 

SIMILAC is prepared 

with the permission of 

A.W. Bosworth, 

according to the formula 

which he developed and 

used at the Boston 

Floating Hospital. 

 

The new milk-based 

infant formula was 

named Similac®, for 

simulated lactation. 

 



Deceptive 

marketing 

Make it appear 

equivalent to 

human milk 





Bribe mothers with gifts, coupons, 

contests, give-aways 







FORMULA GIVEAWAYS 

FROM BLOGGERS 

“Perrigo Nutritionals 

got in touch with an 

opportunity for my 

readers to try some 

as well. They sent over 

a gift pack for my little 

one, and now we're 

going to hook up one 

lucky reader of The 

Rock Father with a 

formula gift pack of 

their own. Ready for 

your chance to win?” 

 



Branching Out 

 Feeding Expert – Abbott 
Nutrition 

 Abbott is urging staff nurses 
to pass out contact 
information for mothers to 
call to obtain breastfeeding 
help from minimally trained 
employees (not IBCLC 
certified lactation 
consultants as the pamphlet 
implies) through an Abbott 
sponsored program.  



Nestle (Gerber) House Party 

                   Monday, May 17 2010, 11:27 am 

  They came. They celebrated the Gerber Generation. They had a great time! 

From the Gerber Generation Celebration House Party Event  

Party day has come and gone, but across the country, hosts and guests are still 
raving about the Gerber Generation Celebration House Party™! 

Did you and your guests enjoy getting the GERBER product samples?  

What did everyone seem to enjoy most about the party?  

How did you like the party pack?  

Did everyone upload party pictures?  

Share all the fun moments with others, here! 

 

“I was already a huge fan of gerber because all my little boy can eat is good start 
formula and I'm very happy that I had the opportunity to tell other moms about 
my success with them. Hopefully other moms have tried their products and are as 
fond of them as I am. This is so much fun and I can't wait to host another house 
party!”  

 

 “People were shocked of how much products that gerber makes and was glad to 
here that you now make formula!”  

http://houseparty.com/conversations/partytalk_view_post/gerbergeneration/20223
http://houseparty.com/events/view/gerbergeneration
http://www.addthis.com/bookmark.php?v=250&amp;username=aud10pilot


“mmm from what I had researched while pregnant I found that enfamil with lipil is the best 

because it has DHA and ARA, which are things found in breast milk. I hope this helped good 

luck!” 

“The funny thing about formulas are that they are all the same. Just different calorie 

amounts. Your breastmilk is 20cal. So any 20 cal formula will work. They all claim to 

have DHA and other stuff but they are all the same. So pick which ever one you like.” 

 

“Don't let anyone tell you that you have to breastfeed. The antibodies are passed 

from the mother in Colostrum in the beginning of breastfeeding, after the baby is 

born....the yellow thick stuff. Once that is gone it doesn't matter what the baby eats 

as long as it eats. We feed our babies formula on the unit and they grow up healthy so 

you do what you want” 

  

…Neonatal Intensive Care Nurse  

Moms, in your opinion what formula is closest to breastmilk? 

Yahoo Answers Blog 



Formula ads are ubiquitous 

 With enough 

repetition, formula 

feeding appears as 

the norm 

 It looks equivalent to 

breastmilk 

 So why bother? 

 “Baby will do just as 

well and it won’t be 

painful” 





Marketing to the millennials  

(ages 18-29) 

 Breastfeeding and the 

concept of “perfect” 

 Time-pressed mothers 

settle for pragmatism 

rather than perfect 

 Want products that give 

her permission to be 

“imperfect”  

 Provide a hassle-free 

product that appeals to 

time-crunched mothers 

 



Marketing to remove guilt 

 Mothers embrace 

brands that give them 

permission to be 

imperfect without 

feeling guilty 

 “permissible 

indulgences” seen in 

marketing of smack 

foods in 100 calorie 

packages 

“Nine out of ten mothers 

use formula. According to a 

recent study, most new 

mothers (9 out of 10, 

actually) use formula at 

some point during their 

baby's first year. So you're 

not alone, not by a long 

shot.”… Mead Johnson 



How do you compete with this? 

 Targeting breastfeeding mothers with promises of 

free lactation consultant help 

 

 800-986-8800 

 24/7 live help 

Nurses and lactation  

consultants available. 

  

http://similac.com/


“There’s an app for that” 



Does formula marketing work? 
Sobel et al. Soc Sci Med 2011; 73:1445-1448 

 
 Mothers who 

recalled a formula 

advertisement 

message were twice 

as likely to feed their 

baby formula 

 Babies were more 

likely to be given 

formula if their 

physician, 

grandmother, or 

other relative 

recommended it 

 



Yes, formula marketing works! 

After viewing marketing 
ads mothers reported 

 Concerns that the 
featured scientific 
ingredients were not in 
breastmilk 

 That their milk might 
not change in response 
to infant’s changing 
needs 

 “It’s powdered 
breastmilk” 

 

 Formula was a medical 
solution to normal 
infant issues 

 Conveyed the 
expectation of 
breastfeeding failure 

 Exclusive breastfeeding 
is not important 

 Infant formula is 
equivalent to 
breastmilk 



Discharge Packs 
• Women who got packs 

more likely not to 
exclusively breastfeed at 
10 weeks than women 
who didn’t (Rosenberg et al, 
2008) 

• Meta-analysis: bags 
decreased exclusive 
breastfeeding at any 
point in time, from 0–6 
months postpartum 
(Donnelly et al, 2000) 

• Reduced number of 
women exclusively bf at 
6 & 13 weeks (DiGirolamo et 
al, 2008) 

 
 



   Sampling 
 Sampling gets the product into the hands of the 

consumer 

 Provides for its easy use at the first sign of 

breastfeeding roadblocks 

 Starts the process of early weaning 

 Perfect setup to creating a market where none 

existed before 





Take Home Messages for Mothers 

 We owe mothers the 
truth 

 Avoid the trap of omitting 
information because we 
might make mothers feel 
guilty 

 Infant formula is not the 
same as human milk 

 Health outcomes are 
different between babies 
fed formula or human milk 

 Random additions of 
ingredients to infant 
formula will not make it 
perform like human milk 
 



“I think it goes back to your first 

year of life when they had the 

recall on infant formula 

because of beetle parts and larvae.” 



Unwanted ingredients 



Arsenic 

 Two of 17 infant formulas 

tested listed organic brown 

rice syrup as the primary 

ingredient.  

 One had a total arsenic 

concentration that was six 

times the federal limit of 10 

parts per billion (ppb) for 

total arsenic in bottled or 

public drinking water.  

 This is particularly 
worrisome for babies 
because they are 
especially vulnerable to 
arsenic’s toxic effects 
due to their small size 
and the corresponding 
arsenic consumption 
per pound of body 
weight.  

 



Manganese 

 Essential trace element 
needed in small amounts 

 Excessive exposure in 
children is linked to 
neurological disorders, 
lower IQ, and poorer 
school performance 

 Infants absorb more and 
excrete less Mn than 
adults 

 Breastfed infants have a 
low exposure 

 Infant formulas contain 
Mn concentrations 100-
fold higher than       
breastmilk 

 Powdered formula mixed 
with water containing 
WHO Mn guidelines can 
exceed the health limit 

 Concern of neurotoxic 
effect during period of 
rapid brain development 



WHY DON’T WE SEE MORE  

ADS LIKE THIS? 

They cost money! 



Four Ps of Social Marketing 
• Product 

– Find the unique quality that makes breastfeeding 
more desirable than the competitor 

• Price 

– Emotional, psychological, physical, social costs of 
breastfeeding vs formula 

• Place 

– Optimal venue to deliver the message 

• Promotion 

– Strategies should resonate with the target 
audience 

 



Approaches that turn off mothers 

 Too inflexible 

 Judgmental 

 Pressure to breastfeed 

 Lack of respect 

 Strong reactions to 
mother’s actions 

 Lack of trust 

 Too restrictive 

 Not flexible enough to 
allow for mothers’ own 
judgment 

 Too critical 

 Too confusing 



Stories vs statistics 

Impact of anecdotal comments 

 Decisions can be biased 

by anecdotal data 

 Anecdotes can override 

science 

 Stories are more vivid and 

easier to process than 

hard data 

 Hard-wired to process 

stories 

 Peer testimonials 

 Graphics and pictures 



Interventions 

 What to expect when breastfeeding 

 Lifestyle changes 

 Latch and troubleshooting latch 

 How to incorporate breastfeeding into busy 
schedule 

 Body changes 

 How breastfeeding feels (pain has been identified as a 
predictor of not breastfeeding and an early reason 
for supplementing or weaning) 

 Lifecoaching – to negotiate challenges of 
breastfeeding and work, household responsibilities, 
other children 

 Set short term achievable goals  

 Use social media 



Explain infant behaviors that result in 

supplementation 

 Infant fussiness 

 Baby not sleeping 

 Baby sucking on fists 

 Fussiness when put 

down 

 Need to assure that 

baby is full 

 Need to make baby 

sleep 



Recourse opportunities 

• Petition to the FDA 

to add warning label 

regarding adverse 

effects of DHA and 

ARA oils 

 

• Petition to the 

Federal Trade 

Commission (FTC) 

regarding misleading 

claims 

http://www.cornucopia.org/2008/01/replacing-

mother-infant-formula-report/ 



 Which is paramount: a company’s unfettered right to 
promote their product, or the stated goal 
of promoting public health and welfare even where it 
may run counter to consumers’ freedom of choice?  And 
at their core, these debates don’t only touch upon the 
scope of the government’s authority to protect 
consumers, but also raise the issue of manufacturers’ 
obligations to their customers and whether a line might 
be crossed when aggressive marketing tactics run 
counter to public policy agendas.  If a state legislature 
can demand that a manufacturer not promote a certain 
product in a certain way, then perhaps it is only a matter 
of time before consumers themselves can hold 
manufacturers liable for negligence in the way their 
products are marketed whenever such strategies 
ostensibly clash with the consumer’s health or welfare 
or general “best interests”. 

 http://product-liability.weil.com/legislation/widening-regs-on-the-
marketing-of-infant-formula-raise-questions-about-advertising-and-
consumer-welfare/ 



 

 

“AT WHAT COST: WHEN PROFITS ARE 

PUT BEFORE MOTHERS AND BABIES” 

 http://vimeo.com/54697462 

 

The California WIC  Association and 

UC Berkeley School of Public Health 

created  a video that reveals the 

deceptive messages and unethical 

marketing practices used by formula 

companies 

 

The video will be used in a larger 

strategy to pressure the Food and 

Drug Administration and Federal 

Trade Commission to implement 

stronger policies that address 

deceptive labeling and messaging.  Andrea W. Lee, Tanya Moss, and Jessica 

Watterson 

http://vimeo.com/54697462

