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Every mother* of a newborn will have to 
make a very important decision on how to 
feed their infant which includes exclusive 
breastfeeding, combination feeding or 
offering infant formula.  The health care 
provider (HCP) has an important role in 
supporting mothers in the infant feeding 
decision process by offering unbiased and 
evidence based information. 
 HCPs may struggle with how to talk about 
infant formula in a baby friendly 
environment which protects, promotes and 
supports breastfeeding.   The Baby Friendly 
Initiative™ supports all mothers regardless 
of how they feed their babies.    

Informed decision making happens when a 
mother makes a decision based on a clear 
appreciation and understanding of the facts, 
implications, and consequences of an 
action.  In the past, decisions were made 
solely by the individual with little direction 
or support in the process. Today, we use a 
shared decision making model where  a 
mother is able to make an informed infant 
feeding decision by talking with HCPs who 
allows her an opportunity to share her 
feelings, preferences, wishes and concerns. 
This collaborative approach helps clients 
and their HCP to make health care decisions 
together using best clinical evidence as well 
as the client’s preferences and values. 

 

 

 

A HCP may incorporate these tips when 
discussing infant feeding options with a 
mother:  

 Agree on an agenda. What does she want 

to talk about? Is there another concern she 

needs to address first? 

 Ask open-ended questions e.g. “Tell me 

about” and “How do you feel about” 

 Use active listening. Make eye contact, 

smile and nodd to show you are listening. 

 Facilitate discussions to bridge any 

knowledge gaps. Topics may include:  

risks and costs of using milk substitutes, 

preparing feeds safely, health implications 

of feeding choice, etc. 

 Remain non-judgmental and empathetic 

to the mother’s views. 

 Acknowledge and support the mother’s 

health goals and outcomes. 

 Help mothers choose an infant feeding 

plan that is acceptable, feasible, 

affordable, sustainable and safe (AFASS) 

in their circumstances.   

To make an informed decision to 
breastfeed, formula feed, combination feed, 
or to formula feed for medical reasons 
mothers need to be informed and supported 
without stigma or judgment.  It is not the 
job of a HCP to convince people to                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                              

 

 

breastfeed, or to talk them out of formula 
feeding.  When mothers make informed 
infant feeding decisions their level of 
satisfaction with their decision as well as 
their ability to provide their baby with safe 
and informed care are optimized. HCPs 
continue to support a mother with whatever 
decision she makes and ensure she knows 
she can change her mind at any time.  
Follow up is arranged to support a mother 
regardless of feeding method and if a 
mother wishes to return to breastfeeding, 
she can be confident a health care provider 
will assist her to develop a plan. HCPs 
provide the information and support needed 
to ensure the health and well-being of the 
child is optimized. 

*The word mother is used with the 
understanding that infant feeding decisions 
are made by either parent and/or the family 
unit. 
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Question:  How do I use the informed 
decision process to support a mother who 
feels she is not producing enough breast 
milk? She is considering supplementing with 
infant formula.  

Answer:  Below are suggested steps and 
sample questions to help facilitate the 
discussion.  The process is not linear and will 
depend upon how the conversation flows 
and the time available with the mother.   It 
may take more than one visit and/or phone 
conversation.   

1. Encourage mother to share her 

concerns.  “Can you tell me how feeding 

your baby is going?” 

2. Gather more information regarding 

the issue. “Tell me about your feeding 

plan.” “Has supplementation been 

recommended?” “Is there a medical 

reason for using formula?” “Is 

breastfeeding too painful or not going 

well?” 

3. Explain the process of 

informed/shared decision making.  

“The decision is yours; here is some 

information to help you make an 

informed decision.”  

4. Using open-ended questions, 

determine mother’s understandings 

about infant feeding.  Topics to 

explore include:  impact 

supplementation will have on 

breastfeeding, cost and health 

implications, risks of infant formula 

feeding, and basics and benefits of 

breastfeeding.  “Are you aware that 

giving breastmilk substitutes can lead to 

a decrease in your milk production?” 

5. Using the mother’s knowledge gaps, 

review relevant information with the 

mother.  Help resolve any 

breastfeeding concerns. E.g. Poor 

latch/suck, sore or damaged nipples, 

exhausted/ overwhelmed mother.  “You 

should not experience pain when 

breastfeeding. Would you like help right 

away to improve breastfeeding?” 

6. Support mother by providing 

information for her to successfully 

adjust or make an infant feeding plan.   

 

a. If the decision is to supplement  

breastfeeding, help her  lessen the 

impact of formula feeding on 

breastfeeding by exploring options 

such as  mother’s own breastmilk (fresh 

or previously frozen), donor human 

milk from milk bank, use of cup 

feeding.  “If you decide to supplement, 

we can make a plan to help you get back 

to breastfeeding.” 

b. If the mother decides to formula feed 

discuss safe preparation, use and 

storage of infant formula. Review 

Infant Formula booklet one to one 

based on assessment of her knowledge 

gaps. 

The informed decision making conversation 
will be unique to each individual.  At the end 
of the discussion, what’s most important is 
that the mother is informed and feels 
supported in her decision. 

 

 

   

 
Informed Decision Making: Having Meaningful Conversations Regarding Infant Feeding 
http://breastfeedingresourcesontario.ca/resource/informed-decision-making-having-meaningful-conversations-regarding-
infant-feeding  
 
WHO/UNICEF Acceptable medical reasons for use of breast-milk substitutes   
http://www.who.int/nutrition/publications/infantfeeding/WHO_NMH_NHD_09.01/en/  
 
Supporting Informed Decision-Making about Infant Feeding:  For HCPs supporting mother and family members considering 
supplementation  

https://www.beststart.org/bflinks/April/Hastings%20BFI_06_IDM_Infant_Feeding_Supplementation.pdf 
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