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Mention of products, images, 

or services are for educational 

purposes only and does not 

constitute an endorsement
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Why we care
 Formula marketing infects the 

marketplace with misleading 

advertising

 Places infant formula as equivalent to 

breastfeeding and breastmilk

 Neutralizes the promotion of 

breastfeeding

 Increases the risk of poor health 

outcomes for mothers and babies

 Preys on vulnerabilities of new parents

 Disguises marketing as creating a 
supportive family and a community of 

caring



Corporations escalate power by 

capturing policy

Formed trade 
associations, i.e. 
lobbying groups

Lobbying shapes international 
standards such as those from the 
Codex Alimentarius Commission 
and WHA and constrains 
implementation of the Code at 
national levels

• Codex is a collection of internationally 
adopted food standards and has 189 
members including the US

The scope and strength of the 
Code is undermined by actions 
designed to weaken technical 
standards and norms for infant 

nutrition

1980: Industry forced the adoption 
of the Code as a 

“recommendation” not as a 
stronger “regulation” to appease 

the US government which financed 
25% of WHO’s budget at the time

2016: The formula manufacturers’ 
lobbying group lobbied US officials 

to oppose WHA 69.9 which 
contained technical guidance 

regarding products marketed as 
toddler or follow-on formulas as 
well as a call to end all forms of 

inappropriate marketing

2018: Trump administration 
opposed WHA resolution which 
called for an end to all forms of 

inappropriate promotion. US 
delegates worked to water down 

wording and threatened to 
remove military support for 

Ecuador, the proponent of the 
resolution



Clinical formula trials can be manipulated for 

marketing purposes and may be unreliable

 Most formula trials:

  have a high risk of bias

  authors almost always report 
favorable conclusions

 transparency is lacking

 findings are selectively reported

 Given the lack of transparency about 
the aims of the trials and almost 
universally favorable conclusions, some 
trials might have a marketing aim and 
no robust scientific aim

 Participants in the trials may not have 
been adequately protected

 Many formula trials are funded by 
formula manufacturers

 In most recent formula trials, 
investigators were employed by, 
or had financial links to, the 
formula industry, who were often 
involved in the statistical analysis 
and writing

 Many formula trials are 
unpublished or unregistered

 Trial authors and funders are often 
reluctant to share protocols, and 
regulators do not share clinical 
study reports

 Many formula trials are not in the 
public domain

      Helfer et al. (2021), BMJ, 375, n2202
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Capturing science and research

 Corner the research on infant formula 
through corporate nutrition research 
divisions

 Allows industry to shape infant nutrition, 
determine what babies are fed, and 
functionalize their products 

 Interpret infant nutrition based on their 
formulations and additions of designer 
ingredients to drive sales by portraying 
their products as closest to breastmilk

 Make claims about health and 
developmental benefits of their 
products

 Shapes public opinion as formula being 
safe and scientific and detracting from 
the health implications and hazards of 
its use

$41.99

$28.12
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Marketing by capturing 

emotions
 Ad by Bobbi infant formula appeared in 

Sunday New York Times during World 
Breastfeeding Week August 2021

 Full page ad in Sunday New York Times costs 
~$250,000

 Undermines breastfeeding

 Undermines intention of World Breastfeeding 
Week

 White-washes the company’s image, 
projecting it as protective, supportive, and 
giving permission to use formula

 Flaunts the Code

 Serves to make parents feel good about 
formula-feeding at the expense of 
breastfeeding

7



Formula marketing has 
gotten more sophisticated, 

technical, and effective

 Prior to 1980 most formula marketing 

was done through physicians and 

hospitals 

 In the late 1980’s Nestlé entered the 

US infant formula market and began 

advertising its Carnation brand 

infant formula directly to consumers

 Infant formula advertising began in 

parenting magazines, television, 

direct mailings, sampling, hospital 

discharge bags, and is now highly 

sophisticated and technical 

Television ad 2000
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Digital advertising
 Consumer data is collected across 

connected devices, including 
smartphones, tablets, personal computers, 
smart televisions, and even smart watches 
and other wearables

 An inquiry online or pregnancy 
announcements can trigger targeted 
advertising for baby products on all of a 
person’s digital devices 

 Infant formula manufacturers and retailers 
collect consumer data themselves and 
may purchase data and ad-targeting 
services from data brokers

 Data collected from hospital baby photos, 
warranty cards, pregnancy or birth 
announcements online, maternity stores, 
when purchasing baby items with a credit 
card, from entering baby contests or 
signing up for baby related coupons, gifts, 
and baby registries

 Birth certificates are public records
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Making marketing even more effective
 Predictive analytics

 Identify consumers who are most likely to purchase infant 
formula

 Artificial intelligence

 Machine learning (learns buying habits 
and offers you targeted ads)

 History sniffing (captures web browsing 
data)

 Advertising on third party websites

 Similac, Gerber, and Enfamil average 
about 16 to 17 million banner ad views per 
month on third-party websites

 Cookies (used to create user profiles 
about a user's surfing behavior)

 Tracking pixels (a small nearly invisible 
graphic that sends personal data on how 
a user interacts with a website. Tracks 
consumer behavior so targeted ads can 
be sent to a particular user)
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Appeared on my 

Facebook feed <3 minutes 

after visiting Similac 

website

 Amazon.com, Facebook.com & 
Walmart.com are the leading 
third-party websites hosting ads 
for baby and toddler food and 
drink

 Facebook and Instagram feeds 
contain direct purchase links to 
easily buy formula

 Facebook and Google prohibit 
tobacco advertising but do not 
restrict infant formula 
advertising
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Evaluative conditioning
Pairs things in hopes that the positive or negative 

associations of one will rub off onto the other
If you buy this

Advertisers have found 
that a quick way to win 
love for their product is 
to position it alongside 
something or someone 
people already love

Image transfer
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Making marketing even more effective

Social Proofing

• Evidence that other people have 

purchased and found value in a product 

or service

• People are more likely to purchase a 

product that others are already buying 

(jump on the bandwagon effect)

• A way to increase conversations by 

showing customers how popular a 

product is

• Customer testimonials, product reviews, 

quantifiable data (over 50,000 

downloads)

• Displaying social media follower accounts

• Taps into the basic instinct to follow the 

actions of others, builds trust, and lowers 

barriers to making a purchase

Pain Points

• Leveraging pain

• Specific problems that customers are 
experiencing

• Lack of sleep

• Pain with breastfeeding

• Time crunch

• Worry about sufficient breastmilk

• Crying baby

• Guilt

• Return to work

• Lack of family leave

• Mental health

• Marketing to emotions

• Help convince parents that they have a problem

• Convince them that formula will help solve it
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Social proofing
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Pain Points
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Pain Point of Guilt
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Pain point of sleep
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Pain point 

of fear



Social media influencers and celebrities 
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Buying bots and Instagram followers20



Paid influencers21

“It doesn’t matter how you feed your baby”



Paid Influencers

 Bobbie Baby Organic Infant Formula 
TV Spot, 'Getting Over Stigma' 
Featuring Ashley Graham

 “Supermodel mom Ashley Graham 
shares her experiences with having 
difficulties with breastfeeding her 
babies. She was able to get over the 
stigma that breast milk is best and 
was able to feed her babies Bobbie 
formula.”
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TikTok
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If it’s on social media, it must be true

 Most US parents use YouTube and 

Facebook, and nearly half use 

Instagram

 80% of US parents who use 

Facebook engage daily

 Younger parents appeared more 

likely to use several platforms, 

especially Instagram, Snapchat, 

and TikTok

 Many use social networking sites

Waring et al. (2023). Prev Chronic Dis, 20, 220194
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Formula marketing and claims are effective
Romo-Palafox et al. (2020). Matern Child Nutr, 16, e12962

Online survey of 1,645 U.S. caregivers



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

“Whose breastmilk is in the formula?”

Parry et al., 2013
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Claims influence feeding and purchasing decisions
Malek et al. (2019). Public Health Nutr, 22(2), 272-286

 Interpreted immunity claims to mean their 

baby can receive the benefits even though 

they are not breastfeeding

 Claims didn’t make formula seem so bad

 Topping off breastfeeds with formula was 

OK

 Claims alleviated guilt about choosing to 

formula feed

 Health claims were easier to understand 

and more meaningful than nutrition 

content claims

 Claims about brain development, sleep, 

and immunity were especially appealing



Combination feeding

Capturing the breastfeeding market by redefining infant 

feeding
• Normalization of trends

• Desensitization to breastfeeding promotion 
and benefits

• Habituation to infant formula as the norm, 
everyone does it

• Partnerships among infant formula 
manufacturers, breast pump companies, 
healthcare platforms, and retailers

• Promoting combo feeding to create a formula 
market where none existed before

• Convince mothers that combination feeding is 
what everyone does

• Bobbie infant formula and Elvie breast pump 
display at Target

• “Address the reality of modern feeding 
journey” by changing the narrative

28

80% of parents use formula

70% are combo feeders



Bobbi infant formula, Willow, SimpliFed

• “The State of Feeding 2024” marketing survey of 
their customers

• “Our three brands have unique insight into the 
day-to-day realities of what feeding actually looks 
like today. By coming together, Bobbie, Willow, 
and SimpliFed are showcasing the State of 
Feeding in 2024 to redefine expectations and 
better equip parents for the journey ahead.”

• “Combo feeding may also help you extend your 
breastfeeding journey, or even enjoy 
breastfeeding more. At its core, combo feeding 
celebrates your best, by rejecting the idea that 
feeding your baby looks like exclusively 
breastfeeding or formula feeding.”

• Bobbie-infant formula company new to the 
market and needing a hook to boost sales and 
using combo feeding to do this

• Willow-breast pump

• SimpliFed-virtual healthcare platform
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Combo feeding and formula companies 

hijack exclusive breastfeeding

• Formula companies frame exclusive 

breastfeeding as the problem

• Formula is positioned as the solution

• Exclusive breastfeeding is under siege

30
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Approaching parents about formula marketing

 What have you heard about infant 

formula?

 Have you received free formula 

company gifts or coupons

 Can you find a couple of claims that 

might be a little exaggerated or that 

would tip you towards buying a 

particular brand of formula?

 What sounds fishy about formula ads 

and claims?

 The sniff test

 Can make it a game

 Is the marketing irritating to you?

 But not preachy or radical sounding!

 Ready to combo feed with Bobbie?

“Combo feeding also celebrates your best, by rejecting 
the idea that feeding your baby looks like exclusively 
breastfeeding or formula feeding.”
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With profuse apologies to Dr. Carl Sagan

• “The fine art of baloney 
detection”  

• Looks at the types of 
deception from a 
scientific standpoint

• How can we equip 
parents to recognize and 
resist deliberate 
manipulation, deception, 
and outright falsehoods?

• He devised what he 
called “The baloney 
detection kit”



Baloney Detection Kit

 Persuasion resistance

 Avoid smiling at ads

Check the facts (are there any?)

 Is it too good to be true?

 Look at it objectively

Try to perceive information 

with your mind, not feelings

Can the pain point be 

addressed without formula?

Check if the social media 

influencers are paid to market 

the product



Baloney Detection Kit
 Beware of clickbait tactics used in digital marketing 

campaigns designed to entice people into clicking on ads 
with sensational headlines that may not reflect reality once 
they reach the advertisement’s landing page or website

 Plays on need for instant gratification

 Look for disclosure statements

 Use techniques to avoid being manipulated

 Don’t believe everything you see and hear, especially on social 
media

 Pay attention to your emotions

 Install ad blockers on your computer and smart phone

 If you feel pressured or manipulated speak with a healthcare 
provider

 Beware of unsubstantiated statistics (80% of parents use formula)

 Watch for half truths (“clinically proven” without studies to verify 
the claim)

 Beware of vague wording (Many, most, some, significant 
number)



Baloney Detection Kit

 Are you being bribed with free 

gifts, coupons, rewards, or free 

formula?

 Beware of affiliations with 

celebrities or with causes

 Ignore marketing techniques 

such as:

 Assigning expertise (“as a mother you know 

that…”) as it reduces the perception of 

persuasive intent and lowers resistance to 

purchasing the product

 Emphasis on safety

 Comparison with breastmilk 



What else can parents do?

• Users (parents) can deselect 
“Interest” categories like “Infant 
Formula” that have been 
assigned to them by Facebook 

• Facebook users can indicate that 
they do not want advertisers to 
target them by using profile 
information about “Relationship 
Status” and “Job Title”

• Engage op-out technology

• Block third-party trackers

• Turn off location settings

• Clear browser cookies

 Use an ad filter on your browser

 Delete your information from data 
brokers

 Use ad blockers

 Remove known spyware and 
adware from your browser 
and applications

 Don’t stay logged in to your 
Google account

 Use a virtual private network 
(VPN) to hide your internet 
activity from prying eyes

 Understand that you are being 
targeted



Plant the seed

 Does the ad:

 Make you feel something (relief, sense of 

belonging, happiness)

 Pay celebrities to promote the product and 

make it more attractive

 Link an idea with a product (combination 

feeding is the norm and being done by 

everyone)

 Is the product promotion giving you 

something for free (free stuff increases the 

price of the product)

 How real is the lifestyle portrayed in the ad

 What does the small print say



Ask Facebook and Google to address 

infant formula in their advertising 

policies

 Both companies have the capability to restrict 

infant formula advertising on their platforms like 

they do for tobacco advertising

 These advertising policies operate parallel to 

the WHO’s Framework Convention on 

Tobacco Control, and its Recommendations 

on the Marketing of Foods and Non-Alcoholic 

Beverages to Children

 Like tobacco marketing and food marketing to 

children, infant formula marketing has been 

deemed harmful enough by WHO to warrant a 

moratorium on advertising to the general 
public. 

 These ads should also be restricted on 

Instagram
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FDA lacks 

authority 

to enforce 

guidelines

We could work to change the law 
and require pre-market approval by 
the FDA of any structure/function 
claim

The FDA should require submission of 
substantiating data which should be 
made available to the public

Leverage the WIC program to only 
purchase infant formulas that were 
approved by the FDA as having high 
level validation of any claims



Ask physician offices to 

cease formula giveaways

Display on check-in  counter in 
pediatric office

42

OB office: “Please help yourself to formula samples”



Complain to 

the Better 

Business Bureau

 File a complaint with the 
Better Business Bureau

 It’s National Advertising 
Division (NAD) is the 
investigative arm charged 
with monitoring and 
evaluating truth and 
accuracy in national 
advertising directed towards 
consumers age 12 and over

 https://bbbprograms.org/pro
grams/all-programs/national-
advertising-division
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State 

Attorneys 

General

From March 2015 to April 2017, Abbott sent 200,000 marketing 
surveys to residents of New York under a bogus institute name 
asking if infants had been breastfed and if formula-fed, the name of 
the formula

The letter suggested that the institute conducted monthly surveys to 
understand infant nutrition. It went on to urge consumers to 
complete the survey to help with “important research.”

State attorney general investigated and under the settlement Abbott is required 
to accurately disclose the purpose for which survey information is sought, and it is 
prohibited from falsely representing that surveys are being conducted for scientific 
study, pay $50,000 in costs and disclose at the top of any survey either its name or the 
name of any third-party conducting market research on its behalf.

Ask state attorneys general to investigate infant formula marketing 
in their state

File a complaint regarding deceptive marketing practices with your 
state attorney general/consumer protection agency



In the hospital

 Talk with the ethics department, 
corporate compliance department, 
hospital attorney, purchasing 
department, quality assurance 
department, risk management 
department, and administration 
regarding discharge bags, accepting 
free formula, education, supplies, 
services, and becoming a Baby-Friendly 
hospital

 Avoid conflict of interest situations by 
refusing food, educational offerings, and 
gifts from formula salespeople 

 Check other areas of the hospital where 
formula marketing might occur

 Ultrasound department

 Emergency department

 NICU

 Nutrition/dietetics department

Baby formula manufacturer ordered to pay $60M to parents 
after they were found liable for putting preemies at increased 
deadly disease risk
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What can we do as 

advocates?
 Contact pediatric, OB, midwifery, 

and family practices as well as 
clinics to leave your information for 
patient referral

 Offer these entities a one hour 
“lunch and learn” session on 
breastfeeding management

 Check out what is being given to 
patients at these offices

 Offer to provide alternatives to any 
formula or feeding bottle-
sponsored information

 Offer “coupons” for your services
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What can we do?

The conversation does not need to “evolve”

47California Breastfeeding Coalition on LinkedIn

https://www.linkedin.com/feed/update/urn:li:activity:7186483305733611520/



48
Thanks 

for 

caring!
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