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NUTRITION AND HEALTH CLAIMS ON INFANT FORMULA

KEY MESSAGES

* |nfant formula products use claims about ingredients such as DHA, probiotics and
prebiotics to imply benefits for brain, immune and digestive health.

Nutrition and health claims used on infant formula can make some products appear
superior to others, potentially influencing parental choices and undermining the

importance of breastfeeding.

» Stronger regulation of nutrition and health claims on infant formula is needed to ensure
parents receive clear and accurate information to guide their infant feeding decisions.

Overview

How babies are fed in the first year of life is
important for their growth, development and can
influence long-term health [1]. Breastfeeding is
widely recognised as the optimal way to feed
infants, with the World Health Organisation
(WHO) recommending exclusive breastfeeding
for the first six months [1]. Families may opt to
use infant formula if breastfeeding is not possible
or instead choose to exclusively bottle feed.

Infant formula, also known as ‘first infant
formula’, is usually made from cow's milk that
has been modified to make it suitable for
babies [3]. Infant formula sold in the UK must
meet strict regulations to ensure it is safe and
suitable for infants. Manufacturers must meet
specific standards for ingredients,
nutritional content and labelling [4], meaning all
infant formulas on the market must meet the
same nutritional requirements. While infant
formula can serve as a safe alternative to
breastfeeding, breastfeeding is the optimal
method of infant feeding, offering unique health
benefits that formula cannot fully replicate [1,2].

Many infant formulas use terms like “advanced”
and “scientifically proven,” emphasising added
ingredients and claiming benefits such as
improved brain development or stronger
immunity, making them appear superior to other
products [5].

Definitions

However,

guidance states there is no clear

evidence that one brand of infant formula is
nutritionally better than another [3].

It is therefore vital that parents receive clear,

accurate and evidence-based

information to

support informed infant feeding decisions and
avoid confusion caused by marketing.

What does the evidence say?

An international survey found that health and
nutrition claims are widely used on formula
packaging and promotions, often highlighting
ingredients like DHA, probiotics, and prebiotics
with suggested benefits for brain development,
immunity, and digestion [5].

A content analysis found that 41% of infant
formula products included nutrition claims and
18% included health claims that may not
be permitted under current regulations [6].

Evidence suggests that many health and
nutrition claims wused in infant formula
marketing are poorly supported by scientific
evidence and may be misleading[7].

In the UK, breastfeeding rates are lower in more
deprived communities, with around a 10.7%
difference between the most and least deprived
areas at 6 to 8 weeks, indicating a greater
reliance on infant formula [8].

Research found widespread use of marketing
tactics on various platforms including TV, social
media and baby clubs, alongside scientific
sounding claims that may suggest formula is
similar to breastmilk, therefore influencing
parents’ infant feeding choices [9,10].

Infant formula: suitable from birth to 1 year. Follow-on formula: suitable 6+ months-1 year. Growing up milk: Suitable from 1 year.
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Policy context Locally, councils are introducing healthier

advertising policies to create healthier

The WHO introduced the International Code of environments and reduce health inequalities.

Marketing of Breast-Milk Substitutes in 1981 to
protect and promote breastfeeding, guide national Knowsley Council introduced a Healthier Food
legislation and regulate the marketing of breast  and Drink Advertising Policy in 2024, restricting
milk substitutes [10]. The Code prohibits direct  advertising of products high in fat, salt and sugar
advertising of infant formula, the provision of free ~ across council spaces. In 2025, the restrictions
samples to parents and emphasises that extended to include commercial baby foods,
marketing and labelling should not imply formula including formula milk advertising. Adverts are
is equivalent or superior to breast milk. assessed using the Nutrient Profile and
Promotions Model (NPPM), considering not only
In the UK, promotion of infant formula for babies nutrients, but also promotions [14].
under six months is prohibited [11]. Follow-on
formula milk is permitted to be advertised,
although brands must make a clear distinction

between infant and follow-on formula milk e will continue to promote breastfeeding as

products  However, leading manufacturers  the preferred feeding method for infants. We

produce similar branding across product ranges, support First Steps Nutrition and Baby Milk

enabling indirect promotion of infant formula and Action’s policy calls, and the measures set out

contributing to parental confusion [11,12]. in the CMA interim report to support parents to
make informed infant feeding decisions.

Our position and what we will do

In 2022, the Advertising Standards Authority (ASA)

upheld a ruling against Nutricia Ltd. (Cow and  As outlined in our policy calls, we will continue
Gate), for making an unauthorised health claim o |obby to protect infants and children from the
and using ‘formula milk’ as a generic term when marketing of less healthy food, including
referring to the baby milk category, therefore  commercially available baby food and drinks.

confusing between infant formula and follow on This includes extending the ban on advertising
formula [13]. As a result, the ad was not permitted infant formula milk to follow on formula, so

to be repeated, and Nutricia Ltd. was instructed to marketing cannot be used to undermine or
avoid marketing that references or confuses infant mislead parents.

and follow-on formula and to refrain from making

unauthorised health claims.

RECOMMENDATIONS

* The UK Government should strengthen and consistently enforce regulations on nutrition and
hejatth glalms on infant formula, ensuring that packaging information is clear, accurate, and not
misleading.

Regulations should address indirect promotion of infant formula through
branding, ﬁackaging and marketing of follow-on formula and related products, including cross-
branding that may undermine existing restrictions.

Implement national and local policies to shift societal norms and promote and support parents
and carers to breastfeed, whilst reducing exposure to commercial marketing practices that may
influence feeding decisions.
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