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Baby-Friendly Initiative:  
What It Is and What Mothers  

Need to Know

The Ten Steps to Successful Breastfeeding

Every facility providing maternity services and  
care for newborn infants should:

1. Have a written breastfeeding policy that 
is routinely communicated to all health 
care staff. 

2. Train all health care staff in skills 
necessary to implement this policy. 

3. Inform all pregnant women about 
the benefits and management of 
breastfeeding. 

4.	 Help	mothers	initiate	breastfeeding	
within	a	half-hour	of	birth.	

5. Show mothers how to breastfeed, and 

how to maintain lactation even if they 
should be separated from their infants. 

6. Give newborn infants no food or drink 
other than breastmilk, unless medically 
indicated. 

7. Practise rooming-in: allow mothers and 
infants to remain together 24 hours a day. 

8. Encourage breastfeeding on demand.

9. Give no artificial teats or pacifiers 
(also called dummies or soothers) to 
breastfeeding infants. 

10. Foster the establishment of breastfeeding 
support groups and refer mothers to 
them on discharge from the hospital or 
clinic.

The WHO/ UNICEF Baby-Friendly Hospital Initiative

T he Baby-Friendly Initiative is an international program de-
veloped by WHO/UNICEF to protect, promote and support 

breastfeeding with the goal of increasing the health and well-being 
of children and mothers. In Canada, four hospitals and birthing cen-
tres and eight  community health services have been designated as 
Baby-Friendly. 

To be designated Baby-Friendly, hospitals must demonstrate 
through an external evaluation that they comply with the WHO/
UNICEF Ten Steps to Successful Breastfeeding.1 Community health 
services must meet with the Seven Point Plan for the Protection, 
Promotion and Support of Breastfeeding in Community health 
Services.2 Evaluations are carried out by examiners appointed 
by the Breastfeeding Committee of Canada. After gaining 
certification, facilities monitor their compliance every two years and 
are reassessed every five.
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At a Baby-Friendly Health Facility,  
a Mother Can Expect …
■	 To be told during pregnancy about the importance 

of breastfeeding and instructed on how to breastfeed 
(Step 3)

■	 That the staff will be knowledgeable and supportive 
of breastfeeding (Step 2)

■	 That she and her baby will have skin-to-skin contact 
immediately following the birth (Step 4)

■	 To be given the opportunity to offer her baby the 
breast for the first time within the first hour. (Step 
4)

■	 To be shown how to breastfeed her baby and how to 
keep up her milk supply, should she and her baby be 
separated. (Step 5)

■	 To be shown or given information about how to 
express her milk.

■	 To be encouraged and helped to breastfeed without 
the use of any other foods or liquids for the baby. 
(Steps 5 & 6)

■	 That her baby will receive only mother’s milk 
(Exclusively breastfeed; no other foods or drinks). 
(Step 6)

■	 That her baby will remain with her at all times 
during their stay at the hospital, except for periods 
of up to an hour for hospital procedures. (Step 7)

■	 To be instructed to breastfeed whenever her baby 
wants to suckle or if her breasts feel full, and to wake 
her baby if she/he sleeps too long. (Step 8)

■	 That no artificial teats (rubber or silicon nipples of 
any type), dummies (pacifiers or soothers) or nipple 
shields are used, which can interfere with suckling. 
(Step 9)

■	 To be told how to contact a breastfeeding mothers’ 
support group or other source of support when she is 
discharged from hospital. (Step 10)

■	 To see a written breastfeeding policy, which reflects 
the WHO/UNICEF Ten Steps, posted at the hospital 
in a language she can understand.

■	 That the health facility accepts no free or subsidized 
supplies of breast milk substitutes, bottles, teats or 
pacifiers from manufacturers or distributors of these 
products. (International Code)

■	 That she and her baby will be supported in having a 
positive breastfeeding experience.

Longer Breastfeeding Durations 
with Better BFHI Compliance
A study in Basel, Switzerland3 found 
that improvements in breastfeeding 
prevalence and duration in that country 
over the past decade may be due in part 
to an increasing number of Baby-Friendly 
health facilities. Clients of BFHI facilities 
breastfeed longer than clients of other 
facilities. Researchers recognized that the 
trend of good breastfeeding practices in 
BFHI facilities may be partially attributed 
to mothers who intend to breastfeed 
longer choosing to give birth in a 

Baby-Friendly 
hospital. 
However, they 
also suggested 
that the BFHI’s 
publicity 
and training 
programmes 
have raised 
awareness about 
the benefits of 
breastfeeding 
and that 
breasteeding 
rates have also 
improved in 

non-Baby-Friendly designated health 
facilities. They concluded that the BFHI 
should be continued and monitoring 
for compliance should be improved, to 
promote the full effect of the BFHI.
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