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Background

The World Health Organization recommends
exclusively breastfeeding for the 15t six months of life,
and continued breastfeeding to two years or beyond’.

However, formula feeding is the predominant method
of infant feeding in Ireland?, being deeply embedded in
Irish culture?.

Formula is more prevalent and accessible within Irish
Maternity Services in comparison to breastfeeding
resources, continuing to perpetuate low breastfeeding
rates34.

Research Design

Data were pre-collected as part of a 2022 national,
online survey that was carried out in collaboration
between TU Dublin and Bainne Beatha®.

Eligible participants included women who had
breastfed or considered breastfeeding infants born in
Ireland between 2019-2021.

Relevant qualitative responses were analysed utilising
Braun & Clarke’s 6 step reflexive thematic analysis
framework®, using NVivo v.14, from an interpretivist
viewpoint.

Results/Discussion

Three themes describing mothers’ reported perceptions of HCP bias were developed based on 23,893 comments from 4,695 women:

2: Formula First Advice in HCP-Mother 3: Systemic Undervaluing of Breastfeeding

Interactions

1: Double-Edged Sword: HCP Breastfeeding

Advocacy
Maternal perceptions of the Irish healthcare

system (as opposed to individual HCPs) being

biased against breastfeeding and in favour of
formula feeding. This was considered to
negatively affect breastfeeding mothers.

Maternal perceptions of HCPs being biased in Maternal perceptions of HCPs being biased
favour of breastfeeding and against formula against breastfeeding and in favour of formula
feeding, which was considered positive by some feeding. This was considered to negatively affect
but negative by others. breastfeeding mothers.

“My PHN...told me | was spoiling the baby when
| mentioned that | just gave him the boob
anytime he cried.” (BB2818)

“midwives were superb- very encouraging and helpful.
Without them | may not have continued to feed” (BB1614)

“I was not given
formula when | asked
for it despite my baby Double-
crying with hunger” Edged Sword:

(BB2574) (BB2396) HCP

Breastfeeding
Advocacy

“Gp told me that formula

: has millions invested in it
Formula First so must be better.”

Advice In (BB3362)

HCP-Mother
Interactions

“Immense guilt and
pressure from
professionals.”

“Breastfeeding is clearly not valued by lots
of midwives and they don't enjoy offering
support and advice so recommend
formula.” (BB4909)

“Midwives are great- but they are incredibly
overworked and just dont have the time...and
are way too quick to offer formula as a
solution.” (BB6479)

Systemic
Undervaluing of

“you need to be able to pay for good Breastfeedi ng
quality private support...to continue

breastfeeding” (BB2205)

“Breastfeeding is not valued by the
Irish healthcare system.” (BB1248)

Conclusion References

. WHO. Breastfeeding [Internet]. 2025 [cited 2025 Nov 13]. Available from:
https://www.who.int/health-topics/breastfeeding#tab=tab_2
HSE. Management Data Report December 2025. 2025.
Philip RK, Worobetz A, Byrt H, et al. A repeated cross-sectional analysis of
breastfeeding initiation rates in Ireland for two decades and 10
recommended priorities for improvement. Matern Child Nutr. 2023;19(1).
doi:10.1111/mcn.13424
Mc Evoy N, Lehane E, Leahy-Warren P, et al. Women’s Breastfeeding
Support Experiences in Ireland: A Qualitative Framework Analysis. Journal
of Human Lactation. Published online September 25, 2025.
doi:10.1177/08903344251363597
Bainne Beatha, O’Sullivan E. Breastfeeding Supportin Ireland Initial
Findings from a National Study.
Braun 'V, Clarke V. Thematic Analysis A Practical Guide. SAGE Publications
Inc; 2022.

Findings indicate inconsistent HCP attitudes towards infant feeding. Bias, whether for/against breastfeeding
or formula feeding, is prevalent and can contribute to maternal dissatisfaction regarding their breastfeeding
experience and overall maternity care.

Bias impacts experiences through pressure to change feeding method and reduced support, or conversely,
Increased support and encouragement when feeding preferences between mothers and HCPs align.

A unified breastfeeding facing approach is required to shift societal attitudes and strengthen breastfeeding
support across the Irish healthcare system.
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