WHO/UNICEF INFORMATION NOTE

Cross-promotion of infant formula and toddler milks

The International Code of Marketing of Breast-milk Substitutes prohibits the promotion of breast-milk
substitutes to the general public.! WHO has noted that breast-milk substitutes can sometimes be
indirectly promoted through the promotion of related products that use similar colour schemes, designs,
names, slogans, or mascots.2 This common marketing practice, known as cross-promotion, puts the health
of infants at risk because it discourages breastfeeding and creates confusion about the use of infant
formula. This Information Note describes dangers inherent in the cross-promotion of infant formula and

toddler milks.

What is cross-promotion?

The Cambridge English Dictionary defines cross-
promotion as “activities that use one product to
advertise another; the fact of a company
advertising one of its products in or on another of
its products.”? A similar definition was used in the
WHO set of recommendations on the marketing
of foods and non-alcoholic beverages to children:
“A consumer sales promotion technique in which
the manufacturer attempts to sell the consumer
new or other products related to a product the
consumer already uses or which the marketer has
available.”*

WHO has pointed out that “This can include
packaging, branding and labelling of a product to
closely resemble that of another (brand
extension).”?

Manufacturers of breast-milk  substitutes
commonly use this tactic to link infant formula
products (intended for infants aged 0-6 months)
with other breast-milk substitutes intended for
older infants or young children (e.g. follow-up
formula, toddler milks or growing up milks).
Infant formula and toddler drinks are typically
labelled as part of the same line of products using
the same or similar brand names, similar labels,
colours, and logos.>®’

The tactic focuses on building loyalty to an entire
product line. The formula and toddler milk
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products are typically sold as a line of products,
labelled as stages 1, 2, and 3, where the stages
are defined for infants and young children of
specific ages. These products are then sold in
close proximity in stores.

Promotion of toddler milks is a strategy
to circumvent national Code legislation

While WHO has clearly stated that toddler milks
are breast-milk substitutes,? only 44 countries
clearly restrict the marketing of breast-milk
substitutes for children beyond the first year of
life and an additional 27 countries have
legislation covering follow-up formula without
specifying the age range that is covered. As such,
promotion of toddler milks is currently allowed in
most countries.

Manufacturers of breast-milk substitutes have
used this gap in legislation to promote formulas
for older infants or young children.8%1% In some
countries, ads for infant formula have nearly
disappeared since the development of the
International Code of Marketing of Breast-milk
Substitutes, but ads for toddler milks have
dramatically increased.?

The promotion strategies utilized by these
manufacturers appear to be directly related to
the status of marketing restrictions present in the
country. In one study, content analysis was
conducted of the advertisements for breast-milk
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substitutes in four countries with different
regulatory environments on marketing.® In the
USA & Canada, where there is no regulation of
the marketing of breast-milk substitutes, nearly
all advertisements were for infant formula or FUF
(Figure 1). In the United Kingdom, where infant
formula advertising is legally prohibited, the ads
either marketed follow-up formula for infants 6-
12 months of age or only promoted the brand
without referencing specific BMS products. In
Australia, where the “Marketing in Australia of
Infant Formula: Manufacturers’ and Importers’
Agreement” (MAIF) prohibits infant and follow-
up formula advertising, only toddler milks are
advertised. It is clear that the marketing of
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toddler milks is a response to legislation that
restricts marketing of formulas for infants.

Numerous studies have documented that
pregnant women and mothers perceive
advertisements of toddler milks as also
advertising infant formula. One study in Italy
found that 81% of mothers reported seeing
advertisements for infant formula, even though
such advertisements are not allowed by law.? In
a series of six focus groups in Australia, every
group understood toddler milk advertisements to
be advertising formula milk products.'? A study in
the UK found that 41% of pregnant women and
36% of mothers of infants reported seeing ads for
infant formula (mostly on television or in
magazines) even though only ads for follow-up
formula actually existed.

In a trial in which pregnant women were exposed
to ads for toddler milks, respondents clearly
understood toddler milk advertisements to be
promoting a range of products that included
infant formula and follow-up formula and
accepted their claims uncritically. Toddler milk
advertisements appeared to function as indirect
advertising for infant and follow-up formula.*®

Cross-promotion across breast-milk
substitute categories is common
practice

Many manufacturers of infant formula, follow-up
formula, or toddler milks use similar labelling
across their product line. In studies conducted in
Cambodia, Nepal, Senegal, and Tanzania, at least
80% of the labels on toddler milks used a similar
colour scheme or design as on the companies’
infant formula; two-thirds or more contained
similar brand names. In all but Nepal, similar
slogans, mascots, and symbols were used.’

In a review of studies on compliance with the
International Code of Marketing of Breast-milk
Substitutes, Ye!® found that nearly all television
advertisements for breast-milk substitutes in
Cambodia, Indonesia, and Viet Nam were for
toddler milks. In Italy, 42% of BMS ads found in
parenting magazines were for toddler milks.?
Among ads for breast-milk substitutes in Chile,
88% of internet ads, 89% of print ads, and 63% of
supermarket ads for were for toddler milks.t’
Similarly in  Ecuador, most advertising
encountered for BMS was concentrated on
toddler milks.
Cross-promotion is an effective
marketing tool

The practice of promoting multiple related
products across a single brand line is a proven
strategy in marketing. Advertising only one
product in a line can then effectively promote all
the others by eliciting positive associations for a
brand, which consumers then apply to all of the
products bearing that brand®®. Key examples
include Coca-Cola promoting a line of soft drinks
with ads showing only one example, Aunt Jemima



promoting its pancake mix through its labelling of
pancake syrup, or Colgate promoting its
toothpaste through toothbrush labels.®

Identifiers such as packaging, colour or logos are
often used as category labels by marketers.
Category labels encourage consumers to transfer
what they know about a familiar brand or group
of products (known as a line) to a new or different
prOdUCt. 18,20,21,22

Line extensions allow marketers to promote only
some products in the total line, knowing that
other products with a similar labelling will benefit
from the promotions.?®> This is achieved by
increasing the prominence of the logo and
product name on the entire range of products.

For toddler milks, brand features such as logos,
graphics, package type, shape and product
names are much more prominent than any text
clarifying the appropriate age at which these
milks should be offered. The age ranges for each
product are typically not even visible on the front
of the pack. This observation suggests that the
labelling is more focused on promoting the entire
line of BMS products including infant formula.

Cross-promotion of breast-milk
substitutes creates confusion among
families

Mothers often do not perceive any real
difference between infant formula and follow-up
formula, using either product for the feeding of
infants. Often these ads do not clearly identify
the recommended age of use for these products.
In the UK, 24% of new mothers reported that

there is no difference between infant formula
milk and follow-up formula milk and an additional
16% did not know if there was any difference.**

In another study in Italy, two-thirds of mothers
exposed to ads for follow-up formula did not
understand the meaning of the numeral “2” on
the package, 28% said the product was intended
for use in the first 6 months of life, and 59%
reported that the baby on the label was younger
than 6 months.!?

Among 15 Australian mothers exposed to ads for
toddler milks, only three were able to correctly
identify that the product being advertised was
suitable for toddlers.?*

This confusion can pose dangers to infant health
since the composition of toddler milks is not
nutritionally adequate for infants. Follow-up
formula and toddler milks contain more protein
and lower levels of essential fatty acids, B
vitamins, and multiple minerals than is
recommended by WHO for adequate growth and
development of infants.2>2627 |n general, follow-
up formulas and toddler milks are slightly less
expensive than infant formula.

In the UK, half of mothers in a national survey
that had ever used follow-up formula reported
that they introduced it before 6 months of age.?®
Similarly in the US, among parents who reported
serving their infant a milk product other than
breast milk, 14% selected a toddler milk as the
product that they served their infant most often
in the past month and more than half of these
believed they were using infant formula. ?°

In summary, the now common cross-promotion practice by which breast-milk substitutes for infants are
promoted through labelling and advertisements of toddler formulas is a threat to breastfeeding and infant
health. This marketing tactic has become highly prevalent in an apparent attempt to circumvent national
regulation of the marketing of products for infants. Mothers are confused by this strategy and often
believe that there is little difference among the different products in a line. As a result, young infants are
being fed with toddler milk, which cannot meet their nutritional needs. The practice of cross-promotion

of breast-milk substitutes must be curbed.
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