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Influencing and supporting mothers’ choice of infant feeding presents a dilemma for many midwives. The media has reported how some mothers feel harassed or bullied into breastfeeding and this has recently recognised in the findings of Lee and Furedi (2005) and in a national Infant Feeding Survey (Hamlyn, Brooker et al. 2002). This exploratory research study utilised a Ground Theory approach and Personal Construct Theory. Phase 1 involved the in-depth interviews of 10 midwives whilst in Phase 2, 711 questionnaires where distributed to six maternity units and 410 were returned giving a response rate of 57.7%. 

Although the benefits of breastfeeding are widely recognised there are some women who for various reasons are either unable, or do not wish, to breastfeed. This study highlighted that some midwives encounter a conflict between their health promotion role and supporting mothers’ choices in infant feeding. Midwives feel they are limited in their ability to provide mothers with information that will permit them to make an informed choice about their method of infant feeding and to enable them to safely formula feed their infants because they are bound by hospital policies and the current pro-breastfeeding stance. They can also find it very difficult to actively promote breastfeeding for the fear of engendering guilt in mothers who have chosen to formula feed. Some midwives felt too much emphasis was being placed upon breastfeeding and developed different strategies to deal with their health promotion role. 
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