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developments with quality parenting [20].  Many advertisements often conveyed the idea 

that a “good” mother does not simply rely on instincts but gathers knowledge about infant 

feeding and care [20].  Likewise, advertisements often promoted infant formula as an 

“elite” method of feeding one’s infant, associating bottle feeding with higher class and 

modernity [17].  From these advertisements, mothers may have learned that if they did 

not use infant formula, society would consider them to be old-fashioned, uneducated, and 

perhaps of a lower class. 

 

Contemporary research indicates that the topic of infant feeding is pervasive in media 

content around the world and yet is not discussed consistently.  In a study of British 

media, Henderson and colleagues found numerous references to infant feeding on 

television and in newspaper articles [26].  More importantly, they found that media 

content often presented bottle feeding as easier and as more common than breastfeeding, 

which was depicted as difficult and more prevalent among the upper middle class and 

celebrities [26].  In a different part of the world, Henderson determined that discourse in 

Australian media content both promoted breastfeeding as the best infant feeding choice, 

while at the same time often suggested that breastfeeding is difficult and not conducive to 

contemporary lifestyles [27].  Studies also have suggested that media content can play a 

positive role in shaping infant feeding decisions.  Research performed by Arora and 

colleagues indicated that roughly 90 percent of surveyed mothers who breastfed reported 

that books, magazines, and television positively influenced their decisions to breastfeed 

[21]. 
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Parents’ Magazine was a prime candidate for study for a number of reasons.  First, it has 

been in existence from 1926 until the present so its content offers potential variance over 

time.  Secondly, as stated in Magazines for Libraries, this magazine “has become the 

industry standard for parenting magazines” [28].  This publication was also chosen 

because it focuses on health issues directly relevant to our concerns.  Parents’ Magazine 

also boasts a large circulation, consistently having more than a million subscribers per 

year in recent years [28].  Because Parents’ Magazine has long been a popular magazine 

for women, it is likely that the information in this publication has not only influenced 

their behavior, but is also generally reflective of other women’s magazines.  For all of 

these reasons, we see data from our Parents’ Magazine analysis as potentially indicative 

of general media patterns for the years assessed.   

 

From a preliminary survey of infant feeding advertisements, we created a set of 

guidelines for the study.  All advertisements appearing in the selected issues were 

considered for analysis. For the purposes of this study, an advertisement is defined as 

sponsored image or text appearing in the magazine specifically for the purpose of selling 

a product or promoting a specific behavior.  It was then determined if an advertisement 

pertained to infant feeding, as indicated by text or visual images suggesting that a product 

was either a food given to infants or a tool used to provide food for infants.  “Hand 

feeding” advertisements included infant formula, cereal/solid food, or hand feeding 

equipment.  Advertisements for cereal and other soft infant foods were included because 

studies have shown that the introduction of complementary/supplementary foods leads to 
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a decline in breastfeeding duration [30].  With these considerations, advertisements of 

solid food are included because, like infant formula advertisements, they discourage 

exclusive breastfeeding and likely discourage breastfeeding initiation, as they suggest 

other nutritional sources will soon be available for their child.  Appendix A provides 

further detail.   

 

Articles related to infant feeding were also reviewed.  To determine if an article pertained 

to infant feeding, the table of contents of each issue in the sample was reviewed for 

signifiers of an infant feeding article such as, “bottle, breast, feeding, baby, infant, new 

mother.”  If the table of contents indicated a possible feeding article, then the text of the 

articles, along with images were examined to discover if they discussed hand or 

breastfeeding.  In addition to articles marked as relevant in the table of contents, health 

question and answer articles were also reviewed (for example, the “Ask the Expert” 

series).  These were included since it is likely that readers receive health information 

from these pages, therefore may consult them for advice on infant feeding.  Articles were 

considered relevant to infant feeding if any text or images mentioned providing specific 

nourishment to a baby, either by breastfeeding, hand feeding or either to be considered 

for analysis.  Relevant articles were then classified into one of three categories: “Hand 

feeding,” “Breastfeeding” or “Either”.  (See Appendix B for the guidelines of article 

classification). 

 

In order to analyze the relationship between the quantity and type of infant feeding media 

content and breastfeeding, we needed a consistent measure of national breastfeeding 
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rates.  While the National Surveys of Family Growth offers breastfeeding rate 

information dating back to the 1950s, this survey does not provide annual data.  

Therefore, we chose the Ross Laboratories Mothers Survey (RLMS) for this study 

because it contains annual breastfeeding initiation rates, consistently available from 1971 

through the present [14,24].  This survey also is commonly cited by other scholars in 

their discussion of breastfeeding rates in the United States [13, 14, 15]. 

 

Two coders assessed a sample of advertisements (n = 147) and a sample of articles (n = 

10) for the presence of a hand feeding focus, presence of a breastfeeding focus, or lack of 

relevance to either behavior.  Coders agreed perfectly for all variables for both samples.  

In other words, the two coders achieved a Scott’s Pi of 1.0 for all key variables [31]. 

 

Southwell and colleagues note that behavior does not usually instantaneously coincide 

with media exposure, which means that we should include a time lag in attempting to 

correlate streams of media coverage and reported behavior [5].  Therefore, we correlated 

breastfeeding data with advertisements and article information from the preceding year.  

For example, the change in breastfeeding rate reported in 1972 was predicted as a 

function of the number of relevant advertisements and articles appearing in Parents’ 

Magazine in sampled 1971 issues.  Using this approach, we assessed an ordinary least 

squares regression to predict change in breastfeeding rate that included advertisement and 

article counts from the previous year as independent variables [32]. 
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Appendix A—Guidelines for classifying “hand feeding” advertisements 

An advertisement was considered relevant to hand feeding if the text or images suggested 

that the featured product offered an alternative to breastfeeding.  In light of that, relevant 

advertisements included three types of hand feeding products: formula, cereal/solid food, 

or hand feeding equipment. 

 

In “formula” advertisements, the product is specifically designed for infants, as indicated 

by text, e.g., “Great infant food!” or by images, e.g., a picture of an infant, and the 

advertisement denotes that the product is designed to be consumed as a liquid, as 

indicated by text, e.g., “milk substitute” or images, e.g., picture of an infant’s bottle.  For 

this study, advertisements for milk substitutes, condensed milk, powdered milk were 

included if the text or images demonstrate that they are to be used for infants.  

Advertisements that were excluded from the study featured products designed to boost 

caloric intake or alter flavor of existing drink or to increase nutrients (e.g., Cocoamalt, 

Karo, Yeast Foam tablets, malted milk, Ovaltine).   
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