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In 1981, the Thirty-Fourth World Health Alliance ad-
opted the fourth draft of the International Code of Mar-
keting of Breast Milk Substitutes (BMS), with the expec-
tation that the Code would contribute to the safe and ad-
equate provision of nutrition for infants, and in particular
protect and promote breastfeeding [1, 2]. It was also an-
ticipated that the Code would provide the framework for
effective cooperation between key stakeholders; however,
this has not been fulfilled and the self-governing arrange-
ments set out in the Code have failed to prevent 3 decades
of acrimonious exchanges and boycotts, predominantly
between non-governmental organizations and industry
[3]. In the meantime, non-compliance with the Code con-
tinues to be reported [4]. It has been proposed that there
is an urgent requirement for the establishment of inde-
pendent international governance structures that are
transparent, sustainable and effective [5].

An unexpected but interesting governance initiative
has now emerged. The initiative is led by the FTSE Group,
which is an independent company jointly owned by the
Financial Times and London Stock Exchange Group and
is a world leader in the development of indices used by
investors to assess business portfolios, performance
and risks [6]. It is most widely known for its indices
relating to financial markets. In 2001, FTSE launched

FTSE4Good, which was designed to act as a tool for in-
vestors who are interested in companies with acknowl-
edged records of corporate social responsibility including
environmental sustainability, human rights and stake-
holder involvement [7].

Following discussions with UNICEF, FTSE4Good has
now established an index for companies that operate in
the BMS sector with the expectation that these compa-
nies will secure their inclusion in the FTSE4Good invest-
ment index by demonstrating that they meet specific
marketing standards [8, 9]. The FTSE4Good BMS Mar-
keting Committee has collaborated with an independent
provider of research into company governance and ethi-
cal performance (EIRIS), and developed BMS marketing
criteria that not only build on the WHO Code and sub-
sequent World Health Alliance resolutions but also ad-
dress the need for effective internal company manage-
ment systems. This process included consultation with
companies, investors and non-governmental organiza-
tions, including both UNICEF UK and Save the Chil-
dren.

If a BMS manufacturer meets the criteria to be includ-
ed in the index, the company will then have an indepen-
dent verification assessment to determine if their prac-
tices on the ground follow their policies [10]. This will
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become an annual requirement and the assessment in-
cludes providing evidence of senior executive respon-
sibility, training of sales and marketing staff, internal
monitoring, compliance mechanisms, whistle-blowing
procedures and response to allegations. Pricewater-
houseCoopers (PwC) has been appointed as the assessor
for the first cycle of assessments.

Initial assessments will be undertaken in 2 ‘higher-
risk’ countries on the understanding that the risk of neg-
ative consequences from inappropriate marketing of
BMS will be greatest in these countries. The criteria de-
tining a higher-risk country include rates of child malnu-
trition and child mortality, and using these criteria 149
countries have now been identified at ‘higher risk’ by
FTSE. FTSE will subsequently focus on activities in low-
er-risk countries. The infant formula and food companies
currently involved in the assessment phase include Ab-
bott Laboratories, Danone, Heinz, Meiji Dairies, Pfizer
and Nestlé.

In March 2011, Nestlé became the first company to
meet the FTSE4Good selection criteria, and the company
then had a verification assessment of its practices in India
and Zambia between April and August 2011. In a report
from the Chief Executive of the FTSE Group to Nestlé on
November 14, 2011, it was stated that ‘on balance’ Nestlé
was meeting the criteria and had therefore maintained its
position in the index [11]. However, there were aspects of
policy and practice that Nestlé needs to address and these
will be reviewed during further verification assessments
in 2012.

The reactions of stakeholders and observers to this
new initiative are likely to reflect a mix of encourage-
ment, caution and possibly suspicion. However, FTSE,
EIRIS and PwC have global reputations for the assess-
ment of performance, ethics and audit within business
and their expertise will undoubtedly enhance the scru-
tiny of policies and practices in the infant formula indus-
try. FTSE emphasizes that the initiative is an evolutionary
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process, with the key components being engagement,
gaining trust and continuous improvement.

The credibility of the initiative will largely depend
upon the robustness of the verification assessment. Cor-
respondence from the FTSE Chief Executive to IBFAN
(International Baby Food Action Network) clearly indi-
cates that the verification is against the FTSE4Good cri-
teria and not against the WHO Code per se [12]. He indi-
cates that the assessors will not be acting as judge on spe-
cific allegations but will be restricting their audit to
assessing whether practices on the ground are in line with
company policy. For assurance on the rigour of the as-
sessment, the verification tool and the final report of all
verification assessments will need to be made available in
the public domain.

With 149 countries now identified to be at high risk,
the selection of only 2 countries to determine whether a
company is meeting the set criteria may raise doubts on
the comprehensiveness and validity of the assessment. A
larger representation at the initial verification assessment
with fewer countries involved as spot checks at subse-
quent assessments may provide greater assurance on the
overall performance of the company. The countries are
currently selected by a risk assessment matrix devised by
the auditors PwC and the BMS Expert Committee.

With the effectiveness of the Code having hitherto
been undermined by long-standing self-regulatory fail-
ure, the FTSE initiative should be viewed as an opportu-
nity to strengthen the Code with governance structures
that are robust and independent. The initiative, however,
is still at an early stage of development and for it to be
sustainable it will not only require a substantive and
transparent commissioning process but also commit-
ment from key stakeholders across the infant feeding
community. This should be achieved by embracing the
original spirit of the Code, which is that participation and
cooperation are essential if activities aimed at improving
infant nutrition are to be successful [2].
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