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COLLABORATING HOSPITALS CAN IMPROVE 

EXCLUSIVE BREASTFEEDING RATES 
 

Sacramento, CA - Today’s state and county fact sheets co-authored by the California WIC Association 
(CWA) and UC Davis Human Lactation Center highlight the exclusive breastfeeding “gap” which is 
greatest in hospitals serving low-income mothers and babies. But the fact sheets, “Collaboration Counts 
– Improving Hospital Breastfeeding Policies,” go on to show that when hospitals partner with each other 
and share resources and best practices, exclusive breastfeeding rates increase.  
 
A growing body of evidence indicates that early infant feeding practices can affect a child’s long-term 
growth and development. Breastfeeding has long been proven to protect mothers and infants from 
chronic health problems such as infections, diabetes, and cancer. Children breastfed as babies are also 
less likely to become overweight and obese. These protections are strongest when breastfeeding is 
exclusive—babies receive no foods or fluids other than breast milk—and continuous for the first six 
months of life. 
 
Though more than 90 percent of California mothers make the decision to exclusively breastfeed their 
babies, nearly 40 percent of them do not breastfeed exclusively during the short hospital stay. 
Breastfeeding success in the hospital is critical during the first 24 to 72 hours of the baby’s life; support 
from hospital staff, standards of care, and hospital policies play important roles in determining if a 
mother will continue to exclusively breastfeed her baby when the family goes home.  
 
“The vast majority of low-income mothers we serve in the WIC program are motivated and supported 
by WIC to breastfeed their newborns, but many of them are giving birth in hospitals with such poor 
policies and birth practices that breastfeeding is being systematically undermined,” says Laurie True, 
executive director of California WIC Association. She goes on to say, “This is not only a health equity 
issue, it’s a social justice issue.”   
 
Evidence shows that when hospitals, medical centers, and public health agencies work collaboratively to 
share resources, address barriers, and improve policies, breastfeeding rates improve among all 
participating hospitals. The “Collaboration Counts – Improving Hospital Breastfeeding Policies” fact 
sheets reveal hospitals have formed local, regional, and statewide partnerships throughout California to 
share ideas, resources, and information to ultimately reduce breastfeeding disparities among low-
income populations.  
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Laurie Synowicki of Lodi Memorial Hospital in San Joaquin County states, “The San Joaquin 
Breastfeeding Consortium has…given us a plan and the tools to improve countywide breastfeeding 
rates. The hospitals made changes to their practices and are seeing great improvement in their exclusive 
breastfeeding rates. The Consortium has played a major role in improving support for the breastfeeding 
families in our community.”  
 
Susan Pirie of St. Joseph’s Medical Center believes, “the consortium is a true vehicle in promoting 
positive change to support breastfeeding families in San Joaquin County.” She reports, “consistent 
messaging and clear breastfeeding information [is changing] attitudes in our institutions, healthcare 
providers, communities, and families.” 
 
To achieve breastfeeding success for low-income mothers and babies, CWA is actively working to 
encourage more hospitals to collaborate together and become “Baby-Friendly.” Evidence shows that 
hospitals that have implemented model policies around infant feeding - such as the “Baby-Friendly” 
policies -- experience higher rates of exclusive breastfeeding among all income levels and ethnicities. To 
date, 56 birthing hospitals in California have been certified as “Baby-Friendly.” 
  
Besides San Joaquin County, Fresno, Los Angeles, Riverside, San Bernardino, and Sonoma Counties also 
have effective hospital consortia focusing on improving policies and exclusive breastfeeding rates.  
 
Los Angeles County, whose hospitals have some of the lowest exclusive breastfeeding rates in the State, 
received funding from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention to launch the “Bringing Education, 
Systems-Change and Technical Assistance” (BEST) Project. The consortium of 12 hospitals receives 
coaching and technical support to adopt Baby-Friendly practices and standards.  
 
“The monthly regional hospital breastfeeding consortium meetings have been fabulous,” states Carmen 
Rezak, Director of Perinatal Services at Whittier Hospital in LA County. “We get to share what is going on 
[at Whittier Hospital] and we get great information. The support and oversight from the breastfeeding 
coalition is integral to going forward.” Exclusive breastfeeding rates at Whittier Hospital have already 
increased significantly from 31.3 percent to 54.3 percent.  
 
Jane Heinig, Ph.D., IBCLC and executive director of UC Davis Human Lactation Center states, “For many 
California mothers, the hospital is the only place where they can get the help they need to follow up 
with their plans to breastfeed their babies. Supportive policies and maternity practices create hospital 
environments where mothers of all income levels and ethnicities have opportunities to learn about their 
babies, ask questions, and practice feeding while help is readily available.” 
 

# # # 
 
Editor’s Note: 
To view the report online, please go to: http://www.calwic.org/focus-areas/breastfeeding or contact 
Karen Farley kfarley@calwic.org 530-400-5842. Local spokespeople are available to discuss this issue 
throughout California, to receive a list of local spokespeople, please contact Karen Farley. 

 

 
Established in 1992, the California WIC Association (CWA) is a non-profit organization formed by directors of local WIC 

agencies. CWA represents all entities interested in the operation of the Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, 

Infants, and Children (WIC.) California is the nation’s largest WIC program with 84 local agencies serving approximately 1.44 

million participants at 650 local centers.  
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