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Chapter 12: Age, gender and familial roles
La Leche League Great Britain
La Leche League GB (LLLGB – Spanish for ‘the Milk’) is the British affiliate of La Leche League International, the biggest voluntary breastfeeding support organisation in the world.
Their mission is to help mothers to breastfeed through mother-to-mother support, encouragement, information and education, and to promote a better understanding of breastfeeding as an important element in the healthy development of the baby and mother.
LLL came from humble beginnings in 1956, founded by seven mothers in Chicago who saw that many of their friends were not being given accurate information about mothering and breastfeeding within their communities, even by some health professionals. Nor were their friends offered wide-ranging ideas and suggestions to try which were compatible with successful breastfeeding. Often challenges were simply met by the firm assertion that the mother should stop breastfeeding. After a picnic in a park the seven women decided to form a group to share their passion for breastfeeding by supporting their friends and offering information.
These founding mothers perceived that babies, parents and families were unique, and that a ‘one size fits all’ approach, with inflexible rules or schedules was rarely appropriate for meeting the needs of babies, which had changed little over tens of thousands of years.
In an age before anyone went to a counsellor and with no wide ranging literature about the art of listening or the importance of acknowledging individual feelings, the founders of LLL understood the need to truly listen to what each woman was saying. They gave unbiased information and support, empowering each mother to make her own decisions in her individual circumstances.
The founders created a philosophy of core values upon which the global organisation is still based, covering the essential factors of mothering through breastfeeding. They nurtured a network of accredited ‘Leaders’ who each believed in the values of this philosophy, and who continually keep up to date with breastfeeding and mothering information, as well as communication skills. Each new Leader is asked to undertake the responsibility of starting their own peer support group, take calls from the LLLGB breastfeeding helpline and local calls, and most Leaders offer support through email, Facebook and other social media platforms.
This grassroots organisation now reaches over 60 countries worldwide through a network of thousands of Leaders running 2,500 groups globally.
LLLGB began as part of La Leche League International in 1971. Almost all of their daily work is undertaken by volunteers. Every Leader and every Trustee of the charity is unpaid with only two part-time administrative staff. In Great Britain alone, LLLGB consists of 250 volunteer Leaders, running 70 groups around Great Britain, answering more than 10,000 phone calls, 650 emails and countless social media posts every year.
The original philosophy (which has been slightly altered to ensure inclusion of all), still guides the work of each Leader to this day. Over the decades LLL has influenced government policies in many countries, and maintains a close working relationship with the World Health Organisation (WHO). For example, thanks to the influence of LLL, the WHO now recognises the importance of exclusive breastfeeding for the first six months of the baby’s life, which the NHS in the UK also adopted as best practice. Though not a lobbying organisation, LLLGB has representative Leaders sitting on non-partisan, cross-party working groups on child health, providing evidence-based responses to government consultations, providing accurate information to the media, and are often active at a community level to help to ensure the provision of quality breastfeeding support.
The global LLL community continues to work extremely effectively and efficiently as an international organisation, particularly when there is a crisis – natural or man-made. Working together quickly, they raise funds to get Leaders to areas of need as soon as possible, ensuring mothers are supported to continue to breastfeed. In crisis situations feeding artificially could involve contaminated powders, dirty water and unsterilized bottles and therefore in many cases breastfeeding, even re-lactating, can save lives.
An organisation which started as a small local support group in a Chicago mother’s house has, over the past 60 years, gone on to positively change the lives of tens of thousands of mothers, babies and families all over the world and to provide invaluable information to those who offer breastfeeding support.
Questions
1.	What role does breastfeeding play in a modern family?
2.	How might age feature as a factor in the encouragement and acceptance of breastfeeding?
3.	What effects might breastfeeding have on family consumption patterns?
4.	What is the role of the male partner in facilitating breastfeeding?
5.	What is the role of medical practitioners and support groups in the decision-making process for whether to breastfeed or not (and its effects on the family unit)?
