La Leche League International


Founded in 1957 by seven concerned mothers, Le Leche League International has grown to an international organization comprising of over 3,000 groups in 66 countries worldwide.
  The success of La Leche League International has varied according to the time and country.  In the late 1990s, La Leche League has been more successful in European countries than in African Countries or the United States of America.  


In 1957, seven mothers formed an organization entitled La Leche League (The Milk Group) in Illinois.  Mary White and Marian Tompson discussed their concerns about the societal, emotional, and physical difficulty women have in breastfeeding their infants at a church picnic.  This conversation lead them to speak with other women who successfully breastfeed their own babies about their concerns.  Mary Ann Cahill, Edwina Froehlich, Mary Ann Kerwin, Viola Lennon, Marian Tompson, Betty Wagner Spandikow, and Mary White decided to form an organization that would address the societal, emotional, and physical difficulties of women who desired to breastfeed.
  


According to the charter of La Leche League International, the purpose of La Leche League International is fourfold:

To help the mother learn to breastfeed her baby; to encourage good mothering through breastfeeding thereby stimulating the optimal physical and emotional growth of the child and the development of close family relations; to promote a better understanding of the values of breastfeeding, parenting, childbirth, and related subjects; to offer discussion meetings and conduct lectures on the purposes stated above and on related subjects for such educational purposes as are herein expressed.


La Leche League International promotes breastfeeding in a variety of ways.  One of these is the publication of breastfeeding manuals such as The Nursing Mother’s Companion, The Womanly Art of Breastfeeding, and the magazine “New Beginnings.”   These publications offer advice such as “a couple needs to find a way to combine the role of parenting with the roles of being lovers and friends to each other.”
  Members are invited to participate in the annual World Walk for Breastfeeding.  In many areas of the world, including France and South Africa, La Leche League International Leaders hold monthly meetings with mothers that are seeking breastfeeding advice or emotional support.   Pamphlets such as “A Mother’s Love” are distributed to hospitals and pediatricians offices to promote breastfeeding awareness.  La Leche League International also has a toll free number (1-800 La Leche) to give access to breastfeeding advice twenty-four hours a day.
  This phone number also functions as a means of connecting a concerned mother (or father) with a La Leche League Leader in her area.  Another method of breastfeeding promotion is the alliances formed with other organizations.


La Leche League International has officially allied itself with the following organizations:  

American Academy of Pediatrics, American College of Nurse-Midwives, American College of Obstetricians and Gynecologists, American Dietetic Association, Baby Milk Action, Breastfeeding and Maternal and Child Health Division at the Institute for Reproductive Health, INFACT Canada, International Board of Lactation Consultant Examiners, International Baby Food Action Network, International Lactation Consultant Association, Linkages Project, National Perinatal Association, Nursing Mother’s Association of Australia, World Alliance for Breastfeeding Action, and World Health Organization.
  

By forming alliances—although the only legal connection is that La Leche League “cooperates” or “support” listed alliances--La Leche League International (LLLI) is able to focus on mother-to-mother support.
  Other groups such as World Alliance for Breastfeeding Action are more active in lobbying world lawmakers and combating formula manufacturers. 


Membership in LLLI is available “to anyone regardless of race, nationality, creed, sex, political affiliation, or marital status.”
  Members receive six issues of “New Beginnings” and receive a discount from purchases through LLLI.  Membership dues range from $30 in Baton Rouge to R80 in South Africa.
 However, voting rights are reserved for the Board of Directors, elected by La Leche League International Leaders (LLLIL).  LLLIL must be nominated by two standing LLLIL and pass certain criteria as established by the Board of Directors.  Currently, such criteria include successful breastfeeding of an infant for 12 months—although special consideration is given in cases such as adoption—and the espousal of LLLI views such a the superiority of breastmilk and the nutritional benefits of unprocessed food.


LLLI is divided into three levels of organization: groups, areas, affiliate.  Groups consist of one or more person meeting with an accredited LLLIL, with the authority of LLLI area.  An area consists of one or more groups and the boundaries are changed according to need as seen by the Board of Directors.  Affiliates are autonomous organs that abide by the Agreement of International Principles of Cooperation.


LLLI bureaucracy is outlined in the Bylaws Articles VI, VII, and VIII.   The Board of Directors made up of thirteen to eighteen members establishes policy, governs business affairs, and hires the Executive Director. Officers of the Board of Directors include: Chairman of the Board (currently Ginger Sall), Vice Chairman (Lynne Coates and Susan Deo), Secretary (Anne Easterday), Treasurer (Jane Berendsen-Hill).
  

 
The Chairman of the Board is the executive officer of LLLI.  She presides at Board of Directors meetings, sets the agenda, and works with the Executive Director to ensure that resolutions and policies are implemented.
  The Vice Chairman, LLLI currently has two vice chairmen, conducts meeting when the Chairman is unavailable and becomes chairman if the Chairman of the Board resigns before her term expires.
   The Secretary keeps minutes of meetings, holds the official seal of LLLI, and records who attends the Board of Director meetings.
  The treasurer is an ex officio of the Finance committee. She prepares submits the annual budget to the Board of Directors as well as submits the financial report of LLLI to auditors.

      
The original seven founders have special privileges over the Board of Directors.  A founder may hold a seat on the Board of Directors without being elected.  Founders form a special Founders Advisory Council which advises the Board of Directors, provides “historical perspective and inspiration”, and represents “LLLI to the public.”

Beneath the Board of Directors in the bureaucracy of LLLI come committees. Categories of committees include executive, standing, special, and nominating.  The executive committee acts in regards to the management of LLLI when the Board of Directors is either unable to meet or immediate action is required.  The executive committee must submit to the Board of Directors any action or decision made by the committee.
  

The Board of Directors establishes standing committees as necessary.  Currently, LLLI has six standing committees Audit, Bylaws, Finance, Personnel, Program Services, and Resource Development.  These committees have at least three members, one member also holds a seat on the Board of Directors, but no more than five members.  An exception is made for the audit committee, which has a minimum of four members, three of whom must be member of the Board of Directors.  Standing committees possess the power to form subcommittees.

Special committees include subcommittees created by standing committees and subcommittees created by the Board of Directors.  Special committees gather information and perform research in specifically designated areas of interest enumerated by their founding committee.  Special committees also submit a plan of action to the Board of Directors in their area of interest, but have no authority other than advisory.
  

The nominating committee prepares a report consisting of the candidates for the Board of Directors and other LLLI organs. These reports also include the experience and qualifications of the candidates as well as the responsibilities of the office sought by the nominee.  The five members of the nominating committee are all members of the Board of Directors and may serve only two consecutive terms.

LLLI raises money for financing its activities through a variety of ways.  One method of financing the non-governmental organization is membership dues.  LLLI also raises finances through numerous advertisement slots in its bimonthly magazine “New Beginnings.”
  Physicians and lactation consultant also pay fees in order to attend LLLI conferences.  After attending LLLI conferences and becoming accredited with LLLI, doctors and lactation consultants may be referred by LLLI.  This accreditation also raises money for LLLI.  LLLI also raises money by selling of merchandise such as books, nursing pads, and breastpumps.

Although La Leche League International enjoyed great esteem in the late 1980s, since then, in America, there has been a backlash against La Leche League.  Breastfeeding rates of babies beyond six weeks have plummeted to 20-30% with comprehensive results for 1999 not yet confirmed by the Center for Disease Control.
  Although in the late 1980s, African women breastfed children almost 90% in rural areas, these rates have dropped in the 1990s, especially among more educated city dwelling women that has access to foreign aid and formula.

   One disgruntled mother, Sue Robins, wrote of her dissatisfaction with La Leche League International in her article “I Believed in the Breast.”  Robins criticized La Leche League International for its conservative attitudes, bureaucracy, and lack of activism.  Sue wrote:

I worry about the future of La Leche League International.  They do little marketing and promotion save for giving physicians’ offices breast-feeding posters that promptly get lost among reams of formula company-sponsored promo materials.  La Leche League will not align itself with other organizations (looked down a “mixing” causes), nor will they engage in activist work.

Her criticism of La Leche League International is not entirely correct.  LLLI has allied itself with organizations that also support breastfeeding.  LLLI fully support the World Health Organization’s “International Code of Marketing Breastmilk Substitutes.”
  Although LLLI claims credit for “breastfeeding friendly” laws passed in both Florida and Texas, LLLI only acted as advisory or information dissemination to encourage laws facilitating the ability of mothers to breastfeed while working full time.
  

Despite apparent flaws in Robins argument against LLLI “mixing” clauses, Robins correctly criticizes LLLI for its conservative nature.  La Leche League International focuses on mother-to-mother support, not on protest rallies.  LLLI.  Robin’s criticism of “staggering paper work” is also correct.
  In an attempt to assert the legality of any action taken within a LLLI meeting, LLLI requires vast amount of paperwork to be completed.   Another problem brought to light in Robin’s article is the local leadership of LLLI groups.

Robins heard a LLLI leader state,”If you aren’t willing to pay 20 bucks for our book, you obviously aren’t committed to breast-feeding.”
   This statement obviously shows a lack of concern for the mother calling.  It also points to the problem of LLLI leaders.  The leadership in a group, area, of affiliate greatly affects the attraction of membership to the group.  

An example of a very different leader style is Pam Tate.  Pam Tate, LLLI leader of the Baton Rouge group, allows mothers who are not members and who can not afford membership or books to freely loan books from the group’s LLLI library.  Each meeting begins with the statement of “Take care of your child’s needs first.  Use the advice you like, ignore the rest.”
  A participant of the April 6, 2000 LLLI meeting in Baton Rouge also thanked Karen, another leader, for driving to her home in the middle of the night to offer breastfeeding aid at no charge.  Robins criticized LLLI supposed ban on pacifiers.
  However, at the Baton Rouge meeting two children used pacifiers with no complaint from a LLLI leader.
  These few observations bring to light the difference LLLI leaders make in an encounter with LLLI.  Thus group quality varies from location to location.  

In conclusion, La Leche League International enjoyed the greatest esteem during the 1980s, when it obtained consultative status to the United Nations Children’s Fund.  Since the late 1990s, breastfeeding rates have dropped varying from culture to culture, with European cultures having the highest breastfeeding rates.  LLLI functions as a mother-to-mother support group with monthly meetings play groups, and an occasional couple’s night.  Membership to LLLI is open to anyone who can afford the membership fee, but voting rights are restricted to leaders and Board members.  The original seven founders still control or guide the actions and resolutions of LLLI.  The Board of Directors formulates resolutions guiding the action of LLLI in disseminating information to both international organizations and mothers in need of breastfeeding aid.  LLLI funds its actions by various means including membership dues and advertisement spaces in its publications.  Quality of group meetings and available breastfeeding aid varies from location to location depending upon the local leadership.  For those mothers fortunate to live in an area with a supportive non-judgmental, dedicated leader, La Leche League International is able to help those mothers breastfeed their babies.  However, in areas where La Leche League International has neither established its presence, has undedicated leaders, or must fight to overcome deep rooted cultural beliefs of the difficulties and pain of breastfeeding, LLLI is unable to help mothers in that area to breastfeed their babies.
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