
Trial will test whether shopping vouchers encourage
breast feeding
Sophie Hives-Wood

London

Mothers are being offered up to £200 (€240; $320) in shopping
vouchers for breast feeding their babies as part of a new study
by the University of Sheffield.
The NOSH (Nourishing Start for Health) scheme is offering a
combination of high street shop and supermarket vouchers in
an effort to boost breast feeding in areas with a low prevalence.
“Offering financial incentives for mothers to breast feed might
increase the number of babies being breast fed and complement
ongoing support for breast feeding provided by the NHS, local
authorities, and charities,” said the trial’s principal investigator,
Clare Relton, a senior research fellow at Sheffield University.
She was speaking at a press conference in London to launch the
feasibility study.
The World Health Organization recommends that babies are
breast fed for at least six months, but despite years of promotion
the United Kingdom has one of the world’s lowest breastfeeding
rates.
The researchers will test whether it is feasible to offer financial
incentives to mothers in deprived neighbourhoods with low
rates of breast feeding in Derbyshire and South Yorkshire.
Nationally 55% of mothers are breast feeding at six to eight
weeks, but in these areas the rate is 20% or less.
If successful the NOSH scheme could improve the short and
long term health of mothers and babies, reduce costs to the NHS,
and lower numbers of hospital admissions and GP consultations,
the researchers said.
Mothers will be given vouchers worth up to £120 for breast
feeding until six weeks and a further £80 if they continue to six
months. Vouchers will be for a combination of shops, including
local supermarkets, Mothercare, Matalan, John Lewis, and
Poundstretcher.

The NOSH scheme is being funded by the National Prevention
Research Initiative, which supports research into disease
prevention. LaurenceMoore, amember of the initiative’s science
committee, also speaking at the study launch, said, “This is a
feasibility study: we don’t know if it will be effective or not. In
the case of breast feeding, where the benefit to mother, child,
and society is so great, it’s worth finding out whether such a
novel intervention might work.”
UK and international studies have already shown that financial
incentives can effectively promote some healthy behaviours,
such as adherence to drug regimens, stopping smoking during
pregnancy, and losing weight.
The NOSH scheme aims to recruit 130 women who give birth
between now and the beginning of March. The researchers also
hope to tackle social and cultural barriers to breast feeding and
believe that by offering financial incentives alongwith education
and shared experience the study can challenge some negative
public attitudes.
“It’s a very good way of communicating with people regardless
of their age, gender, ethnicity, occupation, or education,” said
Relton.
The study will rely on midwives and health workers to verify
that mothers are breast feeding after mothers sign a form to state
that they have partially breast fed their baby. The researchers
acknowledged that verification could be a problem and will deal
with this if the feasibility study shows potential.
If it proves amenable to research, the financial incentive scheme
will be evaluated in a controlled trial in 2014-15.
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