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What is Informal Breast Milk 

Sharing?

• Informal breast milk 

sharing is conducted 

directly between 

donors and recipients 

- friends, family, or 

individuals who meet 

on the internet

• Formal breast milk 

sharing is conducted 

through an established 

breast milk bank



Why is this an Issue for Toronto 

Public Health (TPH)?

• It is happening in 

Toronto

• Clients are asking TPH 

staff about it

• Identified as a gap 

during TPH's Baby-

Friendly Initiative 

journey (2013)

• Health equity issue
Post on Facebook Group Human Milk 4 Human 

Babies – SW Ontario
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Positions on Informal Breast Milk 

Sharing



Reasons for Informally Sharing 

Breast Milk – Recipients 

Recipients:

• Lactation problems

• Child / mother’s health 

• Adoption, fostering

• Concerns re: risks of 

human milk substitutes 

• Unable to access 

banked breast milk

• Need for culturally 

appropriate breast milk
Post on Facebook group Human Milk 4 Human Babies 

SW Ontario



Reasons for Informally Sharing 

Breast Milk - Donor

Donor:

• Altruistic reasons

• Excess production / 

not wanting to waste 

breast milk

• Value of breast milk

• Belief in dangers of 

human milk substitutes

• Not able to access 

breast milk bank



Health Risks of Informal 

Breast Milk Sharing

• Infectious disease transmission

• Bacterial contamination 

• Exposure to drugs, alcohol and 

environmental contaminants

Risks of 

informal milk 

sharing

Risks of 

human 

milk 

substitute



Strategies to Reduce Risks of 

Informal Breast Milk Sharing

• Informed consent

• Questionnaires and 

screening of donors

• Proper handling and 

storage of breast 

milk

• Pasteurization and 

flash heating 



Legal Advice

• Liability concerns 

• National health 

organizations advise 

against informal breast milk 

sharing

• Consider referring clients 

to reputable organizations 

that support informal breast 

milk sharing; with 

emphasis that TPH does 

not endorse the information



Bioethical Assessment

• Provide information 

on harms and 

benefits of each 

alternative

• Promotes autonomy 

of individuals

• Respect to persons

• Client and family 

centred care

• Risks associated with 

inaction



Informal Breast Milk Sharing 

Guideline



Key Messages

• Informal breast milk sharing - directly between 

donor and recipient. 

• TPH advises against it. 

• When raised by the client - facilitate 

discussion, support informed decision making. 

• Strategies to reduce the risks: informed 

consent, donor screening, proper handling and 

storage of breast milk, and pasteurization of 

breast milk.



Thank You

Evelyn Vaccari 

evelyn.vaccari@toronto.ca  

416-338-3646


