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Introduction: Donor human milk (DHM) is recommended as the second-best alternative form of supplementation when a mother is unable to breastfeed directly. However, little is known about the experience of mothers and families in the communities regarding accessing and donating expressed breastmilk in Indonesia. This study aimed to identify the experience related to donor human milk in the society in Indonesia.

Method: A search was conducted through six main online news portals. The keywords used included “donor human milk,” “expressed breastmilk,” and “wet nursing” in the Indonesian language, Bahasa Indonesia. A total of 107 articles were found, but only 20 articles were included for analysis using a qualitative media content analysis approach.

Results: In the study, the following five themes were identified: (1) the whys and wherefores of donor human milk, (2) national and religious-based regulations, (3) recommendations from authorized organizations, healthcare professionals, and Islamic scholars, (4) the negative impact from the lack of national regulations, and (5) contradictory feelings among mothers.

Conclusion: With the lack of detailed information on how to access or donate expressed human milk and the absence of a human milk bank in place, informal human milk sharing is inevitably occurring in the community. This has also raised concerns among authorized organizations, healthcare professionals, and Islamic scholars. Consequently, mothers, both donors and recipients, experienced negative impacts, which included contradictory feelings. Engaging with Islamic scholars and healthcare professionals to develop clear guidelines and regulations to enable mothers' and families' access and/or make contributions to DHM in a safe and accountable way is critical to prevent further problems from occurring in Indonesian society.
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1 Introduction

Breastfeeding exclusively for the first 6 months of an infant's life is recommended as the gold standard by the World Health Organization (WHO) as it provides all the nutrients a baby needs (1). Along with complementary nutritious food, breastmilk continues to provide up to half or more of a child's nutritional needs during the second half of the first year and up to one-third of the needs during the second year of life (1). However, when mothers are unable to breastfeed their babies due to medical conditions or when babies and their mothers are separated by sickness, death, or an emergency, the best alternative is to get expressed breastmilk from the infant's own mother (2, 3). If it is not possible, then donor human milk (DHM) or wet nursing is the next recommendation, and a breastmilk substitute fed with a cup is the last resort (2, 3).

Indonesia is a developing country in Southeast Asia, with 277 million citizens and 4.46 million live births estimated in 2023 (4). However, only 37.3% of babies under 6 months old were exclusively breastfed in 2018 (5). The systemic barriers to optimal breastfeeding discussed in the Lancet papers (6–8) are occurring in Indonesia. Although the Indonesian government protects, supports, and promotes breastfeeding and has adopted the 1989 Ten Steps to Successful Breastfeeding (Ten Steps) (9) into its national law (10), the WHO International Code of Marketing of Breastmilk Substitute (WHO Code) and the subsequent World Health Assembly (WHA) resolutions (11) have not been fully adopted in the national legal framework. The WHO Code and the relevant WHA resolution are essential to ensure that parents and other caregivers are protected from inappropriate and misleading information (12). Therefore, it is included in the 2018 Ten Steps (9), but it has not been adopted in the Indonesian national regulations. This is one of the key factors why breastfeeding protection is still lacking in Indonesia (13). Violations of the Code by health workers, breastmilk substitute companies, and their representatives were also found in provinces in Indonesia (13, 14).

The marketing of breastmilk substitutes has also been reaching the digital world through social media, such as Facebook, Instagram, and TikTok (15). Indonesian mothers and families often access information through the Internet (16), which includes seeking information about breastfeeding support and access to donor human milk (DHM). At the time of writing this article, there were no data on the existence of any human milk bank in Indonesia; thus, the practice of informal milk sharing, including through the Internet, inevitably occurs. Little is known about the experience of mothers and families in the communities regarding accessing and donating expressed breastmilk or the practice of wet nursing in Indonesia. This study aimed to identify the experience related to DHM in Indonesian society using media content analysis.



2 Methods

We searched through six main online news portals of Indonesia (Kompas.com, tempo.com, antaranews.com, detik.com, cnbcindonesia.com, and cnnindonesia.com) from 29th to 30th January 2024. The keywords used included “breastmilk donor,” “expressed breastmilk,” and “wet nursing” in the Indonesian language, Bahasa Indonesia. The term donor human milk is defined as expressed breastmilk that is voluntarily donated by a mother directly to babies other than her child, as well as the practice of wet nursing (cross-nursing). Articles published from 1 January 2018 to 31 December 2023 were included because this period was considered to represent the situation before, during, and after the COVID-19 pandemic. Articles published outside Indonesia were excluded.

A total of 107 articles were found from the six online news portals, but only 20 articles were included for analysis using a qualitative media content analysis approach (17). News media was chosen for its significant impact and effects on public awareness, perceptions, and, sometimes, behavior (17). We employed a qualitative content analysis (18), which, in contrast to quantitative content analysis, is not an automatic process of counting manifest text elements but instead requires an in-depth study. The qualitative content analysis can be either inductive or deductive, and we analyzed the data inductively (19). The full process of the search and selection is described in Figure 1. The collected articles were recorded in an Excel sheet. Both authors read the full articles repeatedly and coded data individually. These articles were discussed, amended, and refined as a team. The potential themes were discussed and then agreed upon (Table 1). The details of the included articles are in Table 2.
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FIGURE 1
 Search flowchart.



TABLE 1 Data analysis structure.
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TABLE 2 Included articles.
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The trustworthiness of the content analysis was evaluated using Lincoln and Guba's criteria, which included the following (20): credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability. Credibility was achieved by describing the data analysis process in sufficient detail and through a multidisciplinary investigator collaboration, which involved a hospital-based qualified breastfeeding counselor (AH), an International Board Certified Lactation Consultant, and a university-based researcher (AP). Both authors were Indonesian, were members of the board committee of the Indonesian Breastfeeding Mothers Association (Asosiasi Ibu Menyusui Indonesia/hereafter referred to as AIMI), and have a public health background. This study's findings might be transferrable to other low- and middle-income countries (LMICs) having similarities to Indonesia; however, it cannot be guaranteed that the results are generalizable. To demonstrate dependability, all the raw data and analysis processes were documented to provide an audit trail. Confirmability was established through multiple team meetings discussing the analysis.



3 Results

We identified the following five themes: (1) The whys and wherefores of donor human milk, (2) national and religion-based regulation, (3) recommendations from authorized organizations, healthcare professionals, and Islamic scholars, (4) the negative impact from the lack of national regulations, and (5) contradictory feelings among mothers.


3.1 Theme 1: the whys and wherefores of donor human milk

Most of the studies were published at the time of the COVID-19 pandemic (21–28). Despite acknowledging the benefits of breastmilk, many people were worried about the possibility of transmitting the SARS-CoV-2 virus by giving breastmilk through direct breastfeeding, by giving expressed breastmilk from own mother, or by giving donated expressed breastmilk. The studies discussed whether consuming donor human milk was safe during the pandemic.

Some studies discussing donor human milk were published during World Breastfeeding Week, which is celebrated every August from the 1st to the 7th (29). Donor human milk was recommended by the Indonesian Pediatric Society as an alternative solution when mothers cannot breastfeed their babies.

One study shared the need for DHM during an emergency, specifically an earthquake (30). It discussed a case where the emergency response team looked for and successfully found donor human milk for an orphaned baby.

Three studies described the experience of two Indonesian celebrities and one social media celebrity (commonly referred to as celebgram) (31–33). One was a male celebrity whose wife died, and he stated his intention to look for donor milk. The other one was a female celebrity who became a wet nurse mother for her nephew, whose mother died after birth. The celebgram's story primarily concerned her experience in donating expressed breastmilk to babies in orphanages.



3.2 Theme 2: national and religion-based regulation

In one study, the Indonesian Pediatric Society (Ikatan Dokter Anak Indonesia—hereafter referred to as IDAI) and AIMI requested the Indonesian government to establish a clear and strong regulation regarding DHM (34). This recommendation is due to the reality of informal human milk sharing in the community, which involves the increasing request for expressed breast milk through social media without a reliable screening process. As the largest breastfeeding support group in Indonesia, AIMI receives information about many mothers and families who require DHM but have no access to it.

In addition, some articles discussed religion-based regulations, namely Islamic law, regarding providing or accessing DHM (35, 36). There are rules regarding DHM, for instance, infants who receive DHM, both directly through wet nursing and from expressed breastmilk for several times until the infant is satiated, are considered the donor's milk daughter or son, and this child's relationships with the donor's biological children become those of milk siblings, which means that marriage is forbidden between them (37).



3.3 Theme 3: recommendations from authorized organizations, healthcare professionals, and Islamic scholars

Many of the studies mentioned recommendations regarding donor human milk from authorized organizations, such as AIMI and IDAI (22, 26–29, 38). They explained the best practices concerning DHM, which included the screening procedure. Furthermore, they also suggested the development of a clear regulation to reduce the health risks of unscreened donor milk.

As a Muslim-majority country, there were also recommendations from Islamic scholars based on the Quran, the holy book of Islam (35, 36). The practice of DHM is also regulated in the Quran, including the implication, such as when the recipient baby and the donor mother and her biological child(ren) become family, then marriage among the children would be considered permanently unlawful (mahram).



3.4 Theme 4: negative impact from the lack of national regulations

In some studies, healthcare professionals, authorized organizations, and Islamic scholars recommended some best practices as they believed that national regulations regarding donor human milk were lacking (34, 39, 40). The lack of national regulations has led to varied informal practices occurring in society, which are unregulated and risky for the mother, such as scams and assaults (39–41).

Furthermore, the IDAI has urged the Indonesian government to issue clear regulations to establish a legal framework for DHM and to ensure that safe and quality DHM is provided based on medical indications.



3.5 Theme 5: contradictory feelings among mothers

Some studies mentioned the motivation and feelings of donor mothers, such as the intention to help other mothers, regardless of not knowing the recipient mothers/babies (31, 33).

Three studies discussed the misuse of donor human milk, reporting incidents where a male perpetrator, pretending to be a father, sexually assaulted mothers who intended to help him (39–41). This incident made headlines in the news for some time and made a lot of mothers feel worried and anxious regarding donating their expressed breastmilk.




4 Discussion

The Indonesian government protects, supports, and promotes breastfeeding and has launched several national regulations in this regard, including Government Regulation No. 33/2012 on Breastfeeding regarding exclusive breastfeeding (10), which has recently been updated to Government Regulation No. 28/2024 (42). This regulation was developed as a guideline for the Law of Health No. 36/2009 (43), which was later revised as the Omnibus Health Law (Law No. 17/2023) (44). This regulation commands every mother to exclusively breastfeed their baby for the first 6 months and to continue until 2 years. Article 11 of the regulation states that when a baby's own mother cannot provide exclusive breastmilk to the baby, it can be provided by a donor mother. However, there are several requirements for donor human milk:

a. Requests must be made by the baby's own mother or family.

b. The identity, religion, and address of the donor mother must be clearly identified by the recipient baby's own mother or her family.

c. Agreement must be obtained from the donor mother after knowing the identity of the recipient baby.

d. The donor mother must be in good health and must not have medical issues, which include being HIV-negative, not having HSV-1 infection in the breast region, not undergoing anti-epileptic or opioid therapy, not having consumed radioactive iodine-131 within 2 months, using numerous topical iodine, such as povidone–iodine, or not receiving cytotoxic chemotherapy.

e. Donor human milk (DHM) must not be for sale.

However, all the regulations mentioning DHM only acknowledge it as an alternative infant feeding method when breastfeeding is not an option. There are no detailed procedures describing how mothers and families can access DHM or how mothers can donate their expressed breast milk. A study mentioned the recommendation from the IDAI that human donor milk should be prioritized for those who are really in need, such as premature or sick babies, or those who are separated from their mothers, rather than for mothers with perceived low supply issues, who possibly need breastfeeding support. Perceived low milk supply is experienced by many mothers and is one of the factors that influence early cessation of breastfeeding (45). The IDAI's recommendation aligns with the Australian Breastfeeding Association (ABA)'s policy, which encourages using donor milk that supports rather than replaces breastfeeding (46).

According to the data at the time of writing, Indonesia does not have a human milk bank, and hence, the practice of donor human milk occurs informally in the community. This practice is due to the generosity and willingness of mothers to help other mothers and babies (47, 48). The strong belief that breastfeeding the offspring is mandatory, which is based on the Quran, has influenced most Indonesian women to consider breastfeeding the norm. A majority of Indonesian people are Muslims (87%) (49), and breastfeeding is recommended as the best practice and is mentioned as one of the parents' responsibilities in the Quran. For example, it is the father's responsibility to ensure his baby is getting the best nutrition by being breastfed; therefore, he needs to fulfill the wife's need to be able to breastfeed. If it cannot be achieved, then the father is responsible for finding a wet nurse or DHM. Many Islamic scholars in Indonesia also provide recommendations on how to fulfill the child's right to be breastfed as regulated in the Quran (50).

The development of a human milk bank in Indonesia should consider the Islamic regulation (syariat), in addition to the health regulation. The Fatwa from the Council of Indonesian Ulama regulates kinship for DHM (51) and recommends that the Indonesian Ministry of Health issue a regulation on DHM based on the Fatwa. Singapore successfully established a human milk bank through the engagement of the relevant authorities and open dialogue. Finding common ground may allow vulnerable preterm infants to benefit from DHM in a manner that respects and does not compromise religious beliefs (52). A Malaysian study highlighted that the establishment of a religiously abiding human milk bank is achievable by educating mothers on breastfeeding benefits and addressing their religious concerns (53). Furthermore, the attitude and behavior of healthcare professionals also influenced the development of a human milk bank in one public hospital in Surabaya, Indonesia (54).

As a part of an informal sharing method, recommendations to ensure the safety of DHM should emphasize the importance of medical screening of the donor and safe milk handling practices (55). The IDAI has a guideline regarding DHM for public use to minimize the risk of mishandling donated expressed breastmilk (56). As a series of medical tests that are required is not covered by any health insurance, the medical screening for safety is mostly done by interview alone and is based on trust. This might bring a greater risk of a lack of reliability. As mothers' and families' knowledge of the benefits of breastfeeding is improving, the demand for DHM is also increasing. Therefore, the development of an official human milk bank is becoming more important. Many informal online groups on the Internet and social media have been established to bridge the demand for and supply of DHM. This is understandable as Indonesia has a high percentage of users of social media, such as Facebook, Instagram, and WhatsApp (15, 57). Although it was a rare case, the incident where a man pretended to be a father searching for DHM for his child and approached a potential donor to abuse her is an example of the negative impact of the lack of national regulations. Therefore, the IDAI also recommended that the government establish a formal organization or authority to regulate this matter (56, 58).

The use of DHM in emergency situations is already mentioned in the Guideline of Nutrition in Disaster Management published by the Indonesian Ministry of Health (59); however, the guideline only mentions the requirements adopted from the Government Regulation No. 33/2012 (10), which is now updated to the Government Regulation No. 28/2024 (42). The guideline does not describe how and where mothers can access DHM. During disasters in Indonesia, formula donation commonly occurs (60–62). This practice is due to the regulation that was issued by the local government that allows formula donations to take place with the approval from the head of the local health office (63, 64). This practice has been shown to increase the incidence rate of diarrhea among infants and young children who received the donated breastmilk substitute (61). Globally, the challenges in maintaining breastfeeding during an emergency, especially with formula donation, have been shown in many studies (65–69).

Eight out of the 20 articles included in this study were published during the COVID-19 pandemic (21–23, 25–28). Although the WHO stated that COVID-19-infected mothers could continue breastfeeding with a safe protocol (70), many maternity services implemented protocols that disrupted the initiation of breastfeeding (71–77). Furthermore, guidelines published by various authorities and countries were inconsistent (78). However, as the pandemic progressed, many studies showed that breastfeeding both directly and via expressed breastmilk provided significant benefits to the infants (79). As highlighted in the included studies in this study (21–24), many families searched for DHM when the mothers were infected with COVID-19. Noting this, AIMI and IDAI have recommended the development of a human milk bank.

To the best of our knowledge, our study is the first to examine the experience of DHM in Indonesia using a qualitative media content analysis approach. The use of online media is making it possible to capture what is really happening in the community as online media is rapidly growing in Indonesia. This study has limitations, for example, we limited the search to the top six online news portals within the past 5 years. We did not search through other media, such as newspapers and magazines; this may have narrowed the results. Furthermore, after the screening of the title and full text, the total number of articles included was only 20, which might not be considered a large sample. However, the five-year period was considered sufficient for capturing the experience within a society as the regulations and conditions were not much different from the current ones and it represented the period of time before, during, and after the COVID-19 pandemic.



5 Conclusion

The Indonesian government protects, supports, and promotes breastfeeding as regulated in Government Regulation Number 33 Year 2012, later updated to Government Regulation Number 28 Year 2024, which includes the use of DHM. However, due to the lack of detailed information on how to access or donate expressed human milk and the absence of a human milk bank in place, informal human milk sharing is inevitably occurring in the community. This also has raised concerns among authorized organizations, healthcare professionals, and Islamic scholars.

Consequently, there are negative impacts experienced by mothers, both the donor and recipient, including contradictory feelings, from the lack of a clear regulation regarding DHM and the lack of development of a human milk bank.

Engaging with Islamic scholars and healthcare professionals to develop clear guidelines and regulations to enable mothers' and families' access or contribution to DHM in a safe and accountable way is critical for preventing the occurrence of further problems in Indonesian society.
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Articles contain the
regulations required as the
basic guide for safe access for
donor human milk process
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where the article on donor
human milk were published

Code

National regulation

De; on

Articles contain regulation issued by the authorized government of
Indonesian republic as the basic guide on safe access for DHM

Islamic law

COVID-19 pandemic

Articles mention religious regulation binding for Muslim, based on the
verses in Al Quran, or sunnah from holy prophets role model. The law
are major references for Muslim community in daily life practice

The global pandemic happens rapidly, disrupt the maternity care,
including in labor process where mother and infant was separated and
unable to breastfeed. This condition led to high demand for DHM
described in the included article

World breastfeeding week

‘World Breastfeeding Week, which is celebrated in the first week of
August, is a period of time where DHM is intensively promoted as part
of breastfeeding alternative option, through the media in Indonesia,
including by the Government

Disaster or emergency
situation

Mothers and infants who were impacted by disaster, need
breastfeeding supports, including access to DHM

General situation

News on DHM is also being published when it draws public attention
such as involving celebrities, criminal act, and others

Recommendations from
authorized organizations,
healthcare professionals and
Islamic scholar

The best course of action put
by experts in their fields, from
health area up to religious
scholar

WHO

Indonesian Pediatric
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‘WHO recommendation on infant and young child feeding stated that
breastfeeding as the golden standard

As the professional association for pediatrics in Indonesia, IDAI
provides recommendation on breastfeeding promotion, protection,
and support nationally in Indonesia
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(AIMI)

AIMI is a national peak body for peer support in breastfeeding
promotion, support and advocacy that has many branches in many
provinces in Indonesia provides recommendation on DHM practice in
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Islamic scholar

As Indonesia is a Muslim-majority country, Iskamic scholar provides
explanation on the practice of DHM based on the Quran (the Islamic
bible)

Contradict feelings of mothers

The conflicting feelings and
emotions of mothers who
intend to donor breastmilk or
access donor breastmilk

Willingness to
help/generosity

Mothers donated their expressed breastmilk or wet-nurse others’
babies because they want to help other mothers who have challenges in
breastfeeding their babies or help babies who lost their mothers due to
various reasons

Concern/anxiety

Despite acknowledging the benefit of breastfeeding, mothers had
concern for the security of the DHM and/or feeling confused on how
to access DHM

Negative impact from the lack
of national regulation

Adverse effect that occurs due
to the shortfall of national
regulation regarding DHM

Misuse/sexual assault

Worry feeling from mothers

Incidents where a male perpetrator was pretending to be a father who
was looking for donor human milk and then sexually assaulted
mothers who intended to help him

Mothers feel worried on how to access DHM and of its security, which
then leads to formula feeding
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