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The Tool provides a monetary value of the milk produced by mothers to breastfeed their 
children. This uses a price for donated human milk. The Tool also allows individual mothers 
to calculate how much milk they have produced for  their child and its monetary value.

About the tool

The Mothers’ Milk Tool has been developed to make more visible the economic value 
contributed to society by women’s unpaid care work through breastfeeding of infants and 
young children at the country and individual levels. The user can use the preloaded data or 
enter their own data for most variables.


The Mothers’ Milk Tool will be of value to a variety of users, including policymakers, 
advocates, researchers, national accountants and statisticians, and individual mother/baby 
dyads or their breastfeeding supporters. 


The Tool calculates the total amounts of human milk that the mothers in a country 
produce for children each year. This is computed by combining data for a country on 1) 
number of infant and young children aged 0-36 months; 2) breastfeeding practices 3) 
estimates of daily human milk intake by child age. The Tool also calculates a country’s ‘lost 
milk’, which is the milk that is not produced because breastfeeding is not at biologically 
feasible potential levels.


This user-friendly and open access tool is being developed to help measure progress 
toward national and global breastfeeding targets, and inform updating of national policies, 
programmes and investments plans. By helping to mobilize action and motivate upscaling 
of investments, the tool will help ensure greater investments and resources are allocated 
towards enabling women and children to realise their human rights, including to 
breastfeeding.
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The decline in breastfeeding in past decades has resulted in the loss of an important and 
valuable national food resource in many countries.1 At present less than half of the world’s 
children are breastfed adequately.2,3

The Mothers’ Milk Tool has been created to better acknowledge 
the role, health and economic contribution of mothers to society 
by women’s unpaid care work through breastfeeding of infants 
and young children. It provides economic data that can assist in 
better policy decision-making and investments. 

Measuring and Valuing 
Women's Productivity

Breastfeeding is important for the lifelong health and development of children as well as for 
the reproductive health of women. Exclusive breastfeeding for the first six months and 
continued breastfeeding to two years and beyond is well established in scientific studies4 
and by evolved and traditional practice5 as being important for survival, health and child 
development. Breastfeeding is also crucial for planetary health as it minimises energy and 
water use, and thereby harmful emissions and resource depletion. 
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The limited progress to meet the global and national breastfeeding targets towards 
universal levels has important economic implications for countries. Breastfeeding helps 
contain health system costs and the economic costs of mortality of women.  


The Australian National University in a research collaboration with Alive & Thrive 
Southeast Asia and with funding from FHI Solutions’ Innovation Incubator has developed 
the Tool to quantify the economic loss for communities, countries and globally with 
inadequate breastfeeding, as well as the amount and monetary values of milk 
produced.6-8 


It complements the Alive & Thrive , and the IBFAN World 
Breastfeeding Trends Initiative Costing Tool in making the business case for breastfeeding 
protection, support and promotion.

Cost of Not Breastfeeding Tool

The Mothers’ Milk Tool will be of value to a variety of users, including policymakers, 
advocates, researchers, national accountants and statisticians, and individual mother/baby 
dyads or their breastfeeding supporters. 


It can support tracking of progress on nutrition and breastfeeding targets, by assisting food 
and health policymakers and public officials to account for breastfeeding in food balance 
sheets and economic statistics.


The Tool also allows individual mothers to calculate how much breastmilk they have 
produced for  their child and its value, depending on how many months the child is 
breastfed during the first 36 months of life. This recognition of the value of women’s 
unpaid work through can be very motivating for mothers to maintain exclusive 
breastfeeding and continue to two years and beyond.

Key findings
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https://www.aliveandthrive.org/en/the-cost-of-not-breastfeeding


Global human milk production

Breastfeeding contributes importantly to a country’s food supply and food security. In 
Norway, human milk is already counted in the country’s food statistics.9 


Countries can rely on the human milk produced by breastfeeding women – from mother 
to baby is the world’s shortest and most reliable baby food supply chain. 


By contrast, countries which do not provide enabling environments for breastfeeding have 
a high percentage of lost milk, and are dependent on access to commercial milk formula 
products. Especially in emergencies and disasters, which are more common with climate 
change, food for infants and young children may be precarious, unavailable or 
contaminated. 


In some countries where breastfeeding is uncommon, such as Ireland or the United 
Kingdom, around 80% of this crucial potential food supply is lost. In other countries, such 
as the United States, Brazil, Norway or Australia, around two thirds of the capacity to 
provide human milk is lost due to inadequate protection, promotion and support for 
breastfeeding. 


On the other hand, countries with supportive breastfeeding cultures and policy 
environments, such as India, Vietnam and Kenya, no more than a third of the milk is lost, 
and in Nepal nearly all potential production is available to provide the perfect nutrition 
foundation for the good health of its mothers and their children. 

Food supply and food security

litres of human milk are provided each year by the world’s mothers 
when they breastfeed their infants and young children (0-36 
months). This production* of a uniquely valuable food is not visible 
in economic statistics or food data, and protecting and maintaining 
this valuable capacity is easily neglected. 

Around

35.6
billion

litres are globally produced more each year if virtually all 
infants and young children were breastfed adequately. 
This represents a lost milk* value of more than US$2.2 
trillion a year in monetary terms*. 

Nearly

21.9
billion

of the biologically feasible potential* level of global 
human milk production is currently forfeited due to 
inadequate breastfeeding of infants and young children. 

Around

38%

6* see Technical Annexure



Breastfeeding is not only an individual 
decision, but a decision based on many 
factors in individual mothers’ social and 
economic environment.10 Women’s 
traditional skills and knowledge about 
breastfeeding is important cultural capital. 
Breastfeeding is also a human rights issue for 
both mother and child. 


Ensuring both mother and child can 
breastfeed relies on governments, health 
workers, communities and families providing 
supportive environments. 

It takes a village 

Investing in breastfeeding is an investment in not only improving the lives of children and 
women, but also an investment in the  economic future. Greater political commitment is 
needed to support women to breastfeed, make breastfeeding the new norm, and realize a 
wealth of protections for children, families, and societies alike. The Global Breastfeeding 
Collective calls upon policymakers to quickly adopt, strengthen, and implement the 
following actions:

Increase funding to raise breastfeeding rates from birth to two years and beyond. 


Fully implement the International Code of Marketing of Breastmilk Substitutes 
through strong legal measures that are enforced and independently monitored 
by organizations free from conflicts of interest.


Enact paid family leave and workplace breastfeeding policies, building on the 
International Labour Organisation’s maternity protection guidelines as a minimum 
requirement, including provisions for the informal sector.


Implement the Ten Steps to Successful Breastfeeding in maternity facilities, 
including providing breastmilk for sick and vulnerable newborns.


Improve access to skilled breastfeeding counseling as part of comprehensive 
breastfeeding policies and programs in health facilities.

Policymakers must invest in national policies and 
programs to support breastfeeding

A mother is counseled on the correct latching position. Photo: Alive & Thrive
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The evidence is clear: investing in policies and 
programs that support women to breastfeed saves 
lives and provides a high return on investment.

How the results are calculated

Human milk production

Lost milk

The Tool calculates the total amounts of human milk that the mothers in a country 
produce for children each year. This is computed by combining UNICEF or official data for a 
country on 1) number of infant and young children aged 0-36 months; 2) breastfeeding 
practices 3) estimates of daily human milk intake by child age. 


The Tool assumes that a breastfeeding mother will produce about 431 litres of milk during 
36 months of lactation (or 345 litres over 2 years). This is based on scientific studies,11,12 
and is a conservative assumption. 


Calculations are for any breastfeeding and do not distinguish exclusive breastfeeding. This 
means it is a minimum estimate of the milk produced. Better country data on 
breastfeeding is needed for more accurate estimates, particularly for high income 
countries.


The calculations can easily be provided for your country using the Tool.13 If your country 
has inadequate breastfeeding data, the Tool includes an automatic process that can fill the 
data gaps for most countries.

The Tool also calculates a country’s ‘lost milk’, which is the milk that is not produced 
because breastfeeding is not at biologically feasible potential levels. The lost milk is the 
difference between the milk actually produced at current breastfeeding rates, and the 
milk that would be produced if 98% of mothers breastfed for six months and to at least 
36 months.14


You can use the Tool for calculating the amount of lost milk for your country.13

Strengthen links between health facilities and communities, and 
encourage community networks that protect, promote, and support 
breastfeeding.


Strengthen monitoring systems that track the progress of policies, 
programs, and funding towards achieving both national and global 
breastfeeding targets.
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Valuing human milk in monetary terms

The value of breastfeeding is far beyond its monetary value. It provides nurture and care 
as well as nourishment and nutrition. However, money is the language of policymakers. 


The Mothers’ Milk Tool uses well-established methods to calculate the amount and market 
value of human milk production.6 In addition the Tool provides a monetary value of the 
milk produced by mothers to breastfeed their children. It uses a typical price charged by 
donor human milk banks of $100 per litre (the monetary value is available in US$ and in 
the local currency). It is approximately $3 per ounce.15


This is based on the official price charged for fresh donated milk within Norway’s human 
milk banking system.3 Other milk banks charge much more. Various other ways of placing 
a monetary value on milk include using the wage of a wetnurse as a proxy, or putting a 
monetary value on the mother’s time. 


Using the price of commercial milk formula is not appropriate because it is not an 
analogous product,16 and does not take account of the health costs or environmental 
impacts of its use.17


For the calculations of the amount and value of human milk produced and lost due at the 
breastfeeding rates in your country, you can use the monetary value in the tool, or 
substitute a different price.13
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Country production and value

Return to country information Save Print

Global

1. Actual annual production of breastmilk 3,555,597.423,555,597.4235,555.97

3. Lost breastmilk 2,193,451.712,193,451.7121,934.52

Total for 3 years Volume Value Value
(Estimate for 36 data entries) in million liters in million USD in million USD Dollar

2. Potential production of breastmilk 5,749,049.135,749,049.1357,490.49

4. Percent lost 38.2%

Exchange rate US$ 1: 1 US Dollar


Data source: Global Average

Global

1. Actual annual production of breastmilk 1,435,229.311,435,229.3114,352.29

3. Lost breastmilk 140,234.14140,234.141,402.34

Total for 0 to <6 months Volume Value Value
(Estimate for 6 data entries) in million liters in million USD in million USD Dollar

2. Potential production of breastmilk 1,575,463.461,575,463.4615,754.63

4. Percent lost 9%

Exchange rate US$ 1: 1 US Dollar


Data source: Global Average
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Global

1. Actual annual production of breastmilk 1,865,323.821,865,323.8218,653.24

3. Lost breastmilk 1,156,064.651,156,064.6511,560.65

Total for 6 to <24 months Volume Value Value
(Estimate for 18 data entries) in million liters in million USD in million USD Dollar

2. Potential production of breastmilk 3,021,388.463,021,388.4630,213.88

4. Percent lost 38%

Exchange rate US$ 1: 1 US Dollar


Data source: Global Average

Global

1. Actual annual production of breastmilk 2,383,485.382,383,485.3823,834.85

3. Lost breastmilk 427,460.87427,460.874,274.61

Total for 1st year Volume Value Value
(Estimate for 12 data entries) in million liters in million USD in million USD Dollar

2. Potential production of breastmilk 2,810,946.242,810,946.2428,109.46

4. Percent lost 15%

Exchange rate US$ 1: 1 US Dollar


Data source: Global Average
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Global

1. Actual annual production of breastmilk 917,067.75917,067.759,170.68

3. Lost breastmilk 868,837.92868,837.928,688.38

Total for 2nd years Volume Value Value
(Estimate for 12 data entries) in million liters in million USD in million USD Dollar

2. Potential production of breastmilk 1,785,905.681,785,905.6817,859.06

4. Percent lost 49%

Exchange rate US$ 1: 1 US Dollar


Data source: Global Average

Global

1. Actual annual production of breastmilk 255,044.29255,044.292,550.44

3. Lost breastmilk 897,152.92897,152.928,971.53

Total for 3rd year Volume Value Value
(Estimate for 12 data entries) in million liters in million USD in million USD Dollar

2. Potential production of breastmilk 1,152,197.211,152,197.2111,521.97

4. Percent lost 78%

Exchange rate US$ 1: 1 US Dollar


Data source: Global Average
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Individual production and value

SaveMain menu Print

Reset

1. Actual production of breastmilk 43,11043,110431

Total for the breastfeeding period Volume Value Value
(Estimate for 36 data entries) in liters in USD in local currency

Rate to US$1: 1 US Dollar

Default price/liter of breastmilk: 100 US Dollar

Enter price/liter of breastmilk in local currency:

Mother's milk volume and value for the child

Any breastfeeding (BF)

Global

This form is for one child.
 You can estimate for other
 child(ren) by 
clicking on
 Reset.
 Type (Y) if you breastfed
 during the particular month.

0 < 1


1 < 2


2 < 3


3 < 4


4 < 5


5 < 6


6 < 7


7 < 8


8 < 9

y


y


y


y


y


y


y


y


y

y


y


y


y


y


y


y


y


y

y


y


y


y


y


y


y


y


y

y


y


y


y


y


y


y


y

10 < 11


11 < 12


12 < 13


13 < 14


14 < 15


15 < 16


16 < 17


17 < 18


18 < 19

19 < 20


20 < 21


21 < 22


22 < 23


23 < 24


24 < 25


25 < 26


26 < 27


27 < 28

28 < 29


29 < 30


30 < 31


31 < 32


32 < 33


33 < 34


34 < 35


35 < 36

Month Month Month MonthBF (Y) BF (Y) BF (Y) BF (Y)
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Instructions to use the tool

The tool is based on Excel. You can use all 
functionalities of Excel in the tool. Excel has 
internal controls which are unaltered, so ignore 
warnings about enabling macros or updating 
external links when starting the tool. Keep 
clicking X to close any Microsoft login requests.



User are advised to save the Excel file using 
your own preferred filename before starting 
the operation. The print facility creates a PDF 
file which you can save and print later. Save and 
print from time to time to keep a record of the 
operation using a different filename each time.



The tool includes two tabs, Instruction and 
Main menu that has links to calculations for 
countries and individual mothers. 

The components of the tool


The tool is composed of the following specific components:


Introduction page



Main menu



Country caculator�

� Using preloaded data�

� Using users’ data



Individual caculator


How to use the tool


�� Open the Excel-based tool:�

�� If there is a prompt asking about macros, click Enable macros to ensure full 
functionality of the tool. Keep clicking X to close Microsoft login messages�

�� If there is a prompt about external link updates, click 

�� Use the View menu to zoom in or out for the correct magnification


Don’t update�
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Click on 

Choose the country of interest (or global) using pop-down menu or typing in the box.


Review whether breastfeeding rates are complete


Country calculator



a. 

b. 

If complete, and you want to use these data, go to Step 4


If not complete, click on Impute missing data

c. If there is no breastfeeding data for the country or you want to enter different 
data, click on Data entry

d. (optional) You can enter your own price per litre of breastmilk in local 
currency.

Minimum three data points are needed for the imputation of missing data. In 
step 3.c., you can also change the number of live births, currency  exchange 
rate, and price of breastmilk.


If you decide not to impute the missing data, the calculation of production 
and value will be limited to available data.

Option 1

1

Click on  and scroll down to see the results for your country 
for different age categories



Production and value

Always save before starting a new calculation
.

4

2

3

Click on 

Select the country


Enter relevant information, including:


Individual calculator




a. 

b. 

c. 

d. 

Enter “Y” for each month the child was still breastfed


Look for the values on the table on the right



Click Reset to enter the information of the other child



(optional) You can enter your own price per litre of breastmilk in local currency.


Option 2


1

2

3

After, click on the tab  for two options:
Main menu2.
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