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Infant and Young Child Feeding (IYCF) Practices 
 

Appropriate Infant and Young Child Feeding (IYCF) practices include breastfeeding through the 
age of two years, the introduction of solid and semisolid foods at age 6 months, and a gradual increase in 
the amount of food given and the frequency of feeding as the child gets older. The average, healthy 
breastfed child should receive solid and semisolid foods 2-3 times per day at age 6-8 months and 3-4 
times per day at age 9-23 months, with an additional snack 1-2 times per day. The minimum frequencies 
for feeding children in developing countries are based on the energy output of complementary foods. The 
energy needs of children are based on age-specific total daily energy requirements, plus 2 SD (to cover 
almost all children), minus the average energy intake from breast milk. Infants with low breast-milk 
intake need to be fed more frequently than those with high breast-milk intake. However, care should be 
taken that feeding frequencies do not exceed recommended input from complementary foods because 
excessive feeding can result in displacement of breast milk (PAHO/WHO, 2003). 

 
Although the World Health Organization recommends that infants be breastfed up to the age of 

two years, some infants are not breastfed at all, or stopped breastfeeding before their second birthday. 
Guidelines have been developed for these children, who may not have been breastfed because their 
mother was HIV-positive, or because their mother had died, or for other reasons (WHO, 2005). It is 
recommended that the nonbreastfed child be given solid and semisolid foods 4-5 times per day at age 6-
23 months, with an additional snack 1-2 times per day. 

 
Appropriate nutrition includes feeding children a variety of foods to ensure that nutrient 

requirements are met. Studies have shown that plant-based complementary foods by themselves are not 
sufficient to meet the needs of some children for certain micronutrients (WHO/UNICEF, 1998). 
Therefore, it is advised that children eat meat, poultry, fish, or eggs daily, or as often as possible. 
Vegetarian diets may not meet children’s nutrient requirements unless supplements or fortified foods are 
also provided. Vitamin A-rich fruits and vegetables should be consumed daily, and the diets of children 
should include an adequate amount of fat. Fat is important in the diets of infants and young children 
because it provides essential fatty acids, facilitates absorption of fat-soluble vitamins (such as vitamin A), 
and enhances dietary energy density and palatability. Tea and coffee are not recommended for children 
because they contain compounds that inhibit iron absorption. Sugary drinks and excessive juice 
consumption should be avoided because other than energy they contribute little to the diet and decrease 
the child’s appetite for more nutritious foods (PAHO/WHO, 2003). 
 
In summary, 
 

 Breastfed children age 6-23 months should receive animal-source foods and vitamin A-rich fruits 
and vegetables daily (PAHO/WHO, 2003). Because first foods almost always include a grain- or 
tuber-based staple, it is unlikely that young children who eat less than three food groups will 



receive both an animal-source food and a vitamin A-rich fruit or vegetable.1 Therefore, three food 
groups are considered the minimum number appropriate for breastfed children (Arimond and Ruel, 
2004). 

 
 Breastfed infants age 6-8 months should receive complementary foods 2-3 times per day, with 1-

2 snacks; breastfed children age 9-23 months should be receive meals 3-4 times per day, with 1-2 
snacks (PAHO/WHO, 2003). Table 13.5 shows the percentage of breastfed children who were fed 
at least the minimum number of times per day for their age (i.e., twice for infants age 6-8 months 
and three times for children age 9-23 months). 

 
 Nonbreastfed children age 6-23 months should receive milk or milk products to ensure that their 

calcium needs are met. In addition, they need animal-source foods and vitamin A-rich fruits and 
vegetables. Four food groups are considered the minimum number appropriate for nonbreastfed 
young children. 

 
 Nonbreastfed children age 12-23 months should be fed meals 4-5 times per day, with 1-2 snacks 

(WHO, 2005). Table 13.5 shows the percentage of nonbreastfed children age 6-23 who were fed at 
least the minimum number of times per day (i.e., four times). 
 
According to the results presented in Table 13.5, 97 percent of (youngest) children age 6-23 

months living with the mother received breast milk or breast milk substitutes during the 24-hour period 
before the survey, 78 percent had an adequately diverse diet—i.e. they had been fed foods from the 
appropriate number of food groups depending on their age and breastfeeding status—and 42 percent of 
the children were fed the minimum standard number of times appropriate for their age. Feeding practices 
for only 38 percent of children age 6-23 months met the minimum standard with respect to all three of 
these feeding practices (see Figure 13.2).   

 
Figure 13.2  Infant and Young Child Feeding (IYCF) Practices,

Egypt 2005
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1 Food groups used in the assessment of appropriate feeding practices included: milk other than breast milk, cheese, 
yogurt; foods made from grains, roots, and tubers; fruits and vegetables rich in vitamin A; other fruits and 
vegetables; eggs; meat, poultry, fish, and shellfish (and organ meats); legumes and nuts; and foods made with oil, 
fat, or butter. 



 Breastfed children were 50 percent more likely to be fed the minimum number of times but a lot 
less likely to receive foods from the minimum number of groups recommended than nonbreastfeeding 
children. Children in the age group of 12-17 years were most likely to comply with the recommended 
practice when looked at various age groups. Variations in feeding practices with the other characteristics 
shown in Table 13.5 are generally minor without any pattern. 
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