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JUSTICE IN KENT COUNTYJUSTICE IN KENT COUNTY

"The healthcare system is
corrupt and they don’t  cater

to us as individuals.  You
have to jump through so
many hoops just  to get

questions answered and
that is  a huge downfall . "

- Kent County Expert  Part ic ipant
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24 EXPERT FAMILIES 4 TRANSCRIBERS 17 BIRTHING PEOPLE 6 PARTNERS/
SUPPORT PEOPLE

4 FACILITATORS 2 MENTAL HEALTH 
PROFESSIONALS

4 BREAKOUT ROOMS

FAST FACTS:

7 BIRTH/LACTATION
PROFESSIONALS

STRONG
BEGINNINGS

ABOUT:
Strong Beginnings is  a community-wide effort  to improve maternal ,  paternal  and chi ld health among Afr ican Americans

and Lat inxs ,  promote father engagement,  and advance racial  equity  in  bi r th outcomes.  Strong Beginnings ut i l ized
MIBFN's  Community  Conversat ion model  to lead a conversat ion to center the perspect ive of B lack fami l ies and
profess ionals  in  Kent County ,  Michigan throughout their  bi r th ing and breastfeeding exper ience.  The Community

Conversat ion v i r tual ly  took place on May 6,  2023 and was faci l i tated/transcr ibed by Black community  part ic ipants.
Expert  fami l ies were provided a grat i tude st ipend and catered meal  to nour ish their  fami l ies.

THIS REPORT WAS GENERATED FROM DISCUSSION AT THE MAY 6,  2023 COMMUNITY CONVERSATION IN KENT COUNTY WITH BIRTH AND BREASTFEEDING FAMILIES AND PROFESSIONALS.
LEARN MORE AT MIBREASTFEEDING.ORG/REPORTS.



BARRIERS
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INADEQUATE PRENATAL
LACTATION EDUCATION

AND COUNSELING

i s  being provided to Black
birth ing fami l ies.

STRONG
BEGINNINGS

“Breastfeeding education
was more-so glossed over

for me. They did not go
into detail .  I t  was not
encouraged [as]  very

important.”

“I  struggled with going
back to work and not
having any place to

breastfeed. I  struggled
with my chest hurting for

hours.”

SYSTEMS DO NOT
SUPPORT FAMILIES,
l i ke workplaces,  chi ld

cares,  chi ld protect ive
serv ices,  and many others.

“Folks said Black people
don’t  breastfeed and
asked me why I  was

breastfeeding.”
HISTORICAL TRAUMA,

ONGOING MEDICAL RACISM,
AND BIRTH TRAUMA

are pervasive issues facing
Black bi r th ing fami l ies in

Kent county.

“[Breastfeeding] was f ine
unti l  my baby turned one.
[After that] ,  they told me

that i t  was not normal.
People were sexualizing

breastfeeding because of
her age.”

SOCIETAL NORMS CREATE
SHAME AND GUILT FOR

LACTATING FAMILIES
around natural  choices,  l ike
breastfeeding in publ ic and

extended breastfeeding.
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“I ’ve never encountered
Black person assisting me
in any way,  shape,  or  form
in [the] WIC office that is

hands-on with cl ients.” BARRIERS
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LACK OF TRUSTED
PROVIDERS THAT REFLECT

AND REPRESENT THOSE
THEY SERVE

makes i t  d iff icult  for  B lack
fami l ies to get the support

they need.

STRONG
BEGINNINGS

“If  we have more cultural
and ethnic representation,

it  would hopeful ly  make
things easier.  We shouldn't

have to worry about
advocating and getting

services.”

“The lactation consultant
was really  short  and did

not help me. I  became
discouraged with that…No

one encouraged me to
keep breastfeeding.”

PROVIDERS DO NOT HONOR
FAMILIES THEY SERVE
by not l i s tening,  t rust ing,

or  center ing Black fami l ies
in their  own l ived bi r th

and breastfeeding
exper iences.

“I  was asking questions,
but was not given many

answers.  Procedures were
being done [on] our chi ld
without consent.  I  tr ied to

advocate and was not
heard.“

“CPS was called on me
before I  was

breastfeeding and
pregnant at the t ime. My
milk decreased a lot  due
to how stressed I  was.”

CHILD PROTECTIVE SERVICES
INTERFERES WITH HUMAN

MILK FEEDING

by invest igat ing,
int imidat ing,  and forcibly
separat ing Black fami l ies.

FATHERS ARE EXCLUDED
FROM THE ENTIRE BIRTH AND

BREASTFEEDING PROCESS

In  the health care and
publ ic health systems,

through lack of support
and resources centered

on their  exper iences.
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"Getting support  with human milk
feeding started with Strong

Beginnings.  Before that,  I  had
[some] support ,  but not support
for breastfeeding,  because no

one I  [was] around actually had a
human milk feeding experience."

- Kent County Expert  Part ic ipant
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OPPORTUNITES

OVERALL, BLACK FAMILIES
IN KENT COUNTY WANT TO

HUMAN MILK FEED

IT IS VITAL THAT BLACK
FAMILIES RECEIVE BIRTH

AND LACTATION SUPPORT
FROM TRUSTED FOLKS IN

THE COMMUNITY WHO
REFLECT AND REPRESENT
WHO THEY SERVE (PEER)

PROVIDERS MUST LISTEN
TO, TRUST, AND CENTER

BLACK FOLKS, INCLUDING
FATHERS SUPPORT PEOPLE,

AND THEIR LIVED
EXPERIENCES

REFERRALS AND
COORDINATION WITH
TRUSTED COMMUNITY

ORGANIZATIONS/PROGRAMS
ARE NECESSARY TO ENSURE

BLACK FAMILIES RECEIVE
EXTENDED SUPPORT TO MEET
THEIR HUMAN MILK FEEDING

GOALS

LACTATION SUPPORT
GROUPS FOR BLACK

BIRTHING FOLKS AND
SUPPORT PEOPLE CAN HELP
BUILD RELATIONSHIPS AND
COMMUNITY WITH OTHER

BLACK FAMILIES
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THE DATA SUPPORTS THESE FINDINGS:

72.1%
Fami l ies in  Kent
county in i t iated
breastfeeding

Source:  State of Michigan,
“Michigan Breastfeeding Rate

Report .”  2021.

Yet ,
breastfeeding
duration and

exclusivity rates
drop  due to

systemic barr iers
as stated above.

"Continuous lactation support  for
famil ies has been identif ied as a

strategy to increase breastfeeding
init iation and duration.  Using
these principles,  peer-led and

community-based support  groups
for Black women have been

created and received well  by
women and their  famil ies."

- Py les et  al . ,  2021.

Source:  Py les et  al . ,  “Breastfeeding Sisters  That Are
Receiv ing Support :  Community-Based Peer Support

Program Created for  and by Women of Color .”
Breastfeeding Medicine.  2021.
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https://www.michigan.gov/-/media/Project/Websites/mdhhs/Folder50/Folder7/20211121_Bi_Annual_BF_Report_01022022.pdf?rev=6468e165bb5541a5946cdba6c8110bee
https://www.michigan.gov/-/media/Project/Websites/mdhhs/Folder50/Folder7/20211121_Bi_Annual_BF_Report_01022022.pdf?rev=6468e165bb5541a5946cdba6c8110bee
https://www.michigan.gov/-/media/Project/Websites/mdhhs/Folder50/Folder7/20211121_Bi_Annual_BF_Report_01022022.pdf?rev=6468e165bb5541a5946cdba6c8110bee
https://www.liebertpub.com/doi/full/10.1089/bfm.2020.0313
https://www.liebertpub.com/doi/full/10.1089/bfm.2020.0313
https://www.liebertpub.com/doi/full/10.1089/bfm.2020.0313
https://www.liebertpub.com/doi/full/10.1089/bfm.2020.0313
https://www.liebertpub.com/doi/full/10.1089/bfm.2020.0313
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Baby-Friendly Hospital Initiative Step
10 states, “[to] coordinate discharge

so that parents and their infants have
timely access to ongoing support and

care” to support breastfeeding.

Source:  Baby-Fr iendly USA, The Ten Steps to
Successful  Breastfeeding,  2023.

Cl in ical  providers
should connect
famil ies with
appropriate,

trusted community
support  to ensure
cont inuity  of  care 

According to a CDC study, Black
fathers are more involved in their
children’s l ives compared to other

racial/ethnic groups.

Source:  CDC, “Fathers ’  Involvement With Their  Chi ldren:  United
States,  2006–2010.”  Nat ional  Health Stat ist ics Reports .  2013.

Black fathers are
experts in their

family’s needs and
lived experiences ,
which can help to

inform programming
and pol icy change
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"There is a common misconception that
Black fathers are not engaged with their

children.  In the Strong Beginnings -
Strong Fathers program, we center Black
fathers,  supporting them as they reclaim

the narrative of Black fatherhood. We
know their  involvement is  crucial  in

ensuring the safe birth of  their  babies
and whether they are breastfed."

- Bonita Agee,  BS,  CLC, Strong Beginnings

https://www.babyfriendlyusa.org/for-facilities/practice-guidelines/10-steps-and-international-code/
https://www.babyfriendlyusa.org/for-facilities/practice-guidelines/10-steps-and-international-code/
https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/nhsr/nhsr071.pdf
https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/nhsr/nhsr071.pdf


THIS REPORT WAS GENERATED FROM DISCUSSION AT THE MAY 6,  2023 COMMUNITY CONVERSATION IN KENT COUNTY WITH BIRTH AND BREASTFEEDING FAMILIES AND PROFESSIONALS.
LEARN MORE AT MIBREASTFEEDING.ORG/REPORTS.

COMMUNITYCOMMUNITY
CONVERSATIONCONVERSATION

STRONG
BEGINNINGS

WE ARE READY TO DELIVER.
We are ready to del iver  bui ld ing on the success of  Strong Beginnings with

expanded programming and partnerships of  Corewel l  Health that are led by
and center  the exper iences of B lack fami l ies in  Grand Rapids and the rest  of

Kent county ,  including:

Sustained funding
commensurate with annual

expenditures on other bi r th-
related medical  procedures f rom

Corewel l  Health to invest in
cl inical  support  and peer-to-
peer programs that directly

serve Black birthing and
breastfeeding famil ies  to

improve outcomes

A system of continuous
training,  hir ing,  and equitably

compensating of Black birth
and lactation professionals
f rom and with in Grand Rapids

and the rest  of  Kent county 

Black birthing folx,  fathers,
and support  people being

integral  in leadership  of  any
and al l  efforts  around bir th ing
and human mi lk  feeding from
strategy to implementat ion



"Without the personal connection to
Bonita,  I  probably would have said no to

this invitation.  I  have already shared
my experience in so many different

forums and not much has changed. I t
adds salt  to the wound to have to keep

sharing painful  and exhausting
experiences and,  to what end? There

has to be a measure of accountabil i ty
otherwise it  is  a waste of my t ime."

- Kent County Expert  Part ic ipant
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CHANGE MUST HAPPEN.
Tangible next steps and accountabi l i ty  are necessary to ensure that B lack fami l ies in  Kent county are l i s tened to,
respected,  and centered.  A Wrap-Up Event was v i r tual ly  held on December 6 ,  2023 to share a prel iminary report
with part ic ipants to ensure that the report  accurately  ref lected the meeting and discuss act ionable,  measurable

next steps based on the main themes.  Compensat ion and a meal  gift  card was provided to those who part ic ipated.

WRAP-UP EVENT

26 RETURNING
PARTICIPANTS



RECOMMENDATIONS
FROM EXPERT

FAMILIES

FATHERS
TRAINING
FATHERS

How human mi lk
feeding works

How fathers
can support
mental ly  and

physical ly

How emotional
i t  can be for
the partner

“I  think it  may be a long shot
trying to incorporate this into

the system we l ive in.  I  feel
l ike groups l ike this are the

best ways to get the message
across.  I  believe we need more

platforms l ike this giving
information and support.” CONTINUED

COMMUNITY
CONVERSATIONS

PARENT
FAMILY

ADVISORY
COUNCIL

Focused on
specif ic
maternal

infant health
issues

Models  exist
with in the

community  that
could be

repl icated

“I  wish there was a
centralized place to f ind out

all  of  this information for
Black mothers and fathers so

famil ies can be more
proactive.  We are struggling

to f ind a supportive
physician for our baby.”

REAL TIME
REVIEWS OF

PROVIDERS IN
THE

COMMUNITY

MENTAL
HEALTH

SUPPORT

Avai lable to
ent i re fami ly

Preconception
through

postpartum
and beyond

Providers that
center  human
mi lk  feeding

“It ’s  one thing to be
trained,  i t ’s  another to

implement it .  I  would l ike
to see current providers

to be evaluated by
patients after training.”

EQUITY-
CENTERED

TRAINING AND
EVALUATION

FOR
PROVIDERS

STRONG
BEGINNINGS
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