
What’s in infant formula?
Usually, formula is based on processed, 
skimmed cow’s milk. Added ingredients 
include vitamins, fatty acids, prebiotics 
(carbohydrates that can stimulate the 
growth of ‘good’ bacteria in the digestive 
system). There’s a contents list on all packs.

What about the different types of 
infant formula?
Most brands in the UK come in ‘whey 
dominant’ and ‘casein dominant’ 
formulations. These refer to the proteins in 
the formula. You can’t tell from the brand 
name which is which, so read the pack.

While both can be used from birth, ‘whey 
dominant’ is usually recommended as 
more suitable, because whey proteins 
are easier on the baby’s digestion. ‘Casein 
dominant’ is labelled for ‘hungrier’ babies, 
because the ‘tougher’ proteins may lead 
to longer gaps between feeds; in practice, 
‘hungrier’ formula may make no difference.

Which is the best brand of infant 
formula?
There’s no independent comparison 
of the quality of different formulas. All 
formulas have to meet legal requirements 
to support adequate growth and nutrition. 
However for a healthy baby, it doesn’t 
matter which brand you choose. It can be 
confusing when you see how some brands 
say they support your baby’s immune 
system, others claim to be gentle on his 
digestion and others say they are close 
to breastmilk (they are not the same  
as breastmilk). 

Can I change the formula my 
baby has?
Traditionally, parents were advised to 
stick to one brand, but there’s no good 
evidence that changing does any harm. 
You can try different formulas to see which 
your baby seems to prefer, but stick to the 
mainstream types. A few babies may do 
better with a special formula instead, but 
this needs medical advice.

What are the rules about safe 
preparation?
Powdered formula, the sort most formula 
fed babies have, is not sterile, and babies 
need protection against infection 
caused by contamination. In particular, 
the bacteria Enterobacter sakazakii and 
Salmonella can both cause rare but very 
serious illness. Safer preparation of formula 
can reduce the risk. Follow the guidance on 
the side-panels of this sheet.

This is new guidance from the Department 
of Health, and may differ from what you 
have been told before, because more 
recent research has revealed these risks.

You can use the more expensive ready-to-
feed milk instead, which avoids the need 
to make up the powder, but you’ll need to 
make sure bottles and teats are sterilised 
whatever you use.

What sort of bottles and teats 
should I use?
Whichever you and your baby prefer. Your 
midwife or health visitor can help you 
choose. Replace bottles and teats when 
they look worn, because it’s not possible to 
sterilise them effectively otherwise.

What’s the best way to offer a 
bottle?
Babies need to be held securely when 
being bottle-fed - this helps you build a 
relationship, and it’s good for your baby 
to enjoy comfort and closeness when 
feeding. Angle the bottle so the teat end is 
filled with formula.

‘Force-feeding’ is unhelpful - your baby 
needs to set the pace, and babies are 
different in the amounts they take, and 
how often they feed.

Does formula make a difference 
to my baby’s health?
Research shows that formula feeding 
increases the risks of infections and 
other illnesses, but it’s not possible to 
say what will happen in an indivdual baby.  
Breastfeeding doesn’t mean your baby will 
never be ill but the research shows health

Using infant formula:
your questions answered

Firstly, clean and sterilise bottles 
and teats, and leave to drip-dry.

Boil enough tap water and leave to 
cool to no less than 70oC - no more 
than 15 mins for half a litre. This is 
important in order to kill germs 
that may be present in the powder. 
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Clean your working surface and 
wash your hands with soap 
and water.
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If you’re considering using infant formula for your baby, talk to your midwife or health visitor 
about it first. You’ll need advice and information about safe preparation, different brands and 
formulations, and the impact using formula might have on your baby’s health and on your 
choice to breastfeed.
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outcomes are likely to be better. Some of 
these benefits remain even if your baby is 
not fully breastfed. 

If I use formula, how can I 
continue to breastfeed?
Generally speaking, milk supply is driven by 
frequent, effective breastfeeding. Giving 
your baby formula can have an impact 
on this, because it may mean your baby 
comes to the breast less often. Result? You 
make less milk because the production 
isn’t stimulated.

So the first thing is to check whether 
formula is the only option for you. If your 
baby needs more milk than he’s able to 
get direct at the breast, you may be able to 
express your own milk, or use donated milk.

If you do use formula, then you can 
minimise the impact on your supply by 
expressing your breastmilk (to make your 
body ‘think’ the baby is taking the milk), 
and by keeping the total formula amount 
as small as you can. Usually, you’d offer it 
after a breastfeed. You can normally return 
to full breastfeeding when everything is ok.

These are very general guidelines, 
though. A few mothers and babies hit a 
breastfeeding crisis; for instance, more 
formula is needed to prevent or deal 
with dehydration, and/or to ensure the 
energy to feed effectively on the breast.  
With support, you can still return to full 
breastfeeding. For help with breastfeeding 
difficulties, call 0300 330 0771. 

 
What about negative feelings?
Breastfeeding can be a real challenge. 
There are times when some mothers and 
babies need the option of formula. If you’re 
feeling low about feeding for whatever 
reason, share this with someone who  
can help you feel more positive. You can  
call the NCT breastfeeding line on   
0300 330 0771.

Remember, you can put your baby to your 
breast whenever you want, even if you 
decide breastfeeding isn’t for you, and 
whether or not your baby takes milk in that 
way; you can give your baby the closeness 
of skin to skin contact, and give the bottle 
like that, too. 

Tips:
• Don’t try to use the water as soon 

as it has boiled as you may burn 
yourself, and some powdered 
formulas go lumpy if made with 
boiling water.

• Add the right amount: if you use 
too much your baby could become 
constipated or dehydrated; if you 
use too little, your baby may not 
put on enough weight. The amount 
will depend on your baby’s needs. 
The pack’s guidance is for babies 
taking a full formula feed. If you are 
supplementing breastmilk, it may 
be less than stated on the pack. Ask 
your midwife or health visitor. The 
important thing is to add the correct 
amount of powder to the correct 
amount of water.

• Throw away any unused feed within 
two hours. Never re-heat or re-use it.

• Store the scoop in the clip inside the 
lid of the milk container. Take care 
not to get the scoop wet.

• The safest way to make up feeds is 
one at a time. If you need to make 
it in advance, put some water that 
has cooled down to 70o in a vacuum 
flask. Measure out the powder and 
put it in a cleaned, sterilised and dry 
plastic container. When you have 
made up the feed, run it under a 
cold tap to make it the right drinking 
temperature just before you feed it 
to your baby.

Giving formula milk means you make less 
breastmilk. It costs more than breastfeeding, 
though you should get vouchers to help with 
the costs of feeding your baby if you are on 
Income Support (see www.healthystart.nhs.
uk for more info). It can be hard to change 
from formula feeding to breastfeeding so 
it’s easier to start by breastfeeding if you are 
not sure. Whether you are using formula or 
breastfeeding, it’s a good idea to look after 
yourself by eating well and drinking enough. 

Formula fed babies can be offered drinks 
of cooled, boiled water, especially in hot 

weather. Breastfed babies do not need drinks 
of water until after they have started on solid 
foods. 

Whether formula fed or breastfed, the  
recommended age for starting solid foods 
is at 6 months, and you should be guided by 
your baby. You can carry on breastfeeding 
for as long as you and your baby want to. 
Formula-fed babies should continue on this 
for the first year, as cow’s milk does not 
supply the right balance of minerals and 
vitamins for babies as a main drink. 

Pour the correct amount of boiled 
water into the sterilised bottle.

Using the scoop provided, add the 
correct amount of powder, levelling 
with the spatula provided. Count 
out loud when you are adding the 
scoops (so as not to miscount), or 
count on your fingers (so that you 
can be sure how much you have 
added if you get distracted). 

Mix by gently shaking the bottle 
side-to-side to prevent scalds with 
hot milk.

Cool to the right temperature by 
holding the bottle under cold 
running water. It should feel 
lukewarm on the inside of 
your wrist.

NCT is a charity and we would be grateful if you would make a donation towards the 
cost of providing this information. Alternatively, you can become a member and further 
support our work. If you pay by Direct Debit, your first year’s membership costs £36 and 
subsequent years £26. To join over the phone and pay by credit or debit card or request 
a Direct Debit form, please call our Membership Hotline on 0844 243 7000. You can also 
join online at www.nct.org.uk/join.

Or please post your donation cheque to:
NCT, Alexandra House, Oldham Terrace, Acton, London W3 6NH
NCT Shop: 0845 8100 100 Email: contactus@nctshop.co.uk 
Website: www.nctshop.co.uk
Breastfeeding Line: 0300 330 0771 Postnatal Line: 0300 330 0773 
Website: www.nct.org.uk
(Registered Charity Number: 801395) 
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