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1.	�Breastmilk should be promoted as the optimal feeding method. This guide can assist with prescribing formulas when breastfeeding is not desired, if supplemental formula is introduced, 
or if breastfeeding is medically counterindicated. Breastfeeding should be considered and encouraged when common conditions arise with guidance from a physician.

2.	�Gastroesophageal reflux (ICD-10 K21.0, K21.9) is common in the infant. Concern arises when the reflux causes weight loss, failure to thrive, feeding difficulties, or if it is associated with 
intermittent tortocollis, respiratory illnesses/symptoms. A rice starch formula can be used though the effectiveness is limited if a gastric acid blocker is being used. Alternatively, infant 
cereal can be added to the current formula (adding 5 calories per teaspoon of infant cereal). If these products are not effective, a hydrolyzed product can be used.

3.	�Infantile colic is distinguished by inconsolable irritability for a period of approximately 2-4 hours per day between 3 weeks and 4 months of age. When irritability is more prolonged or 
occurs outside those time parameters, other conditions including allergies, Gastroesophageal reflux, or infection should be considered. Irritability is so non-specific, it can represent reflux, 
allergy, intestinal “spasm” or a non GI cause. Lactose reduced formulas have only been helpful in exceedingly rare situations, since lactose intolerance is either genetic (usually starting in 
children after 5 years of age and rarely in infancy) or secondary and transient beginning as a result of damage to the intestinal villi (in which case the cause should be identified). It often 
is useful to consider a trial of soy formula for possible milk protein allergy (also alleviating lactose intolerance). Should that trial fail, reevaluation and progression along the algorithm are 
warranted.

4.	�Formula-induced allergies may present with a rash (atopic dermatitis/eczema), vomiting, wheezing, and/or cough. They should be diagnosed carefully so that infants are not excluded 
from some formulas unnecessarily. Cow’s milk allergy (ICD-10 Z91.011, K52.5) is the predominant cause. Studies demonstrate that 10-14% of infants with cow’s milk allergy also have 
reactions to soy. Those who have non-IgE reactions to milk may have a 40% cross reactivity to soy. Thus, the majority of infants are likely to tolerate soy and this allows most infants to 
use soy formulas safely and with less expense than immediately employing an extensively hydrolyzed casein formula. When a strong family history of allergy exists (evidence of atopy 
marked by asthma, eczema, allergic rhinitis or food allergy in a first degree relative), elimination of cow’s milk and soy products with the use of an extensively hydrolyzed formula may 
lessen the development of atopic dermatitis and childhood food allergies. As a result, the physician has the option of using a soy formula. Alternatively, an extensively hydrolyzed casein 
formula can be employed initially or after a soy trial. This remains an area of controversy and as a result either option is warranted.

5.	�Rectal bleeding (ICD-10 K62.5) in an infant, when infection is not the cause, can be the result of infant formula/food or a food in the mother’s diet (usually milk or dairy products). If the 
mother is supplementing, consider eliminating intact milk based on proteins from the mother’s diet. Prompt evaluation, possibly including endoscopy, is usually needed to differentiate 
the cause, since the benign condition of lymphoid hyperplasia needs to be distinguished from Food Protein-Induced Enterocolitis (FPIES), which can result in severe vomiting, diarrhea, 
dehydration and potentially in life-threatening shock. The greater cross-reactivity to soy (30-64%) necessitates prompt transition to an extensively hydrolyzed casein formula.

6.	�Malabsorption (ICD-10 K90.4) results in partially digested fat in the stool and often in distention, weight loss, a lack of weight gain and/or failure to thrive. The underlying cause should be 
identified so it can be treated effectively and resolved when possible. Changing the formula is often only a temporary measure, but until evaluation can occur, an extensively hydrolyzed 
casein formula with medium chain triglycerides (MCT) would be indicated. The presence of failure to thrive may implicate other factors or conditions to consider - these children should 
be promptly referred for evaluation if they do not respond to a formula change within days, at which point, an amino acid formula may be indicated.

7.	�Decreased weight gain may result from numerous causes, and is often associated with inadequate caloric intake or loss (vomiting or diarrhea). Diarrhea, malabsorption or vomiting require 
thoughtful evaluation and may require a temporary or enduring formula change. When these symptoms are not present and inadequate intake is the predominant symptom, formula 
change is generally not effective. Carefully guided concentration of the formula is recommended.

8.	�Soy protein-based formulas are not recommended for preterm infants. American Academy of Pediatrics, Committee on Nutrition. Use of Soy-Protein-Based Formulas in Infant Feeding. 
Pediatrics. 2008. Vol 121/Issue 5.

Note - �It is usually not necessary to change formulas because of less frequent or difficult bowel movements. High sugar syrup, and prune juice can loosen stools but in doing so, they often 
cause considerable gas and discomfort. Extra water (2-4 oz.) during the day, glycerin suppositories and/or a small amount of a laxative, such as dioctyl sodium succinate, may be 
useful as the first option for constipated infants.

The Formula Algorithm for Infants on Georgia WIC and Resource Guide, Revised 2017, 
was developed by Stanley Cohen, MD, FAAP, and Kylia Crane, RDN, LD of the Georgia 
Chapter of the American Academy of Pediatrics for the Georgia Special Supplemental 
Nutrition Program for Women, Infants and Children (WIC). This algorithm and resource guide 
may be reproduced with written permission from the Georgia Special Supplemental Nutrition 
Program for Women, Infants and Children (WIC) and with acknowledgement of authorship.
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