
  

 

 
 

Commonly asked questions about infant formula 
 

It is common for caregivers to feel guilt, shame, or concern about infant feeding choices. 

Especially when they use infant formula. However, there are many reasons families need to or 

choose to feed infant formula instead of human milk. Infant formula has a place in supporting 

healthy development for babies. From birth to 12 months of age, iron-fortified infant formula is 

the recommended alternative for human milk. Let’s touch on some frequent questions and 

concerns about infant formula. 

 

What types of infant formula are available? 

There are four main categories of infant formula on the market. 

• Cow’s milk-based formula 

• Soy formula 

• Specialized formula 

• Partially hydrolyzed formulas, typically labeled “gentle” or “sensitive” 

 

No matter the base of a formula – cow’s milk or soy – it is processed to add, remove, and replace 

nutrients to resemble human milk more closely. Processing also makes sure formula is safe and 

easier for infants to digest. 

 

Is one type of formula better than another? 

The American Academy of Pediatrics recommends cow’s milk-based formulas for most infants. 

However, there are instances when infants benefit from other types of formula. Infants born 

prematurely or who have rare, genetic health conditions need special formulas. Children allergic 

to cow’s milk or soy proteins need hypoallergenic or elemental formulas. Health-care providers 

will help you find the right formula. Gentle or sensitive formulas are often marketed to parents 

for colic and gut issues but are not clinically supported. 

 

Is one type of formula safer than another? 

The U.S. Food and Drug Administration ensures all infant formulas sold legally in the United 

States meet strict safety and nutrition standards. Concerns have been raised about nutrients like 

isoflavones and phytates in soy formula. There is concern these nutrients may affect immune 

systems, sexual development, behavior, or limit absorption of other nutrients. Other concerns 

have been raised about cow’s milk-based formula and type 1 diabetes. But research studies have 

not found any of these effects. 

 

Are “organic” or “natural” infant formulas from other countries better? The American 

Academy of Pediatrics urges caution in buying formula not approved for sale in the U.S. because 



  

 

the safety of these products cannot be assured. There is no evidence formula from other countries 

is safer or better than infant formula sold in the United States. 

 

Currently, there do not appear to be stark differences in infants’ growth or health outcomes for 

the different kinds of infant formula. Keep in mind that the nutrition composition of formula is 

one of many important factors influencing growth, development, and health. Other important 

factors include how formula is prepared and fed to children. Are cereal or other non-formula 

items in a bottle? Is feeding on a schedule or on demand? Is an infant pressured to finish a 

bottle? Is an infant put to bed with a bottle? Ongoing research will continue to provide more 

information about the effects of different types of formula on children’s health. If you hear or 

read information about formula that worries you, speak with a health-care provider. 
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