Fven the Occasional Bottle of Formula Has Its Risks: The Case of the Virgin gut

by Ann Calandro, RNC, IBCLC

| have been a mother for 26 Years. When my first daughter was born, | knew little about
breqstFeedin9 excePt that | wanted to "tty" to be successful | knew it was best. | Planned

on nursin9 for six weeks to 9ive her a 9ood start.

She was born in Riverview Hospital in New Jersey in 1976. | waited iqutiently to be
allowed to see her every four hours for nursing. She arrived in my room with a little bottle
of 9lucose water on board in her crib. The nurses encoum?ed me to fill her up with sugar
water after each nursing, because my milk was not enough. Between nursings, she received
formula in the nursery, because she was hungrv and the hospitql would only brin9 her out

at certain times. Durin9 visitin9 hours, no babies came out.

Even though | am a nurse, | did not know enough about breastFeedin9 to oty'ect to this

Pmctice. M9 boby became}aundiced (which | know now is Prolonged by 9ivin9 water), and we stayed in the hospital for five lon9
clays. This was after a totauy unmedicated birth. When we went home, | was 9iFtec| with cases of water and formula to feed her
ad lb. Fortunately, my Pediatrician advised me not to 9ive either to her if | wanted to be successful with breastFeeding. good
advice. | let it all expire in my kitchen Pqntry and later threw it away. (Thank Yyou Dr. David Ohmart, wherever You are!)

After she was a few months old, | was ’cq“zin9 to another breastFeecIin9 mother at a La Leche League meeting. She Proudly
stated that her son still had his "virgin 9ut." | asked her what that meant. She said he had never had anything in his stomach
besides breast milk. She said that because of that, he would be healthier and less likely to have o“er‘gies. | was confused and a
little doubtful, but her words stuck with me.

Since my baby had received lots in her stomach besides breast milk, her little 9ut was not vir‘ginal. What did this mean? Had the
hospital nurses inadvertently done some kind of damage to her? Had I? What was 9oin9 on inside my little 9irl? | wasn't sure, but
)'ust in case my friend was r‘i9ht, | made sure that my next three children had "virgin 9uts" until startin9 solid foods around 6

months of age.

In the Beginning

Many babies who are breastfed be9in their lives in hosPitals that routinely supplement with artificial formulas. Sometimes babies
are 9iven artificial milk for medical reasons such as low blood sugars or because their mother is very il. More often, ’they are 9iven
artificial milk for non-medical reasons, because nurses of fer it to keep them quiet, or because mothers are concerned that their
babies are hungry because they are nursin9 s0 often. Some mothers want to sleeP and leave their baby in the nursery all night, 50
they ask the nurses to feed the 5059 formula. Innocent enough reasons — and common. So common, in fact, that very few babies
leave the hospital with their virginal 9uts. But what happens when breast milk is not the only food in that little 9ut? The truth is

very interestin9 and dlso very scary. Turns out, my friend was right.

When babies are born, they have sterile 9astrointestinql tracts. If babies are exclusively breastfed, they develoP a naturdl healthy
9ut flora. (When | speqlz of the 9ut, | mean Babyls insides where the food goes until it hits the diqper.) This means that the



ma)'or flora in breastfed babies has reduced numbers of bad types of bacteria and increased numbers of 9ood bacteria. Formula-

fed babies have increased numbers of bad bacteriq, leavin9 them at more risk for illness.

The Introduction of Formula
Breastfed babies who are fed formula in the first week of life have a delav in the
development of a healthy 9u’( flora. Their 9ut flora is more like formula-fed

infants. This description appears in Lactation: pht}siologt}, Nutrition, and Breast-

Feeding by Morgaret C. Nevile and Marianne R. Neifert: "The effect of
breastFeedin9 on the infants' 9ut flora was abolished by cow's milk

suPPlementation. However, in the same study, infants fed on breast milk with

suPPlementation of humanized cow's milk established a low stool PH and a dominant e .

flora of bifidobacteria (the 9ood StuFF) with a two- to six-week delay. At Present,

it is not known to what extent suPPlementqtion can be Pmc’(iced without destroying the characteristic intestinal flora of the

breast-fed baby.”

Colostrum helps to build a mucosal barrier, which Pr‘otects babies qgainst infection and is qnti*inﬂommatory. Breastmilk is livin9

Protection a9ainst all kinds of germs. Mother Nature sure knew what she was doing.

It takes many weeks for the babyls 9ut to close up the leaks in order to seal off germs and to develop the ability to shut out
auergenic Proteins. If 9iven formula in the early wee|zs, this closin9 up is delaaed and the risk of ullergies and illness increases. The

tyPe of bacteria in the 9ut becomes less Pr‘otective. In other words, quy is more at risk for ilness.

Just one bottle of formula - 9iven for any reason ~ can sensitize babies who may be allergic to cow's milk Protein or soy Protein.
This is especially important to know if You have allergies in your Family. Some studies have indicated that 9ivin9 cow's milk formulas

eorly maa also increase the risk of some children for developin9 insulin dePendent diabetes.

The Real Risks

A breastFeedin9 mother | worked with recently found out that oFFering formula early can cause severe Problems for some babies.
She found this out the hard way. Her baby had earl9 suckin9 Problems and was 9iven formula for a few days in the hospital. This
mom worked hard to establish her breastFeedin9 and soon was successful. Things were 9oin9 very well until she decided to 9o
shoPPing one dqy and leave formula behind for her husband to feed her G-week-old son. She was not concerned because he had

qlreq&y h(]d Formula and shown no CICIVQF‘SQ GFF@CtS.

When her husband fed her son, the quy began hqving severe reactions and was rushed to the hospital. Hospital staff did not
think that the Problems were related to the formula. This little guy was sulﬂ'ected to thousands of dollars in tests — all negative.
He went home exclusively breastFeeding. A few weeks later when his doddy gave him another bottle of formula, he turned blue,
almost stopped breathing and was once again rushed to the hospitql. It was determined at last that he was qllergic to formula. His
auer9ies began with the early formula sensitization in the hosPital nursery. Needless to say, he never 90’( formula again. Formula is

not so innocent for some babies.



Alternatives to Formula

Sometimes the addition of artificial formulas to infant diets is unavoidable for a variety of
reasons. If this is the case, there is very little that can be done to remedy the situation
and save the vir9inat 9ut. Some tiospitots Provi&e banked human milk for babies that must
be 9iven suPPtementot food until mother's milk is available. The ma}'ority of tiosPitots do not.
Recent studies have shown that 9ivin9 tiydrotyzed formula to a t)at)y born in a Famity with

a tiistory of attergies may be the best dlternative if formula must be 9iven.

Hovin9 lxnowteni9e of the importance of what is normal for newborns inside moy tietp some
mothers in maizing a decision about whether or not to suPPtement their babies for
convenience in the earty weeks. Very few mothers know how tototty different babies are

on the inside when artificial food is added to their diets. Some mothers add the formula in
the t'ioPes that their babies will steeP tonger at nigtit. Knowin9 that onty one bottle a day

can tototty ctionge the Protective environment of their t:obyls 9ostrointestinat tract may 9ive them pause to reconsider before

institutin9 this Pmctice.

The case for the vir9in 9ut is a valid one. There is much research to suPPort ovoidin9 suPPtementation if at dll Possit)te. A tiuge

increase in diarrheal diseases occurs in babies who do not have oPtimot “intestinal fortitude," which is onty Possibte with 9uts that

have never been exposed to infant formula. To preserve your t)oby's vir9in 9ut, be Proactive:

Your t)atJyls chart.

et Your Pediotricion hknow that You do not want the t)ot)9 to have any formula. Ask him or her to write it as an order in

If the bat)y has a medical need for more milk, express some colostrum to feed to the toat)y with a cup or spoon.
Place a small card in Your t)obyls crib notitying staff that You do not want your bat)y to have any formula, and if there is

a medical need, staff must 9et written Permission from You before it is 9iven, so that alternatives can be ethored.

If Bat)y has lost his virginat 9ut don't despair. Exclusive t)reastteedin9 for many weeks will tiopetutty restore the 9ut to a normal

tieatttiy state.
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