The Right Formula

for Your Baby’s Bottle

D

ental professionals through
the years have advocated
the benefits of fluoridation of
community water supplies and
the use of fluoridated products
for good oral health. The Massachusetts Dental Society
(MDS) and the American Dental Association (ADA) strongly
support community water fluoridation as the most effective
public health measure for preventing tooth decay. Fluoride
helps prevent tooth decay, and the MDS and ADA both
recommend that patients adopt regular use of topical
fluoride products and drink water that contains fluoride.
However, parents should be aware that infants (ages birth
to 12 months) who are fed reconstituted or powdered
baby formula mixed with water may be exposed to higher
levels of fluoride.
Fluoride is a mineral that occurs naturally in all water
sources, including oceans, lakes, and even underground
springs. Extensive research has shown that optimal levels
of fluoride not only reduce cavities in children and adults,
but also help repair the early stages of tooth decay before
the decay is even visible, according to the ADA. However,
because the enamel of adult teeth is not completely
formed until approximately age 6, children under age 6
are at risk for the development of something called enamel
fluorosis.
Enamel fluorosis is a condition that affects the appearance of teeth. It is not a disease and it is not harmful; it is
strictly cosmetic. Enamel fluorosis occurs only when the
teeth are under the gums and still developing. Once the
teeth are fully developed and erupt into the mouth, they
are no longer susceptible to fluorosis. Most cases of enamel
fluorosis result in barely noticeable, faint white lines or
streaks on tooth enamel. These streaks are not readily visible to the individual or casual observer. According to the
ADA, 94 percent of all enamel fluorosis cases in the United
States are of the mild to very mild type. (It should also be
noted that not all changes in the appearance of enamel
are enamel fluorosis. If you notice streaks or discoloration
on your teeth, you should consult your dentist.)
So while enamel fluorosis is not harmful in any way,
parents should be aware that what they are feeding their
babies could make the infants’ teeth susceptible to enamel
fluorosis. With this in mind, the ADA offers the following
recommendations so that parents, caregivers, and health
care professionals who are concerned about this issue have
some simple and effective ways to reduce fluoride intake
from reconstituted infant formula.
♥ Breast milk is widely acknowledged as the most
complete form of nutrition for infants. The American
Academy of Pediatrics recommends human milk for
all infants (except for the few for whom breastfeeding

is determined to be harmful). Babies who are breastfed do
not appear to exceed the optimal amount of fluoride.
Breast milk is very low in fluoride, and does not appear to
contribute to fluorosis even if the mother uses oral care
products that contain fluoride and drinks fluoridated water.
♥ For infants who get most of their nutrition from formula
during the first 12 months, ready-to-feed formula is
preferred over formula mixed with water containing fluoride
because ready-to-feed formula does not appear to exceed
the optimal amount of fluoride.
♥ Liquid concentrate or powdered formula is okay to use,
as long as it is mixed with water that is fluoride-free or
contains low levels of fluoride. Examples are water that is
labeled purified, demineralized, deionized, distilled, or
reverse-osmosis filtered. Many grocery stores sell these
types of drinking water for less than $1 per gallon. Also,
parents should be aware that some home water treatment
systems may remove fluoride from tap water, so be sure
to check with the manufacturer.
Additionally, parents and caregivers should consult with
their pediatrician, family physician, or dentist on the most
appropriate water available in their area to use with reconstituted infant formula. They should also be sure to ask
whether water used in infant formula should be sterilized
first. (Note that sterilization does not remove fluoride.)
If your baby has been fed formula mixed with water
containing fluoride, it doesn’t necessarily mean that he or
she will develop enamel fluorosis. The occasional use of
water containing optimal levels of fluoride should not
appreciably increase a child’s risk for fluorosis. o

For more information on fluoride and your child’s oral health, contact the Massachusetts Dental Society
at (800) 342-8747 or visit our Web site at www.massdental.org.
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