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What is water intoxication? 
Water intoxication is a potentially fatal disturbance in brain functions that results when 
the normal balance of electrolytes in the body is pushed outside of safe limits by over-
consumption of water.  Children under 1 year of age are at greatest risk for water 
intoxication because of their small body mass.   
 

Causes of water intoxication in infants 
Over diluting formula – Increasing the water-to-formula ratio will yield a lower-calorie 
formula, which will not meet the infant’s calorie requirements.  Over-diluted infant 
formula may contribute to growth problems, nutrient deficiencies and water intoxication.   

Supplemental water – Under normal circumstances, the water requirements for infants 
who are fed adequate amounts of breast milk or properly reconstituted infant formula are 
met by breast milk or infant formula alone.  Supplemental water is not necessary and may 
have severe consequences if given in excess. 
 

Proper dilution of infant formula 
Caregivers should be instructed to prepare formula according to manufacturer 
instructions. In general, powdered infant formula is prepared by mixing one unpacked 
level scoop of dry powder to 2 ounces of water.  Concentrated formula is prepared by 
adding equal parts of water to concentrated liquid.  Water should not be added to ready to 
feed formula.  These preparations will yield approximately 20 calories per ounce. 
 

Risks of formula feeding 
 

WIC promotes breastfeeding as the optimal source of nutrition for infants.  Improperly 
reconstituting infant formula and the resulting health costs are risks of formula feeding. 
Promote breastfeeding by emphasizing that breast milk is in a ready to feed form. 
 
USDA guidance 
 

For infants receiving infant formula, WIC’s role is to assure the caregiver understands 
how to prepare infant formula correctly and the risk of feeding improperly diluted 
formula to an infant.  Education to participants on formula usage should include 
discussion of mixing instructions (either as indicated by manufacture labeling directions 
or as directed by the participant’s medical care provider), to ensure safe consumption by 
infants. 
 
Content Source: 
http://www2.tbo.com/content/2008/dec/02/na-diluted-formula-nearly-kills-baby/news-metro/ 
USDA memo from Patricia Daniels to State WIC directors, dated 12/5/08 
Infant Nutrition and Feeding: A Guide for Use in the WIC and Commodity Supplemental Food Programs.  
Chapter 1, p. 25-27 and Chapter 4, p. 94-95. 
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