
             The Fussy Breastfed Baby 

 

 
This list reveals common causes of fussiness in breastfed babies. Below the list are summaries of these causes 
of fussiness. There are other handouts that describe more detail about numbers 4 through 7.  

1. Colic 
2. Hunger 
3. Maternal medication, smoking, caffeine 
4. Gastro-Esophageal Reflux Disease (GERD) 
5. An abundant maternal milk supply with excess foremilk intake and lactose overload 
6. An overactive milk let-down reflex with rapid milk flow 
7. Food intolerance in the infant   
 
 
 

These causes of fussiness often over-lap, and one issue can impact another. Hopefully the information in this 
document will help you notice symptoms to report to the doctor. There is no quick diagnostic test for 
fussiness, so experience, judgement, trial and error will help us determine narrow down diagnosis. 
Management of the problem(s) will hopefully resolve the issue, or at least improve the fussiness, until your 
baby outgrows it. It’s a good idea to make only one change at a time, in order to avoid confusion about which 
management strategy is making the difference.  
 
 
 

1. Colic refers to a fussy and inconsolable baby who is otherwise healthy and gaining weight well. Colicky   
  babies are thought to have trouble “changing states” from fussiness to calm. Crying spells typically occur in  
  the evening starting at 2-3 weeks of age, and finally stop at about 3 months old. Repetitive motions,  
  vibration and white noise may help them calm temporarily, and swaddling may help younger babies sleep.  
  Sometimes “colicky” babies will improve if another cause of fussiness can be identified and managed. 

  
 
 

2. Hunger is a common cause of chronic fussiness. All fussy babies need a weight check. If they’re not   
  gaining, they’re probably fussy because they’re hungry.  
 
 

  Lack of weight gain in a breastfed baby is due to low milk supply or because the baby doesn’t remove  
  enough milk from the breast. Sometimes it’s both. You can’t easily measure the milk while breastfeeding,   
  so a lactation consult is needed to sort things out, and ideally get the breastfeeding regimen back on track.  
   
 

  Lack of weight gain in a bottle-fed baby is likely due to a misunderstanding of how much milk the baby  
  should drink, and/or the bottle nipple flows too slowly.  A baby born a few weeks early, or a baby with an   
  underlying health problem, may get tired before they get enough to eat, if they have to suck too hard for   
  too long. A baby should be able to take 1 ounce of milk in less than 10 minutes. “Paced bottle feedings”   
  done correctly allow the baby to self-regulate the milk flow, and protects the baby’s ability to breastfeed.   
  Be sure to mix formula correctly.  
 
 
 

3. Maternal medication, drugs, nicotine, caffeine, or alcohol 
These substances might pass through breastmilk to your baby and cause fussiness. Or, perhaps a 
medication you took while pregnant passed through the placenta to your baby. Since the placenta is gone 
now, your baby may react with fussiness as the substance works out of your baby’s system. Most 
medications are OK to take while pregnant and breastfeeding. Just ask! 
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The Fussy Breastfed Baby……continued 
 

The following issues are discussed in more detail in separate handouts. A summary of each 
issue will help you consider these things is addition to your consideration of the first 3 issues 
discussed above.  
 

4. Gastro-Esophageal Reflux Disease (GERD)  
 Reflux is referred to “reflux disease” when the spit up causes a problem, like heartburn pain and chronic  
 fussiness. Most spitty babies, though, are “happy spitters” without heartburn. It’s quite rare for spitty  
 babies to have trouble gaining weight, aspirate or refuse feedings. Further details and management of   
 reflux is discussed elsewhere.             

 

5. An abundant maternal milk supply with excess foremilk intake and lactose overload. 
Lactose overload happens when a baby drinks too much sugary foremilk and too little high fat hindmilk. 
The excess lactose sugar in the baby’s tummy dumps into the intestine and overwhelms the lactase   
enzyme that’s waiting there to digest it. Symptoms of “relative lactose intolerance” evolve, such as   
bloating, gassiness, explosive water stools with mucous, belching, and spit ups, all of which cause fussiness.   
The low-calorie foremilk leaves the baby feeling hungry, like he was eating lettuce all days, which further  
contributes to fussiness. More hindmilk would fill him up more. Further details and management of   
abundant milk supply is discussed elsewhere. 
 

6. An overactive milk let-down reflex with rapid milk flow 
  Milk sometimes flows from the breasts faster than a baby can swallow! The baby must rapidly gulp, and  
  thus coughs, chokes and swallows air. The air bubbles in the baby’s tummy can make spit ups worse, which   
  can cause heartburn and fussiness. Further details and management of an overactive let down is discussed   
  elsewhere. 

 

7. Food intolerance 
Your baby may be intolerant of a food that you eat a lot of, most commonly cow’s milk protein, soy protein, 
eggs, wheat, corn, beef, rice and nuts. The food’s protein molecule gets through your breastmilk and then 
irritates your baby’s gut, causing constant fussiness. Your baby may grunt as if he’s constipated or gassy. He 
may fuss with hunger, but then also fuss during and after feedings. Stools might be mucousy with blood, 
but are often normal yellow seedy. After considering all the other causes of fussiness, you may end up 
doing a food elimination trial to figure things out, which can be difficult. Further details and management of 
food intolerance is discussed elsewhere.    

 
 

 
 

Accept help during this crying and trying time. 
Stay in contact with your baby’s doctor  

to monitor proper growth and development,  
and to identify new issues which may come up. 
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