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Dedication

This book is dedicated to the memory of my dad, Clifford Dale James, Jr. He always instilled in me the need to question “Why.” After all these years, I’m still asking “Why?” and through this book, I’m answering somebody else’s “Why” questions as well.





Disclaimer

Although this book is written by a medical professional, it is not in any way meant to replace your child’s actual doctor. Information in this book is meant to educate, entertain, and ease some worry, but is in no way meant to diagnose any medical condition or prescribe treatment. We do not assume any liability for medical decisions that you make on your own without the aid of a medical professional who actually cares for your child.
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Introduction

Welcome to The Big Book of “Why” for Parents!

This book is intended to answer the questions that as a pediatrician I hear the most often that start with “WHY.”

You will notice that I have tried to divide up the book into some time spans within a baby’s first couple of years so you can jump around and reference the questions (and answers!) most easily. Nevertheless, it’s true that not everyone asks a particular question at the same point in time and also the fact that every baby is different and hits certain milestones at different times so they can prove authors like me wrong.

This book is by no means all-inclusive to all the “WHY’s” you could possibly come up with; it just covers the most common.

You will notice some glaring deficiencies! We don’t really cover how to diagnose anything or how to treat things. The reason is that this book cannot replace your baby’s pediatrician. If your baby is blue, having problems breathing, not growing, having a high fever … you need to call your doctor. Don’t be consulting this book or browsing the Internet to try and be the doctor. Your baby is too precious for you to wait the required 11 years to be well trained in pediatrics in order for you to trust your diagnosis skills. If you can’t trust your pediatrician to help you when you are worried about your baby, then it is time to find a new pediatrician.

This book is meant to be an easy read. I have tried to make it informative, make you feel better about some of the unknowns, and even make you smile from time to time. Enjoy your time being a parent! It goes by extremely slowly in the beginning, but seems to disappear in the blink of an eye. Try to consciously slow time down and live in the now.

Enjoy each one of the WHY’s that your child’s life has to offer.





PART 1

BEFORE THE BABY IS BORN

“A baby is something you carry inside you for nine months, in your arms for three years, and in your heart until the day you die.”

—Mary Mason
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Why do I need to choose a doctor before my baby is born?

Seems like a weird idea, right? I have to choose a doctor for a baby that I haven’t even met yet? The answer is an absolute yes for all kinds of reasons.

Let’s just come out and say it—not all doctors are created equal. There are good doctors, great doctors, average doctors, and even bad doctors. You will want to find out who the good ones are before you ever have your baby.

But how do you find the good doctors? This gets a little tougher.

First, I would recommend going online and looking at how they are rated on different websites that grade physicians. Make sure that you read the reviews strategically. You generally are looking for the great ones and the terrible ones. Some of the terrible ones could be legitimate cause to pass on a practice. The glowing 5-star reviews deserve a little scrutiny too. If 10 different “patients” all gave a glowing review in a short time period, used similar language, and no other reviews seem to correlate … well … just look closely, okay? The Internet is a weird place. Be careful out there.
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Let me give you a personal example. I have a one-star review from someone I haven’t even met. She is an activist from California who was attacking me because my first book didn’t come out against circumcision. She was going on and on about how inhumane I was and a terrible doctor. I have never done a circumcision. I have never even seen one done. I told her off and she gave me a one-star review. The website refuses to remove it so I am stuck with a review from someone who has never even met me. So, if you see a doctor who has a bunch of glowing reviews and a couple of bad ones, they are likely a good choice. Don’t throw them out just because of upset, crazy people. Like I said—Internet. Weird, very weird.

Second, ask your friends and neighbors. There is a good chance that the people you hang out with will share some of your same values and beliefs. They will also know your personality and how you will fit in to certain offices and with different physicians. I will tell you that most people you talk with will have limited experience in this realm. If they like their doctor, they may have only seen one doctor. It is hard to compare who is best when you have only seen one or two.

The last way I would explore options is to ask your OB/Gyn or the hospital where you are delivering. This may provide the most accurate overall assessment. They tend to know the different doctors better and all the options out there. They don’t have anything personal in the selection and can likely give the best advice on a physician’s reputation in the community.

Once you have gone through the investigation phase, now it is time to start narrowing down the list. I recommend you narrow down the list to two or three practices that you have some recommendations for so it doesn’t seem overwhelming.

There are a few practical things that you should look into about each of the offices that you have on your list. First, do they take your insurance? This can be found out on your insurance’s website, from your insurance agent, or just by calling each of the practices and asking.

Second, are their hours of operation going to work around your hours? Doctors will vary their hours to fit their lives or to offer something different to their patients. I have seen offices that are open on bankers’ hours, I have seen offices with really long hours, and I have seen offices that are only open in the afternoon and evening. Make sure the hours they are open work for you and your schedule. Think ahead to going back to work and to when your child is in school. Find out about weekend and holiday hours as well. They might be a fantastic doctor, but if your life conflicts with their schedule in a way that makes it difficult for you to see them, that’s a deal breaker.

The last pragmatic question is a biggie—are they taking new patients? It would be terrible if you got your heart set on a specific practice only to find out they won’t even take your new baby.

Now comes the fun part. Go see the office and meet the doctor. This visit is important for all kinds of reasons. One—this gives you a chance to interact with the front office as you make the appointment and then come into the office. Are they nice, do they answer the phone, are they helpful, do they smile? Check out the office. Is it clean? Is there some way to entertain a little one while you are waiting for the doctor? Do you like the way it looks? Now go talk to the doctor. Do they seem nice? Do they answer your questions? Do they seem in a hurry? Do they fit your personality?

When I have expectant parents come and talk to me, I always try to tell them the same thing: The most important part of finding a pediatrician is, do you feel comfortable talking to them? Most of the time we pediatricians find out what is wrong with your baby by the story. We listen closely when you are asking us “what is wrong with my baby?” Most of the time you are telling us what is wrong at the same time you are asking the question. We are examining your baby to make sure that what we learned from the story is correct, but most of the time the key is in the story. If you don’t feel comfortable talking to us, then you won’t give us the whole story and your child’s care will suffer. Just like regular people, doctors come with all kinds of personalities. Some personalities will get along with you better than others. Make sure your pediatrician fits in with you and your family.

Once you have narrowed down your search to your chosen pediatrician and pediatric office, then it is time to get ready for introducing the baby. Make sure you know what you will need as far as paperwork before that first visit. Ask when you will need to see them first. Some pediatricians will see you in the hospital, and some will see you when the baby is 3 to 5 days old. It is just nice to know what to expect in the chaos that is soon going to happen.

This is a very important decision for you and your family. Your pediatrician will be invaluable in guiding you down the path of raising a happy, healthy child. Take some time and set yourself up for success with the right practice and the right doctor.


TAKE-HOME POINTS:

1. Find out the pediatrician’s reputation online, with your friends, and with the medical professionals.

2. Find out if the practice takes your insurance and if the days and hours of operation work with your schedule.

3. Go visit the practice so you can make the most informed decision about your baby’s caregiver.

4. Ask them questions that are important to you as a family; don’t just depend on the questions that you can find on the Internet.







Why is breast milk best?

This is a bit of a loaded question. Breast milk is best because it was what babies were meant to eat. Science is great and all, but mom’s natural milk cannot be topped by a lab. Mother Nature made it just for babies, and it is wonderful stuff. Even scientists who are always trying to convince us they can do it better have had to agree that study after study has proven that breast milk beats all the man-made formulas we have come up with over the years.

That said, formula does still have a place. I have been a pediatrician long enough to know that formula has absolutely saved some babies’ lives. Formula is incredibly useful and very healthy for babies. Yet if we are comparing head to head between breast milk and formula, breast milk wins every time.

But why?

Let’s start off with bonding. There is something special for a mom to be able to make milk that contains everything that her baby needs to grow and thrive. When everything works the way it is supposed to, breastfeeding your baby is very empowering. It’s a girl power, superhero kind of thing. When you are a breastfeeding mom you are the one who can fix it, you can conquer the evil of hunger single-handedly. Being the sole source of food can offer a great bonding experience all on its own. Now add in the warmth, the snuggling, and the closeness that the two of you will share multiple times a day. Trust me, at some point Dad is going to get jealous of the special bond you have with your breastfeeding baby. It will not be happening at the 2 a.m. feeding, but it will happen.

Next, let’s talk about taste and temperature. Evidently, baby taste buds were made to love the taste of breast milk. Trying to get a breastfed baby to take anything else can sometimes be quite the chore. It has the perfect amount of everything and tastes like exactly what they want. Plus, when it is coming straight from mom, it’s at the perfect temperature. You can’t duplicate that with a bottle, no matter how hard you try. If a baby takes a break in feeding, when they come back the breast milk is still the perfect temperature. It is always fresh too.

Okay, so we have covered bonding, taste, temperature, and freshness. What happens next, after they have consumed the milk? Yep. Breast milk wins again. I don’t think there is a pediatrician on the planet who will argue formula is easier to digest. Babies eating breast milk have less problems with gas or bellyaches and are very rarely constipated. It’s kind of like they were made to eat the stuff. An extra little bonus is that breastfed babies have better smelling poop. Don’t get me wrong—it still smells like poop, just not as stinky.

The benefits don’t stop there. As long as you don’t calculate the time it takes to breastfeed (which, to be honest, the time commitment is going to be great no matter what type of milk you feed your baby), breast milk is free. Mom is going to be hungrier than normal for sure, so I guess there’s a small cost there. When you compare Mom eating bigger portions to the cost of bottles, formula, bottle liners, dish soap to clean everything, gas for the car to buy all this stuff … well, you get the idea. Plus, you don’t have to run to the store at 3 a.m. with a screaming, hungry baby to buy more breast milk. So, there’s that.

Convenience is also one of the categories that breastfeeding can win, with a little caveat. Breast milk is always with you as the mom. This can present an issue if the baby is not with Mom. Pumping breast milk is definitely not convenient, but given all the other benefits it’s a small price to pay.
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I saved the best for last. Let’s talk about health. It would be impossible to say that your baby would be healthier drinking formula than breast milk. Long-term studies have shown that babies who breastfeed have fewer vomiting and diarrhea illnesses, fewer issues with constipation and gas, and fewer problems with obesity. There are other studies underway that are trying to demonstrate breastfed babies’ improvement in intelligence and overall health as well.

It is pretty easy to argue that breast milk is the best for your baby, but it isn’t always possible for moms to breastfeed. There are moms who physically can’t produce breast milk for many different reasons. There are medical conditions in babies that force them to drink specialty formula. There are situations in life that make it difficult for a mom to be able to breastfeed. I don’t think you should feel guilty as a mom if you choose to not breastfeed. I think most of us as parents are trying to do the best we can to take care of our families. We’re all just trying to give them the best start in life we know how to do.


TAKE-HOME POINTS:

1. Your baby was made to eat breast milk.

2. Breastfeeding is a great way to bond with your baby.

3. Your baby has taste buds that appreciate the taste of breast milk.

4. Breast milk is FREE.

5. Your baby will probably be healthier eating breast milk.

6. The best thing for your baby is to feed them. If breast milk is not a possibility, do not grade your value as a parent on the type of milk your baby drinks.

7. We in the baby profession all know that breastfeeding is hard and comes with sacrifices. If you have breastfed your baby or even tried to breastfeed your baby, give yourself a pat on the back. You deserve it!







Why are there different types of formula?

I think the best place to start when talking about formula is at the beginning. There have always been babies who couldn’t eat breast milk. The reasons for this are varied. Sometimes Mom had to stay late at work because some people don’t grasp the concept of deadlines. Sometimes Mom is not able to produce breast milk. Sometimes the baby is not able to eat from the breast. Some babies have an intolerance to mother’s milk. Tragically, mothers died in childbirth in years past, in far greater numbers than they do today. All of these situations involve an infant who needs nutrition, and breast milk isn’t an option.
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Historically, many steps were taken to try to solve this problem. There were wet nurses who could be paid to breastfeed a baby that was not their own. Then there were animal milks, such as cow or goat milk most commonly. There were also recipes that people would share on how to make a “formula” to feed their baby. Unfortunately, these breast milk substitutes weren’t very healthy and there was a high infant mortality rate due to malnutrition. [Just a little piece of trivia: The closest animal milk to humans is donkey milk. Because donkeys have never been bred to produce excess milk, it has never been available in a commercial form.]

In the mid-1800s, the first commercially produced formula became available, though it was not widely used. It was not until the 1940s that commercially sold formula became what was prominently used over wet nursing. At this time the market had a few different formulas fighting to be seen as the “miracle pill” moms “needed.”

In the late 1950s, breastfeeding started to lose favor with moms and formula became the main way to feed babies. New formulas were heavily marketed to moms as an alternative to breast milk. As more and more babies switched to formula, it became evident that not all babies tolerated the same formula. As science advanced, so did nutrition and infant formula. Formulas began to be developed to tackle problems like an intolerance to lactose (the main sugar in milk), allergies to the protein in milk (casein and whey), and some even more specific problems such as PKU or high calcium. This leaves us today with a wide variety of different brands and types of formulas that are very confusing for parents and physicians alike.

This seems an opportune time to remind you there is a “Why?” in this chapter titled “Why is breast milk best?” Breast milk is best. Don’t let shiny labels and marketing campaigns on formula containers cause you to lose sight of that.

Some of the confusion comes with the different brands of formula. In the United States there are four main companies that make commercially available infant formula. Each of these companies have different types of formula to help with specific niches, and each of these brands must have a different name for the different types of formula they sell. The important thing for you to know as a parent is there is actually very little difference from brand to brand. The specific brand would argue that they are very different, and of course that theirs is the best. When you look at the formula contents, the differences are minor and seem to be more for marketing purposes. Remember that all of the store-brand formulas are made by the same company. You can freely buy from one store or another and not worry about upsetting your baby’s belly. The only thing that is different about these formulas is the label and the price. By doing some comparison shopping you could save a lot of money as the price could vary quite a bit from one store to another. Don’t forget to use those coupons as well.

When starting off feeding your baby a formula, try not to get bogged down in the price or the name or even the description on the label. This is one area in life that more expensive does not indicate better. The most expensive formulas that you will find are made for very specific problems like milk protein allergy and are not the healthiest for most babies. Don’t get bogged down in all the symptoms listed on the container. It is your pediatrician’s job to make sense of the symptoms. The symptoms for drinking too much or not burping can look very similar to a milk protein allergy to the untrained eye.

Each of the brands will have their main formula, sort of their base model. This is their attempt to get as close to breast milk as possible. No company can claim to be like breast milk, because they just can’t duplicate it, but they do try to get as close as they can. This “entry level” formula is the one a pediatrician would recommend that you start with.

Notice that I say your pediatrician would recommend. Stop playing doctor! I mean it. Hold up right there.

Do not turn yourself into a nutritionist or even worse a mad scientist.

Do not attempt to interpret your child’s gas, fussiness, stooling pattern, or how often they are or aren’t hungry as a reason to change formula.

Do.

Not.

Do.

It.

All the variations of formula are not nutritionally equal. Some of the formulas out there are for very specific problems that a baby might have. These problems need to be diagnosed and cared for by your baby’s doctor. If you swap out the basic formula for a Soy-Almond blend fortified with Unicorn tears, you may end up doing more harm than good. Babies don’t like to change their diet on a whim. Furthermore, these changes can make it even harder for your baby’s doctor to figure out what might be wrong with your baby in the event there is a legitimate concern.


TAKE-HOME POINTS:

1. The goal with formula is to choose one as close to breast milk as possible. This is often the basic/entry formula.

2. If your baby is having any issues, be sure to talk to your pediatrician about the problem.

3. Do not just change formulas. Swapping from one basic brand to another basic brand due to availability should be fine. (Again, despite marketing, they’re almost the same thing!)

4. Just because it is more expensive, does not make it better!







Why do I need to boil water to make formula?

Now if you are like most people you will actually be surprised by this question. What? Was I supposed to be boiling water to make my baby’s formula? No one told me this!

This goes to prove that people do not read the instructions on the back of formula cans. That said, chances are you don’t have to worry about boiling your water. But let’s first discuss the how’s of mixing formula. You need to do it properly or you risk upsetting baby’s tummy. There’s a lot to cover here. Welcome to formula class. Here we go!

First thing’s first, the boiling. The actual instructions are going to say something like, “ask your doctor about the need for cooled, boiled water to mix your formula with.”

I saw that. You went and read the formula can and figured out that you’ve never asked your pediatrician that question. That’s okay. That’s why I wrote this book. Here’s the answer.

When they make the formula at the factory, they have no idea where it will be consumed or what water will be mixed with it. Water quality varies greatly throughout the United States. There’s no way they could possibly account for every scenario. There are still places in the United States (believe it or not) that do not have safe drinking water that has been treated and is heavily regulated. Therefore, the formula manufacturer has to assume that there may be a chance that the water you could be mixing with the formula could be contaminated. Boiling water and then allowing it to cool will kill off the harmful bacteria in the water. This avoids the risk of making the baby sick due to bacterial infection. It will only address bacteria, though. Boiling does nothing to other contaminants. That’s another item we will get back to in a bit.

Now what does that mean for most of us? Here’s the good news.

For the majority of the people living in the United States, we have safe water that has very little risk of any contamination. At the time of this writing, current estimates were that 90 percent of Americans have access to safe, clean, reliable water. As long as you get your water from a safe water source, then you don’t need to boil the water before using.

So, who needs to boil water before mixing with the formula?


1. If you are using well water, you should boil your water.

2. If you get water from a cistern or storage system not regulated and regularly tested, you should boil your water.

3. If your city has been listed as a high-risk water area, then you should boil your water before making formula.



Remember that boiling is only going to remove bacteria; it will not remove contaminants like lead or mercury. In fact, boiling concentrates these contaminants. As the steam leaves the boiling water, the ratio of contaminants to water increases. If your water is contaminated, do not use the tap water for making formula. For that matter, if your water has these types of contaminants, you shouldn’t be drinking it either. Get a filter for your water, or switch to bottled water.
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Okay. Let’s take a little pause for sanity. This stuff is boring! Now you know why nobody reads the instructions and why so many parents are making mistakes in preparing their baby’s formula.

When making formula, start with cold water. Warm water can increase the chance of contaminants in your water from the pipes of your house. Warm it up, mix it, then give to baby right away. If you need to boil your water, bring it to a boil for one minute and then allow it to cool. Water that is prepared this way should be used right away and only considered safe for 24 hours.

Did you know that? I will fully admit I didn’t know that little fact when preparing formula for my first son. It is a wonder that kiddo survived (by the way, he is nineteen years old and seems to be thriving so I do have proof that you can make mistakes and they still end up fine, but I did try and learn and made fewer mistakes with the next one).

Let’s talk about mixing formula. Let’s say the instructions say add one scoop to two ounces of water. What do you put in the bottle first, the water, or the powder? Do you think it matters? It does.

If you put in the powder first, then fill up to the 2-ounce mark on the bottle, your mix is off. Remember high school science here. All things have mass, including that powder. So, if you do powder first then fill up to the line, you probably added a half ounce or so less water than you were supposed to. This will cause the formula to be overconcentrated and cause your baby to have a bellyache or possibly increase constipation. Accurate measurements are very important; be sure to read the instructions on the container carefully. Formula ratios are very important for a number of reasons. Measure carefully.

NOTE: In the case of my first child, he ended up getting extremely constipated before I figured out what I was doing wrong. It doesn’t seem like much, but it can make a big difference.


TAKE-HOME POINTS:

1. It is important to read the instructions on your formula. There is information on how to properly prepare your baby’s formula, how to store the formula, and how to mix the formula safely.

2. Check your water source. If your water is safe, still make sure you are using cold water to mix formula and then warm to desired temperature.

3. If your water source could be contaminated with bacteria, boil it. Start with cold water, bring to a boil for one minute, and then allow to cool down. If your water is contaminated with chemicals or unsafe levels of minerals or metals, then do not use this water to make formula. Filter the water or switch to bottled water.

4. If you’re unsure, water testing is inexpensive and easy. I have used Ward Laboratories and was happy with the service. You send them a sample of your water and they test it. In the past they have gotten me results in a week or so via email. Easy!







Why do I need to boil pacifiers, nipples, and bottles?

This question is going to elicit one of three reactions.

The first would be the obvious, “Yes, I’d love to know why I need to boil pacifiers, nipples, and bottles.”

The second would be, “Who said I needed to boil pacifiers, nipples, and bottles? Who? Who says so?”

The last would be, “What doctor wrote this book … Dr. Pepper? Nobody boils pacifiers, bottles, nipples, or any other baby gear. This sounds crazy.”

The funny thing is, all three are valid answers. No matter which of those three reactions most closely matches your own, you can learn something interesting by reading this section.
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Just for the record: I would have been the second or third person above with my first child. I really thought that the cleanest those bottles, pacifiers, or nipples were going to be were when they came straight out of the package. I had seen what dishes looked like when they came out “clean” from my dishwasher. Also, I always wanted to call a doctor, Dr. Pepper.

Let’s just start with the cold, hard facts of what we recommend. We (meaning the collective body of pediatricians) recommend you boil pacifiers, bottles, and nipples prior to first use. You’ll want to open the package, wash the item with warm, soapy water, then boil it. For most of you, this will be the last time you need to boil these items. If you live in an area with an unsafe water supply though, then boiling is recommended each time after use. Most pediatricians will also recommend boiling them when your baby has been diagnosed with thrush and continuing until the infection is under control.

Why is it recommended? Well, we have no idea what has happened to that pacifier, bottle, or nipple. Thus, sterilize them and make sure any harmful bacteria that has gotten on them doesn’t make its way into your baby. You don’t get to examine the factory. You don’t know how many or what people have handled the product or the package on its way to you. People these days are crazy. Just remember the little craze that went on when people were taking bites or drinks out of packages and then putting them back on the shelf. Or even worse, spitting in them and putting them back on the shelf.

How should it be done? It is recommended that you wash the items first in warm, soapy water. Nipples for bottles should be taken apart from the surrounding ring. The items should be put into a clean pan (it would be nice if it was only used for sterilizing baby items, but at the very least extremely clean). They should be submersed in boiling water for at least 5 minutes. Are there other ways to sterilize your items? Absolutely! You can use a steam bottle sterilizer as directed. You can buy a specialized microwave sterilizer and put it into the microwave for about 90 seconds, and you can even find sterilizing tablets that you can add to cold water and allow your bottles, nipples, and pacifiers to soak in.

If you are anything like I was, this is the most thought you have ever given to cleaning a baby bottle. Who would have known that there was a whole science to how you should safely clean and prepare a baby bottle or pacifier?

After the initial sterilizing of the bottles, pacifiers, and nipples, most of you will never do it again. Washing them in hot, soapy water will get the job done perfectly. A dishwasher may do an even better job. Like I mentioned, there are some areas that still require regular sterilization, but if it is recommended to you, do a little digging. You are often being told this because of history, not always because it is true.


TAKE-HOME POINTS:

1. Boil pacifiers, nipples, and bottles after you get them for the first time. Make sure you washed everything in warm soapy water before boiling and using to feed your baby.

2. You should use a clean pan, submerse in boiling water, and leave for 5 minutes. Make sure you use clean utensils to remove from the water to avoid contamination.

3. Boil pacifiers, nipples, and bottles regularly if you have an unsafe water source.

4. Check with your doctor to see if they recommend you boil pacifiers, nipples, or bottles if your baby is being treated for thrush.

5. Pass along the word! Most people are just like you and me. We didn’t know how important proper preparation and cleaning of bottles or pacifiers could be. Be sure to tell your family and friends and we can all help keep babies healthier.







Why do people circumcise their baby boys?

Let’s just start off this little question with a statement of fact: this topic is going to stir up some feelings. Both sides have their heels firmly dug in and have no intention of giving any ground. Well, I am going to go ahead and irritate both sides by not picking a side.

Yep. You heard me. I am not here to preach or condemn. I am here to give you facts, report the findings, and let you decide on your own. Kind of like the Walter Cronkite of foreskin.

First off, what is a circumcision? Circumcision is a surgical procedure to remove the foreskin that covers the tip or glans of the penis. It is usually performed at 2 to 3 days of age if done in the hospital here in the United States. In traditional Judaism, it is performed ceremoniously on the eighth day from birth. The foreskin is split and the adhesions that stick it to the head of the penis are removed. Finally, the excess skin covering the head of the penis is surgically removed or clamped off so it will fall off. It usually takes 3 to 5 days for it to completely heal.

Why is circumcision even a thing? That is a good question. Like, who is the first person that looked at a penis and thought, “hmmmm … okay. I like it, but it needs work. What if I …” The first man to volunteer for that procedure was either very brave, or very stupid. Possibly both.
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