
Economic
Research
Service

Electronic Publications from the Food Assistance & Nutrition Research Program

Infant Formula Prices and Availability

An Interim Report to Congress

By Victor Oliveira, Mark Prell, Elizabeth Frazao, 
and David Smallwood

Abstract

Over half of all infant formula consumed in the United States is purchased through USDA's
Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children (WIC).
Consequently, there is continuing interest by USDA and Congress in the price of infant for-
mula, competition in infant formula pricing, and the effects of the WIC program on retail
prices for the general public. This interim report responds to Congress’s request for a study
on the number of suppliers of infant formula in each State or major marketing area and a
comparison of the costs of formula that is included in the WIC program versus that of other
formula. Infant formula from the three major manufacturers, which accounts for 99 percent of
all sales, was available in supermarkets in each of 64 market areas examined. Additionally,
products in powder form from a fourth manufacturer were available in supermarkets in 83
percent of the market areas. Preliminary results indicate that within the market areas, there is
not a clear relationship between a formula’s being the WIC contract brand and its having the
highest average retail price. 
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Executive Summary
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Infant formula: as defined in the Federal Food,
Drug, and Cosmetic Act, infant formula means a food
that purports to be or is represented for special dietary
use solely as a food for infants by reason of its simula-
tion of human milk or its suitability as a complete or
partial substitute for human milk (FDC Act 21 U.S.C.
321 (z)).

Exempt infant formula: as defined in the Federal
Food, Drug, and Cosmetic Act, exempt infant formula
is any infant formula that is represented and labeled
for use by an infant who has an inborn error of metab-
olism or a low birth weight or who otherwise has an
unusual medical or dietary problem (FDC Act 21
U.S.C. 350a).

Standard infant formula: as defined in this report,
standard infant formula includes milk-based and soy-
based infant formulas, excluding specialized infant for-
mula, that meet the nutritional needs of most full-term,
healthy infants less than 1 year old.

Specialized infant formula: as defined in this report,
specialized formula includes formula for children with
special nutritional requirements, such as hypoaller-
genic formula, thickened formula, formula to treat
diarrhea, formula for premature babies, formula for
infants with other diseases or disorders such as PKU,
as well as lactose-free (nonsoy) formula, and formula
marketed to children 1 year of age or older. (Special-

ized infant formula may include some nonexempt
infant formula.)

Contract brand: all the infant formula, excluding
exempt infant formulas, produced by the manufacturer
awarded the WIC contract.

Primary contract brand: the standard infant formula
on which bids are solicited.

Manufacturer’s wholesale price: the manufacturer’s
lowest national wholesale price per unit for a full
truckload of infant formula.

Medical detailing: the manufacturer’s practice of 
contacting hospitals and medical practitioners directly,
providing them with free or discounted infant formula,
and encouraging physicians to recommend one 
particular brand of formula (GAO, 1990). Medical
detailing also includes providing hospitals with “dis-
charge packs” containing formula samples, cents-off
coupons, and company advertising aimed at mothers
when they leave the hospital with their babies; such
activities may serve as an implicit endorsement of a
particular brand of infant formula by the hospital.
Medical detailing also includes other types of support,
such as donating equipment and services to hospitals
(e.g., incubators, nursers, calendars, pens, etc.) and
providing funding for research on infant nutrition to
hospitals and physicians.

Definitions


