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Cow's milk allergy in babies: What is the
milk ladder?
It can be worrying if your baby is diagnosed with a cow’s milk allergy, but
there’s a good chance your child will grow out of it. Most children will
become tolerant to cow’s milk before the age of five, if they are gradually
reintroduced to it in a process called the milk ladder1.

What is a milk allergy?
Cow’s milk allergy, also known as a cow's milk protein allergy, is a reaction
to the proteins found in cow's milk. The symptoms can appear either
immediately after consuming cow's milk - an IgE mediated reaction - or the
reaction may be delayed by up to 48 hours, a non-IgE mediated reaction.
Some babies may have both immediate and delayed reactions.

Cow's milk allergy symptoms range from mild to severe and can include
skin rashes, breathing problems, vomiting, reflux, diarrhoea and bloody
mucus in the stools.

Once your baby has received a diagnosis of a cow's milk allergy the goal is
to manage the allergy to eliminate the symptoms. This means excluding
cow's milk and foods containing cow's milk from their diet for a period of
time, with the aim of reintroducing it later.

Often, cow's milk products can be introduced from 12 months of age,
although this can depend on the child and the severity of their allergy. This
process is called the milk ladder.
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What is the milk ladder?
The milk ladder is a process by which cow's milk is introduced into a baby's
diet very gradually. Each food that is introduced contains increasing levels
of cow's milk protein. The process starts with cooked or processed milk
products before moving onto raw, uncooked dairy items.

You should only start using the milk ladder when advised to do so by your
child’s doctor or dietitian.

Who can use the milk ladder?
The milk ladder can only be followed by infants and children with a mild to
moderate cow's milk allergy - a non-IgE mediated milk allergy. It is not
suitable for children with a cow's milk allergy that results in severe or
immediate allergic reactions, such as breathing problems and wheezing.
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When should your baby start the milk ladder?
Normally, the milk ladder is only started once your child has been on a
milk-free diet for at least six months and they are well.

Your doctor or dietitian will advise which step of the milk ladder to start on.
Most children will start by trying the foods in the first step. There are six
steps on the milk ladder, which include specific foods and the amount you
should give your baby. However, you may be advised to give your baby
other quantities depending on their needs and you should always stick to
the advice given by your doctor or dietitian.

Some of the foods included on the milk ladder may seem unusual, but they
are included because they contain a specific amount of cow's milk protein
which is suitable for the dairy reintroduction process.
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You can speak to your doctor about using alternative foods to those
suggested on the milk ladder.

You should only start the milk ladder when your child is healthy and well. It’s
also a good idea to start it in the morning so you can monitor whether they
have a reaction to the cow's milk over the day.

How long will the milk ladder take?
How long the reintroduction process takes depends on the child and how
they react to dairy. Although many children do grow out of a cow's milk
allergy2, not all children are able to tolerate it.

Your child will only be able to move on to the next step on the milk ladder
once they are fully tolerating the milk containing food in the step they are
on. This means that they have been able to eat the food more than once, in
the quantities suggested on the milk ladder and don’t suffer any allergic
reactions as a result.

Sometimes, it can take up to two or three days for allergy symptoms to
appear after eating a food. Therefore, it is advisable to allow at least three
days on a step before considering whether to move up the milk ladder.

How to tell if your baby is reacting to foods on
the milk ladder
Symptoms can include vomiting, stomach ache, bloating, diarrhoea,
eczema, swelling to the face and wheezing. Any allergic reactions that
affect breathing should be treated as a medical emergency. See
anaphylaxis.

If your child has a severe or immediate reaction, stop the milk ladder and
speak to your doctor before restarting it, or seek emergency treatment if
necessary.

Further reading
1. Allergy UK: Your baby's cow milk allergy journey
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Disclaimer: This article is for information only and should not be used for the
diagnosis or treatment of medical conditions. Egton Medical Information Systems
Limited has used all reasonable care in compiling the information but makes no
warranty as to its accuracy. Consult a doctor or other healthcare professional for
diagnosis and treatment of medical conditions. For details see our conditions.
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