Today’s piece was prepared by Emily Vigianno, MD, based on a NY Times article Do DHA Supplements Make Babies Smarter?

This article challenges a claim common in the infant formula industry that the omega-3 fatty acid supplement DHA improves infant brain development. The article cites a recently published Cochrane Collaboration systematic review that found no significant difference in neurodevelopmental outcomes between infants fed formula containing DHA and those fed formula without DHA.  The article cites several credible meta-analyses and accurately explains their findings.  It also contextualizes the findings by describing the history of DHA marketing by infant formula companies, and correctly questions the validity of their claims.

Yet the article also provides balance by describing the theoretical basis for DHA supplementation, given the role of DHA in brain and retinal development. It includes expert opinion that DHA is unlikely to be harmful and may have some beneficial effects that are difficult to prove. More importantly, it emphasizes the importance of obtaining nutrients like DHA through a healthy, balanced diet.  

Overall, the article offers a nice balance between explaining the lack of evidence for neurocognitive benefits while also describing the limitations of studying nutritional supplements. A weakness of the article is that it fails to mention the other long-chain polyunsaturated fatty acid, arachidonic acid (ARA) that is also used in infant formulas.
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