Colic
Author: Katie Hammond, Paediatric Staff Nurse

What is Colic?
Colic is very common in newborn babies and may continue for the first three to four months after
birth. Although it is often distressing for parents, colic does not harm the baby and there are no longterm problems. Babies with colic will continue to feed and gain weight normally.
All babies cry, and this can be very draining for parents. It is often difficult to work out whether your
baby is hungry, cold, tired or in need of a nappy change. Sometimes there is nothing you can do to
soothe them, and your baby may continue to cry and scream for a long period of time.
The intensity and regularity of the crying varies between babies, but with colic it usually continues for
three hours or more every day, on most days of the week. If you and your doctor are sure that there
is no other medical reason for the baby’s distress, then colic may be diagnosed.

Symptoms
It is perfectly normal for a newborn to cry a lot. During their first three months of life, babies can cry
up to two hours a day, but babies with colic have different habits. They usually:
•

Cry for an unknown reason

•

Start to cry in the evening, or at the same time every day

•

Cry for three or more hours each day, more than three days a week, for at least three weeks

•

Make sounds that are more intense than normal – more like a high-pitched scream than a cry

•

Clench their fists

•

Bend their arms and legs into their belly

•

Have a bloated tummy

•

Have a red flushed face when crying

•

Pass wind during the crying, often because they have swallowed air.

Causes
Colic is extremely common in babies, but the exact cause is unknown. Many parents learn by trial
and error how to soothe their baby’s crying, and how to recognise what it is the baby wants.
Possible causes of colic include:
•

Poor digestion – some research suggests that babies get cramps as milk is passed through
their immature digestive system. Colic usually disappears before weaning onto solid food
begins

•

Wind – babies may swallow tiny air bubbles as they feed or cry, which can cause pain in the
intestines

•

If your baby also has eczema, then you should ask your GP to consider referral to an allergy
clinic.

Diagnosis
An otherwise healthy baby who cries excessively in the first four months of life is generally thought to
have colic. About 20% of babies get colic, and it affects boys and girls equally, both bottle and breast
fed babies. For parents, it is important to try to remain calm and take regular breaks. If you are tired
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and stressed, you may find it harder to cope with the situation. The following measures may help to
soothe a crying baby:
•

Holding your baby during a crying episode

•

Preventing your baby from swallowing air by sitting them upright during feeding

•

Bathing your baby in a warm bath

•

Gently massaging your baby’s tummy

•

Don’t drink too much tea, coffee and other caffeine-containing drinks if you are breastfeeding.
Some women also find that spicy food and alcohol can aggravate colic

•

Use a ‘fast flow’ teat if you are bottle feeding, as holes in bottle teats that are too small may
cause your baby to swallow air as they feed

•

Always burp your baby after a feed. They may vomit a small amount of milk when you do this

•

Avoid overstimulating your baby by continually picking them up and putting them down, as
some research suggests this may aggravate the crying.

Contacts
If you are worried about your child please take them to your GP or call 111 for further advice or
support.
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