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Vitamin D and Vitamins for Children,
Pregnancy, and Breastfeeding and for
People in Care Homes: A Guide for
Pharmacy Counter Staff

Introduction to Vitamin D [1]

Overview

Vitamin D is a fat-soluble vitamin that plays a crucial role in maintaining healthy bones, muscles, and immune
function. It regulates calcium and phosphorus levels, which are essential for bone strength. Known as the
“sunshine vitamin,” it is produced in the skin through exposure to sunlight. However, in the UK, especially
during autumn and winter, it can be difficult to get enough sunlight, making supplementation necessary.

As a pharmacy counter assistant, you are often the first point of contact for customers seeking advice on
vitamin supplements. This guide will provide you with key information on vitamin D, when to recommend it,
and when to refer customers to the pharmacist or GP.

Sources of Vitamin D
Vitamin D can be obtained from:

e Sunlight: The skin produces vitamin D when exposed to UVB rays from the sun. In the UK, this is only
effective between late March and early October. During autumn and winter, the lack of sunlight means
most people need to take a supplement to maintain adequate levels.

Diet: Limited foods naturally contain vitamin D, such as:

QOily fish (e.g., salmon, mackerel, herring, sardines)

Fortified foods (e.g., some breakfast cereals and fat spreads)

Eggs and red meat

However, it is difficult to get enough vitamin D from food alone, making supplementation a reliable option for
most people.

Vitamin D for Pregnancy and Breastfeeding [2]
Why Vitamin D is Important

Vitamin D is essential for maintaining healthy bones and muscles. For pregnant and breastfeeding women,
ensuring adequate vitamin D levels is crucial for their own health and the baby’s development. It helps regulate
calcium and phosphate in the body, which are important for bone health.

How Much Vitamin D Do Pregnant and Breastfeeding Women Need?

Whether a woman is pregnant or breastfeeding, the NHS recommends considering a daily vitamin D
supplement containing 10 micrograms (400 IU) throughout the year. This is especially important during autumn
and winter, when sunlight exposure is limited, but some individuals may need to supplement year-round
depending on their lifestyle and risk factors (such as spending limited time outdoors).
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Sunlight and Diet

From late March/early April to the end of September, most people, including pregnant and breastfeeding
women, can make enough vitamin D from sunlight on their skin. However, during October to early March, it’s
harder to get enough vitamin D from sunlight alone. Even during the sunnier months, some people, such as
those with darker skin or who spend little time outdoors, may still need supplements year-round.

While certain foods like oily fish, eggs, red meat, and fortified products contain vitamin D, it is difficult to get
the recommended amount from food alone. Therefore, supplementation is often necessary.

Advice for Pharmacy Counter Staff
When customers ask about vitamin D during pregnancy or breastfeeding, you can:

e Recommend a daily 10 microgram (400 IU) vitamin D supplement as part of their routine, particularly
during the autumn and winter months.

e Refer them to the pharmacist if they have specific health concerns or if they are unsure about which
product to choose.

Vitamins for Children [3]

Government Recommendations

The UK government recommends that all children aged 6 months to 5 years take vitamin supplements
containing vitamins A, C, and D daily to support their growth and development. This is especially important if
their diet may not provide enough of these vitamins naturally.

Vitamin D for Babies and Young Children
For babies and young children, ensuring adequate vitamin D intake is vital for healthy bones and teeth. Here’s
what you need to know:

e Breastfed babies: Babies who are breastfed should be given a daily vitamin D supplement containing
8.5 to 10 micrograms from birth. This applies even if the mother is taking a vitamin D supplement
herself.

e Formula-fed babies: Babies who consume more than 500ml of infant formula a day do not need a
vitamin D supplement because formula is fortified with vitamins A, C, and D.

e Children aged 6 months to 5 years: They should be given a daily supplement containing 10 micrograms
of vitamin D, especially during autumn and winter.

Where to Get Baby Vitamin Drops
e Health Visitors: Can provide advice on vitamin drops and where to obtain them.
e Free Supplements: Families who qualify for Healthy Start are entitled to free vitamin drops. You can
mention this to customers if appropriate.

Choosing the Right Supplement

The Department of Health and Social Care recommends vitamin supplements containing vitamins A, C, and D
for children. However, some over-the-counter products may include other vitamins or ingredients. If parents
are unsure, refer them to the pharmacist to ensure they select the most suitable product for their child and
avoid giving multiple supplements at once, which could lead to excessive intake of certain vitamins, such as
vitamins A and D.

Page 2 of 5



' N

pharmaplus

/ dlcling value to your

Vitamin A and Vitamin C
e Vitamin A: Supports immune function, vision in dim light, and healthy skin. Good dietary sources
include dairy products, carrots, sweet potatoes, dark green vegetables like spinach and broccoli, and
fortified spreads.
e Vitamin C: Boosts general health and helps the body absorb iron. It is found in fruits like oranges,
strawberries, and kiwi, as well as vegetables such as broccoli and peppers.

Vitamin D Use in Care Homes [4]

Importance of Vitamin D for Care Home Residents

Care home residents are at higher risk of vitamin D deficiency because they often spend limited time outdoors,
reducing their exposure to sunlight. Ensuring they get enough vitamin D is essential for maintaining bone
health and preventing falls.

NHS guidelines suggest that care home residents take a daily supplement of 10 micrograms (400 IU) of vitamin
D throughout the year. As a counter assistant, you can recommend this supplement and encourage care home
staff to consult with the pharmacist for any specific health concerns.

Who Else Needs Vitamin D Supplements?
In addition to pregnant and breastfeeding women and young children, other groups who may benefit from
vitamin D supplements include:

® People who spend a lot of time indoors: Care home residents, the elderly, or those with limited
mobility.
People with darker skin: Those with darker skin tones produce less vitamin D from sunlight.
People who cover their skin: Those who wear clothing that covers most of their skin when outdoors.

If a customer falls into any of these categories or asks about vitamin D for themselves or someone else, you can
recommend a general 10 microgram (400 IU) daily vitamin D supplement. For specific health concerns, refer
them to the pharmacist.

Symptoms of Vitamin D Deficiency
Signs of vitamin D deficiency include:

Fatigue and general tiredness.

Bone or muscle pain.

Frequent infections due to a weakened immune system.

Mood changes, such as feeling low, which can sometimes be linked to a lack of vitamin D.

If a customer mentions any of these symptoms, advise them to speak to the pharmacist or their GP for further
investigation. They may need a blood test to confirm a deficiency.

Supplementation Options

In community pharmacies, you can find a variety of vitamin D supplements in different forms, such as:

e Tablets and capsules: Common for adults.
e Liquid drops: Ideal for babies and young children.
e Oral sprays: Convenient for those who prefer not to take tablets.

When recommending a supplement, remind customers to take it regularly for best results. Always encourage
customers to consult the pharmacist if they are unsure about which product to choose or if they have more
specific health concerns.
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Safety and Side Effects

Vitamin D is generally safe when taken at the recommended dose of 10 micrograms (400 IU) per day. However,
you should:

e Refer customers to the pharmacist if they mention taking high-dose supplements, as too much vitamin
D can lead to excessive calcium levels, which may cause nausea or kidney problems.

e Ensure they follow the dosing instructions on the label, especially when it comes to children, to avoid
excessive intake.

When to Refer to the Pharmacist or GP

It’s important to know when to refer customers to the pharmacist or GP:

If they show symptoms of deficiency, such as fatigue or muscle pain.
If they have a long-term health condition, such as osteoporosis, or are taking medications that might
interact with vitamin D.

e If they ask about high-dose vitamin D supplements or prescription-only products, which should be
discussed with the pharmacist or GP.

Practical Scenarios and Case Studies
Scenario 1: A Parent Asking About Vitamins for a Young Child

A parent of a 2-year-old asks for advice on vitamin supplements for their child.

e Recommended action: Explain that the government recommends vitamin supplements containing
vitamins A, C, and D for all children aged 6 months to 5 years. Suggest vitamin drops specifically
designed for children and advise them to follow the dosage on the label. For any questions about
specific products, refer them to the pharmacist.

Scenario 2: A Pregnant Customer Asking About Vitamin D
A pregnant woman asks if she should be taking vitamin D supplements.

e Recommended action: Inform her that the NHS recommends all pregnant and breastfeeding women
take 10 micrograms of vitamin D daily to support bone health and the baby’s development. If she has
any concerns, suggest she speak to the pharmacist for more personalised advice.

Conclusion

Vitamin D is essential for maintaining bone, muscle, and immune health, especially during the autumn and
winter months. As a counter assistant, you play a vital role in helping customers, including pregnant and
breastfeeding women, parents, and care home staff, understand the importance of vitamin D. By
recommending the right supplements and knowing when to refer complex queries to the pharmacist or GP, you
can ensure customers receive the most appropriate care.

If customers have further questions about vitamins or are unsure about which supplement is best for them or
their child, always suggest they consult the pharmacist for tailored advice.

This version includes the necessary details for pregnancy, breastfeeding, and general vitamin guidance while
ensuring referrals are made when necessary.
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