
Pre pare yourselves – months of grey days lie ahead but we are already hav ing to tap into
our vit amin D reserves, and many people all already run ning low and risk ing their health.

The sun shine vit amin is best known for bone health, but there’s evid ence it pro tects
against demen tia, car di ovas cu lar dis ease and other ser i ous health con di tions.
Yet one in six work ing-age adults and one in eight pen sion ers has levels below 25
nanomoles per litre (nmol/L), which is con sidered the bare min imum needed to pre vent
ser i ous health prob lems. Some experts believe we need twice this amount or even recom -
mend aim ing for blood levels as high as 75 to 100nmol/L.
So how does the sci ence stack up, and why is vit amin D so import ant?
Mind the gap

Jane Symons reveals all you need to know about the bone and immune
boost ing sun shine vit amin, from how likely you are to be de� cient, to the
latest sci ence on sup ple ments and how much is enough
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Our skin makes vit amin D from sun light, but from early Octo ber to early April, UV radi -
ation reach ing the UK is not strong enough for this to hap pen – and the fur ther north you
live, the shorter the win dow to make it.
This means we have to rely on vit amin D our body stores over sum mer, sup ple ments or
diet ary intakes. But vit amin D is found in very few foods, and some people avoid the best
sources – oily �sh, red meat, liver, egg yolks and for ti �ed foods such as break fast cer eals.
Pub lic health nutri tion ist Dr Emma Derby shire says: “People who avoid for ti �ed foods
because they fall under the ‘ultra-pro cessed’ umbrella put them selves at higher risk of
de� ciency.”
Other at-risk groups are over-65s, chil dren under �ve, preg nant and breast feed ing
women, people with darker skin and those who don’t spend much time out side, or wear
cov er ing cloth ing.
Signs of a short fall include muscle and bone pain, increased sens it iv ity to pain, pins-and-
needles and muscle weak ness. Being over weight also increases the danger of de� ciency.
Dr Sarah Jar vis, vis it ing pro fessor of gen eral prac tice at the Uni versity of Hud der s�eld,
says: “Liv ing with obesity is con sist ently linked with lower vit amin D levels.”
It’s thought that cir cu lat ing vit amin D gets locked in fatty tis sue, where it can’t be used.
What does D do?
Dr Derby shire, who is also an adviser to the Health and Food Sup ple ments Inform a tion
Ser vice, says: “Vit amin D has many di� er ent roles in the body. It’s needed for the absorp -
tion of cal cium, mag nesium, and phos phorus, which is why it is known for bone health.
“But we now know vit amin D has much wider e�ects extend ing into immune health, res -
pir at ory health, and cog nit ive health.
“Many immune cells have a vit amin D receptor and require the nutri ent to func tion. It
helps to turn on body chem ic als called pep tides, in the immune sys tem, which �ght bac -
teria.
“Vit amin D meta bol ites also damp down in�am ma tion, which is a factor in many chronic
health con di tions.”
Demen tia dimen sion
A study by Dr Byron Creese, a neur os cience researcher at Brunel Uni versity, and research -
ers at Cal gary Uni versity, looked at health records for 12,000 older adults, and found 40 per
cent fewer demen tia dia gnoses in the
group who took Vit amin D sup ple ments. Dr Creese says: “In labor at ory tests, vit amin D
clears the amyl oid asso ci ated with demen tia.
“It is also known to have a role in in�am ma tion, which could be another explan a tion.”
A paper pub lished earlier this year cal cu lated that levels below 50nmol/L – twice the min -
imum amount recom men ded in the UK – raise the risk of Alzheimer’s by 17 per cent and
vas cu lar demen tia by 14 per cent.
Can cer clues
Some can cers are less com mon in coun tries with a lot of sun shine and optimal vit amin D
levels appear to pro tect against bowel can cer, which is the fourth most com mon form of
the dis ease in the UK.
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Meta-ana lysis, which com bines the �nd ings of mul tiple stud ies, shows healthy levels are
asso ci ated with an over all reduc tion in can cer risk. Labor at ory stud ies con �rm vit amin D
has a num ber of actions which could slow or pre vent can cer.
Take heart
Car di ovas cu lar dis ease accounts for 26 per cent of deaths in Eng land, and the risk of early
death from CVD is 47 per cent higher if you live in the North, which gets less sun.
Recent ana lysis found that vit amin D sup ple ment a tion improved blood pres sure, total
cho les terol, blood sugar levels and insulin response.
Research ers con cluded:
“Our �nd ings sug gest higher vit amin D levels are required to main tain car di ovas cu lar
health in non-West ern ers, obese, and older pop u la tions.”
Bone up on bene �ts
O� cial advice to take a vit amin D sup ple ment dur ing winter is based on proven bene �ts
for bone health.
Dr Jar vis says: “Every one needs vit amin D, but it’s par tic u larly import ant if you’re at risk
of osteo porosis.”
It enhances absorp tion of bone-build ing cal cium and a study of 3,000 French pen sion ers
found 800IU of vit amin D and 1,200mg of cal cium reduced hip frac ture risk 43 per cent.
Another clue is the fact Scot land accounts for 10 per cent of the 76,000 hip frac tures repor -
ted annu ally in the UK, but makes up only 8.2 per cent of the pop u la tion.
Dr Derby shire adds: “Vit amin D helps main tain muscle mass, which will pro tect against
falls and frac tures.”
We lose muscle as we age, but stud ies in ath letes show vit amin D3, but not D2, increases
muscle strength.
Immunity issues
Pro longed expos ure to sun light reduces the risk of auto-immune con di tions such as MS
and rheum at oid arth ritis and a study in the
Brit ish Med ical Journal repor ted that vit amin D sup ple ment a tion for �ve years reduced the
risk of auto-immune dis ease by 22 per cent.
But new meta-ana lysis of 43 stud ies found no bene �t for res pir at ory infec tions. Lead
author Pro fessor Adrian Mar tineau, an expert in res pir at ory infec tion and immunity at
Queen Mary Hos pital, says: “The bot tom line is vit amin D does not pro tect against res pir -
at ory infec tions.”
It’s thought the early optim ism was driven by pub lic a tion bias, as journ als prefer to pub -
lish pos it ive res ults.
Breathe easier
Almost 5.4 mil lion people in the UK have asthma and low levels of vit amin D are asso ci ated
with a higher risk of poten tially deadly exacer ba tions – when symp toms worsen, such as
cough ing, wheez ing, chest tight ness, or short ness of breath.
An evid ence review by US research ers con cluded that vit amin D sup ple ments “lead to a
stat ist ic ally sig ni �c ant reduc tion” of exacer ba tions in adults.
Links to mood
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Low vit amin D is linked to depres sion and anxi ety and vit amin D recept ors are found in
parts of the brain that reg u late mood and beha viour.
A placebo-con trolled study showed that large doses of vit amin D led to a sig ni �c ant reduc -
tion in symp toms.
Research ers at Cam bridge Uni versity who ana lysed data from 333,000 UK adults found vit -
amin D sup ple ment a tion reduced depres sion in people with low levels, pos sibly because it
reduces oxid at ive stress and in�am ma tion.
How much is enough?
Accord ing to the SACN, the Sci enti�c Advis ory Com mit tee on Nutri tion, blood levels of 25
nmol/L or higher are needed to pro tect mus cu lo skeletal health. This rep res ents the num -
ber of nanomoles of vit amin D in a litre or blood, although some stud ies use nano grams
per mil li litre, ng/mL. To con vert from nano grams to nanomoles, mul tiply by 2.5.
O� cial advice is to take a top up of 10mcg dur ing winter but, con fus ingly, this can also be
shown as 10µg, or 400 inter na tional units, IU. Sup ple ments may con tain di� er ent
amounts.
Should I take more?
A task force set up by the Endo crine Soci ety recom mends a much higher min imum: 30
ng/mL, which is just under 75nmol/L. And for any one who is de� cient it advises a daily
dose of 6,000 IU (150mcg) for eight weeks, fol lowed by a main ten ance dose of 1,500 to
2,000 IU (37.5 to 50mcg) per day.
Like most vit am ins, it’s dan ger ous to take too much. In 2022, the Brit ish Med ical Journal
repor ted a man was hos pit al ised with recur rent vomit ing and nausea after tak ing 150,000
IU – 375 times the o� cial recom mend a tion – every day for four months.
What to look for in a sup ple ment
Two forms of vit amin D are used in sup ple ments, D2, derived from plants, and D3, from
animal sources. Stud ies show D3 is bet ter at boost ing blood levels. Dr Derby shire advises:
“Always look at the dosage to make sure it’s at least the 10 micro grams recom men ded, and
check the expiry date as levels decline over time. Because vit amin D is fat sol uble, you
should take it with food con tain ing some fat, and you’ll need to get into a routine of tak ing
vit amin D if you want to improve your status.
“If you don’t always remem ber, you are prob ably bet ter to take a higher dosage every other
day, or third day.”
It sug gests higher levels are required in obese and older pop u la tions

10/29/24, 11:00 AM Tak ing a D-tour to a brighter life

https://www.pressreader.com/uk/daily-express/20241029/page/22/textview 4/4


