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Source: Bilinski KL, Boyages J, Salisbury El et al. Burning daylight: balancing vitamin D requirements with sensible sunlight exposure. Med J Aust 2011; 194(7):345-8.




What is vitomin D?

Vitamin D is well known for its essential
role in bone health and controlling the
body’s calcium levels. It is now known
that vitamin D is involved in many other
important functions, such as regulating
the immune system ond the prevention

of diabetes, heart disease, multiple sclerosis
and some cancers (such as brecast cancer).
Although there is still a lot of research to
be done, it is believed that vitamin D may
help prevent cancer by controlling the
way cancer cells grow and divide.

The body’s main source of vitamin D

is exposure to sunlight. Only a few foods
are naturally good sources of vitamin D
and although some foods have vitamin D
added to them, the amounts are not

high enough to meet our requirements.
Your vitamin D level can be measured
with a simple blood test.

What is the role of vitamin D
in breast cancer?

An insufficient level of vitamin D in the blood is thought

to be involved in the development and progression of
breast cancer. Research shows that women who have low
vitamin D levels have a greater risk of developing breast
cancer. In addition, women whose vitamin D levels are
low at the time of their breast cancer diagnosis have been
shown to have an increased risk of their cancer returning
in the future.

Vitamin D also has additional non-cancer benefits for
breast cancer survivors such as improvements in bone
density, mood and quality of life. Breast cancer survivors
may be at an increased risk of low bone density as a
consequence of lower oestrogen levels caused by certain
types of chemotherapy or medications such as aromatase
inhibitors. This is because oestrogen is needed to help
bones absorb and maintain calcium for keeping bones
strong. In addition, low oestrogen levels that accompany
menopause place women at further risk of low bone
density. If you are at risk of low bone density it is advisable
to have your bone density and vitamin D level checked.

What should my level
of vitamin D be?

Many people who live in Australia have blood levels

of vitamin D that are too low, primarily because people
spend less time outdoors (with less sun exposure) than
Australians in the past. This is a particular problem in
the winter months as the sun’s rays are not as strong as
they are in the summer months. Blood levels of vitamin
D above 50 nmol/L are traditionally thought to be high
enough but many experts believe that vitamin D levels
should be above 75 nmol/L to help prevent disease.

Table 1: Criteria for vitamin D deficiency

Vitamin D blood level (nmol/L) Vitamin D adequacy

> 75 Adequate

50-75 Insufficient

25-50 Mild deficiency
12.5-25 Moderate deficiency
<125 Severe deficiency

How much vitamin D
do I need?

The daily recommended intake for vitamin D varies
according to your age. The Institute of Medicine in the
USA now recommends 600 international units (IU) for
people under 70 years, and 800 IU for people over 70.
However many experts believe these recommendations
are too low to prevent disease and they advise an intake
of at least 1000 U of vitamin D daily to reduce the risk
of chronic diseases such as breast cancer. This vitamin D
can come from sun exposure or food and supplements.

What are the sources
of vitamin D?

The main source of vitamin D for most people is

from exposure to sunlight. Food also contains vitamin D,

but there are very few foods with enough vitamin D

to meet daily requirements. Foods such as oily fish
(e.g. salmon, sardines and trout) are good sources of
vitamin D. Some foods also have vitamin D added to
them (foods ‘fortified” with vitamin D), but again, the
amounts are not enough to meet daily requirements.
The table below shows some of the best food sources

of vitamin D.

Table 2: Food sources of vitcmin D

Food Serving size Vitamin D (IU)

Canned red salmon 75 g 147

Atlantic salmon 1 fillet 420

Reduced fat milk 1 cup 19

Beef fillet 1 small steak 3

Egg 1 whole 14

Sardines 1 small can 384

Supplements

Omega-3 fish oll 1 capsule 0

Cod liver oil 1 teaspoon 420

Calcium 1 capsule 200-400
with vitamin D (variable)

Multivitamin 1 capsule 50-400
with vitamin D

Vitamin D 1 capsule 1000

(variable)

Source: FoodWorks 2009, Version 6.0, Xyris Software and product information

What about vitamin D
supplements?

Vitamin D supplements may be beneficial for people
who are not able to obtain enough sunlight on a
regular basis or in whom sunlight exposure is not
recommended. A vitamin D supplement containing
at least 1000 IU of vitamin D is safe to consume
on a regular basis. It's a good idea to see your
doctor to have your vitamin D level checked if you
are considering taking supplements. An accredited
practising dietitian can also advise on suitable ways
to achieve your vitamin D requirements from foods
and supplements.




