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�³�7�K�H���V�X�Q�V�K�L�Q�H���Y�L�W�D�P�L�Q�´���K�D�V���E�H�H�Q���D���K�R�W��
topic of conversation in medical circles of 

�O�D�W�H�����:�H�¶�Y�H���N�Q�R�Z�Q���I�R�U���D���O�R�Q�J���W�L�P�H���W�K�D�W��
Vitamin D is essential for bone health and supplementation pre-

vents rickets (vitamin D supplementation of milk started in the 

US in the 1930s for that reason), but recent research implies 

that deficiency is more common than we thought. 

 

Vitamin D comes from skin exposure to the sun and from die-

tary sources.   So why are we more concerned about defi-

ciency?  Better awareness of skin cancer has been a big factor, 

with many people more diligent about sunscreen and long 

sleeves. Many people are also spending less time outside and 

more in front of computers and televisions.  Younger children 

�D�Q�G���W�H�H�Q�V���Z�K�R���G�R�Q�¶�W���G�U�L�Q�N���V�X�I�I�L�F�L�H�Q�W���D�P�R�X�Q�W�V���R�I���Y�L�W�D�P�L�Q���'���I�R�U��
�W�L�I�L�H�G���F�R�Z�¶�V���P�L�O�N�������³�V�X�I�I�L�F�L�H�Q�W�´��� �������O�L�W�H�U���G�D�L�O�\�������G�D�U�N�H�U���V�N�L�Q�Q�H�G��
people or people with problems absorbing fats from the gut 

(like gastric bypass surgery patients) are also at risk.  Some 

medications (the weight loss medicine orlistat or some choles-

terol medications like cholestyramine) can also interfere with 

�W�K�H���E�R�G�\�¶�V���D�E�V�R�U�S�W�L�R�Q���R�I���Y�L�W�D�P�L�Q���'�������0�R�V�W���L�P�S�R�U�W�D�Q�W�O�\���I�R�U���X�V���L�Q��
Montana, those who live in more northern latitudes where sun 

can sometimes be scarce are also at risk. 

 

What are some potential symptoms of vitamin D deficiency?  

The most common symptoms are muscle weakness and bone 

pain. There are also some studies suggesting that low levels of 

vitamin D may put people at higher risk for autoimmune dis-

ease (in particular multiple sclerosis and Type 1 diabetes) and 

certain types of cancer (breast, colon and prostate in particular). 

 

�6�R���Z�H�¶�U�H���F�R�Q�Y�L�Q�F�H�G���W�K�L�V���L�V���L�P�S�R�U�W�D�Q�W�����E�X�W���K�R�Z���F�D�Q���Z�H���J�H�W��
�H�Q�R�X�J�K���Y�L�W�D�P�L�Q���'�"���,�I���\�R�X���J�H�W���³�E�D�W�K�L�Q�J���V�X�L�W���O�H�Y�H�O�´���H�[�S�R�V�X�U�H���G�X�U��
ing peak sunlight hours for about 20 minutes that will allow 

your skin to make approximately 20,000 units of vitamin D.  

For most if they are able to do this once a week this would pro-

vide adequate vitamin D.   The trouble is, our bodies 

can only store vitamin D for 2-3 months, so when we 

get into the depths of winter and early spring most of 

us are not able to get sufficient vitamin D from 

sunlight alone and our stores are running low.  And if 

�\�R�X�¶�U�H���Q�R�W���P�X�F�K���R�I���D���P�L�O�N���G�U�L�Q�N�H�U���D�Q�G���Q�R�W���R�Y�H�U�O�\��
fond of cod liver oil, you may just have to take a sup-

plement. 

 

There is still controversy about how much is 

�³�H�Q�R�X�J�K�´���Y�L�W�D�P�L�Q���'�������2�O�G�H�U���V�W�X�G�L�H�V���D�G�Y�L�V�H�G������������
units daily as the upper limit of safety, but there are 

reports suggesting higher levels are also safe, and 

may in fact be necessary in some cases.  It is likely 

that in the coming months and years we will see the 

old recommendations of 400 to 800 units per day re-

vised upward.  The hard part is that your individual 

needs may be different depending on skin color, 

amount of time spent outside and use of sunscreen or 

protective clothing, your diet and other medical prob-

lems. 

 

�&�D�Q���W�K�H�U�H���E�H���³�W�R�R���P�X�F�K���R�I���D���J�R�R�G���W�K�L�Q�J�´�"���<�H�V���± po-

tentially.  Amidst all the promising news about bene-

fits of vitamin D we have to insert a cautionary note 

�± �L�W���L�V���S�R�V�V�L�E�O�H���W�R���J�H�W���³�W�R�[�L�F�´���I�U�R�P���W�R�R���P�X�F�K���Y�L�W�D�P�L�Q��
D, that can lead to symptoms like nausea, vomiting, 

weakness, and high blood calcium levels can cause 

heart rhythm problems and kidney stones. 
 

 

The take home lesson? Be aware of your vitamin D 

intake, particularly in the winter and spring when you 

might not get much from 

the sun.  Ask your doctor 

if you think you might be at 

risk for Vi- tamin D defi-

ciency, there are blood tests 

available to check your lev-

els.  And stay tuned, there 

is more re- search going on 

as we speak! 


