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Vitamin D for Babies, Children & Adolescents
By: Anthony Porto, MD, MPH, FAAP & Sarah Abu-Alreesh, MD, FAAP

Common wisdom says that if your child drinks milk and
plays outside, they are getting enough vitamin D, right?
Surprisingly, that may not be the case.

Studies show that many children aren't getting enough of
this essential vitamin, which plays a key role in helping
them grow strong and healthy. Because of lifestyle changes
and sunscreen use, about 42% of Americans are deficient in
vitamin D. Among children between 1 to 11 years old, an
estimated (https://publications.aap.org/pediatrics/article/124/5/1404/72130/Serum-25-Hydroxyvitamin-D-Levels-Among-
US-Children) 15% have vitamin D deficiency. And researchers have found (https://www.nature.com/articles/s41430-021-
00880-y) that 17% of adolescents and 32% of young adults were deficient in vitamin D.

Why do kids need vitamin D?
Vitamin D supports bone health. It ensures the body absorbs and retains enough calcium and phosphorus, both critical for
building strong bones and preventing rickets (/English/healthy-living/nutrition/Pages/Vitamin-D-Deficiency-and-
Rickets.aspx). Rickets is a bone-softening disease that can affect growing children, especially in the first two years of life.
Vitamin D deficiency also increases the risk of broken bones in older children, teens, and adults.
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Vitamin D also plays a role (https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/29397388/) in the immune system
(https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3166406/) response and has been linked with mental health. Research
suggests that people with vitamin D deficiency may be at increased risk for depression
(https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/28914205/).

When does my child need vitamin D? And how much?
All children need vitamin D beginning shortly after birth. The American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP) currently
recommends (https://publications.aap.org/pediatrics/article/134/4/e1229/32964/Optimizing-Bone-Health-in-Children-
and-Adolescents) that:

Babies younger than 12 months old need 400 IU
(https://www.cdc.gov/nutrition/infantandtoddlernutrition/definitions.html#iu) of vitamin D each day.

Toddlers, older children, and adolescents need 600 IU of vitamin D each day.

With growing evidence showing the life-long health benefits of vitamin D, the AAP raised its recommended daily
requirement for children need in 2008.

Vitamin D supplements
Vitamin D supplements are important because most children will not get enough of this vitamin through diet alone.

Breastfed infants should get an adequate supply of vitamin D through a supplement of 400 IU per day. For formula-fed
babies, the requirements are the same. Unless the child is drinking 32 ounces of infant formula per day, a vitamin D
supplement (/English/ages-stages/baby/feeding-nutrition/Pages/Vitamin-Iron-Supplements.aspx) is required. If a child or
a teenager is not consuming enough vitamin D in his or her diet, a supplement may be needed.

When it comes to giving your child a vitamin D supplement, there are several liquid forms for infants. Chewable vitamins
are generally regarded as safe for children over the age of three who can chew hard foods and candy.

For breast or bottle-fed babies: Liquid supplements are the best option. There are liquid preparations that give the
recommended intake of 400 IU in ½ or 1 mL. There are also liquid drop solutions available that provide one drop that
equals 400 IU per day.
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As with all medications and supplements, vitamin D supplements should be kept out of a child's reach (/English/safety-
prevention/at-home/medication-safety/Pages/Medication-Safety-Tips.aspx).

Getting vitamin D naturally
In addition to vitamin supplements, enriched foods are another way to increase the vitamin D in your child's diet. Look for
foods fortified with vitamin D such as milk, cereal, orange juice, yogurt, and margarine. Vitamin D is found naturally in only
a few foods. See natural sources listed in the chart below.

Natural Sources of Vitamin D

Food Serving Size Vitamin D  (IU)

Salmon

Fresh wild

Fresh farmed

3.5 oz.

3.5 oz.

600-1000

100-250

Sardines, canned 3.5 oz. 300

Tuna, canned 3.5 oz. 236

Mackerel, canned 3.5 oz. 250

Shitake mushroom

Fresh

Canned

3.5 oz.

3.5 oz.

100

1600

a
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Egg, hard-boiled 3.5 oz. 20

Source: Optimizing bone health in children and adolescents. Pediatrics. 2014 Oct;134(4):e1229-43. doi: 10.1542/peds.2014-2173. Review. PubMed PMID: 25266429.

Quick tips: the ABCs of vitamin D
How to make sure your child is getting enough vitamin D

Breastfed and partially breastfed infants should be supplemented with 400 IU a day of vitamin D beginning in the first
few days of life.

All non-breastfed infants, as well as older children, who are consuming less than 32 ounces per day of vitamin D-
fortified formula or milk, should receive a vitamin D supplement of 400 IU a day.

Adolescents who do not get 600 IU of vitamin D per day through foods should receive a supplement containing that
amount.

Children with an increased risk of vitamin D deficiency, such as those taking certain medications and with chronic
diseases such as cystic fibrosis (/English/health-issues/conditions/chronic/Pages/Cystic-Fibrosis.aspx), may need
higher doses of vitamin D. Consult your pediatrician.

More information

Vitamin D & Iron Supplements for Babies: AAP Recommendations (/English/ages-stages/baby/feeding-
nutrition/Pages/Vitamin-Iron-Supplements.aspx)

Vitamin D & Sun Exposure (/English/ages-stages/teen/nutrition/Pages/Vitamin-D-and-Sun-Exposure.aspx)

Where We Stand: Vitamins (/English/healthy-living/nutrition/Pages/Where-We-Stand-Vitamins.aspx)

Calcium: The Teen Bone Builder (/English/ages-stages/teen/nutrition/Pages/Calcium-The-Bone-Builder.aspx)
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About Dr. Porto
Anthony Porto, MD, MPH, FAAP is a board certified pediatrician and board certified pediatric
gastroenterologist. He is an Associate Professor of Pediatrics and Associate Clinical Chief of Pediatric
Gastroenterology at Yale University and Director, Pediatric Gastroenterology at Greenwich Hospital in
Greenwich, CT. He is also the medical director of the Yale Pediatric Celiac Program. Within the
American Academy of Pediatrics, Dr. Porto sits on the PREP Gastroenterology Advisory Board and is a
member of the Section on Gastroenterology, Hepatology and Nutrition. He is also a member of the
North American Society of Pediatric Gastroenterology, Hepatology and Nutrition's Public Education

Committee, a pediatric expert on nutrition for The Bump's Real Answers, and is the co-author of The Pediatrician's Guide
to Feeding Babies and Toddlers. Follow him on Instagram @Pediatriciansguide
(https://www.instagram.com/pediatriciansguide/).
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The information contained on this Web site should not be used as a substitute for the medical care and advice of your pediatrician. There may be variations in treatment that your pediatrician may
recommend based on individual facts and circumstances.
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