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Which pregnancy vitamins do I really
need?
With so many pregnancy vitamins on the market, it can be hard to know
where to begin. So which vitamins do you actually need during pregnancy
and which are less essential?

Early pregnancy can be a bewildering time. No sooner has that line on the
test appeared than you begin to Google: what should I eat; what should I
drink; which foods are banned; can I keep up my normal exercise routine; is
it even safe to run a hot bath?

Pregnancy vitamins are yet another thing to think about. With such a wide
array of pregnancy supplements on the market, it can be hard to know
where to begin. Which vitamins do you actually need and what is just
marketing hype?

Perhaps you are already taking a multivitamin and don't want to change it,
or believe eating a healthy, varied diet ought to be enough.

"A healthy balanced and varied diet should provide most (non-pregnant)
people with the essential vitamins and minerals their body needs," says Dr
Angela Rai, a GP at The London General Practice.

"However, there are times when supplements may be required. Vitamins
taken in pregnancy should be specific for pregnancy and from a reputable
brand.

Which pregnancy vitamins do you actually
need to take?
There are some, but you may not need to supplement as many vitamins as
you think. The two pregnancy vitamins you do need to think about are folic
acid and vitamin D.
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Folic acid
As your midwife will explain to you at your booking appointment, you need
to take folic acid throughout the first 12 weeks of pregnancy. In an ideal
world, you'd have started supplementing folic acid even before conception.
Otherwise, the advice is just to begin as soon as you find out you're
pregnant.

"All pregnancy vitamins will contain 400 mcg of folic acid," says Abbas
Kanani, a pharmacist at Chemist Click.

"Good sources of folate, the natural form of folic acid, include green leafy
vegetables, and breakfast cereals fortified with folate. However, it's quite
difficult to guarantee the recommended amount of folate from diet alone,
which is why prenatal vitamins containing folic acid are very important."

The rationale here is that folic acid helps prevent certain birth defects,
mainly spina bifida and anencephaly. These conditions, known as neural
tube defects, occur very early in pregnancy when the baby's spinal cord
and brain fail to develop properly.

A major 1991 study from the Medical Research Council found that taking
folic acid supplements prevents around 72% of neural tube defects.

While 400 mcg (the standard dose in a prenatal vitamin) will be enough for
most pregnant women, some people will need more.

If you have other risk factors, such as a family history of spina bifida or a
BMI over 30, you are advised to take a higher-dose supplement prescribed
by a GP.

Vitamin D
It's advised to take vitamin D throughout your whole pregnancy, especially
between September and March when it's harder to derive vitamin D from
the sun. In the winter, around 30-40% of the UK population are classed as
vitamin D-deficient - and rates are much higher for people with darker skin.

A 2020 study found that 57% of Brits with Asian ancestry, and 39% of those
with Black African ancestry, were severely deficient in vitamin D.
Unfortunately, vitamin D deficiency in pregnancy can be bad for you and
for the baby.
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For the baby, it has been associated with a risk of soft bones and even
rickets, along with a greater risk of childhood asthma and type 1 diabetes.
For you, it can heighten the risk of pre-eclampsia and gestational diabetes.

Supplementation is vital - but don't take more than 100 mcg a day. "It is
recommended to take around 10 mcg of vitamin D daily, when pregnant,"
says Kanani.

"This helps in the development of the baby’s bones, teeth, kidneys, heart
and nervous system.

Studies also show that vitamin D helps to reduce the chances of developing
high blood pressure and diabetes when pregnant."

Which other pregnancy vitamins might I need?
You should be able to meet your other vitamin requirements simply by
eating a balanced diet. However, some people may benefit from
supplementing the following:

Iron
You'll be offered a blood test early in pregnancy that will check for iron-
deficiency anaemia. If you do have low iron levels, your doctor will prescribe
a supplement. However, iron supplements are not routinely recommended
for pregnant women because they can have side effects. Make sure to eat
lots of iron-rich food, such as leafy green vegetables, pulses, nuts and dried
fruit, and red meat.

"Iron is essential for red blood cells and iron deficiency is common in
pregnancy," says Dr Rai. "Low iron can affect the immune system and ability
to exercise and can make the heart beat abnormally fast. Taking over-the-
counter supplements should be safe; stronger doses should be taken with
advice from your doctor."

Calcium
Calcium is essential during pregnancy for strengthening the baby's bones
and teeth. That said, you probably don't need to take a supplement.
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You may need to take extra precautions to get enough calcium from your
diet if you're vegan or don't have any dairy in your diet. While dairy products
are the best-known source of calcium, you can also find it in leafy green
vegetables, tinned fish with bones, fortified plant milk, nuts, sesame seeds
and tofu.

Vitamin B12
If you are a vegan, you are probably already taking vitamin B12
supplements, as it can be hard to get sufficient levels from a plant-based
diet. Pregnancy is no time to stop - look out for a prenatal supplement that
includes B12.

Are there any pregnancy vitamins to avoid?
A 2016 study found that expensive multivitamin supplements (which can
contain more than 20 vitamins and minerals) did not have any special
benefits for mothers and babies.

You should avoid general multivitamins that are not specifically tailored for
pregnancy, along with high doses of any vitamin.

Above all, steer clear of supplements containing vitamin A (retinol), as high
doses of vitamin A can be harmful to the baby. That also applies to cod
liver oil and any liver products, including liver pté - but don't worry about
vegetables like carrots, as the levels they contain are perfectly safe.

Certain herbal supplements may be a bad idea too, so check with your
doctor before taking anything that isn't formulated for pregnancy. You can
pick up pregnancy vitamins from your pharmacy or GP, while some women
will qualify for the NHS Healthy Start scheme, which entitles them to free
vitamins.

Speak to your healthcare professional
If you're not sure what to go for, or if you have a specific medical condition
or dietary restriction, talk to your GP, midwife or pharmacist.
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"All pharmacists will have a lot of experience dealing with mothers-to-be,"
says Kanani. "We are well versed in vitamins, and we can make specific
recommendations as well as addressing your questions. You can also ask
your pharmacist to check for interactions with any medication you are
taking, and to check the suitability of vitamins with any medical conditions
you have."

Disclaimer: This article is for information only and should not be used for the
diagnosis or treatment of medical conditions. Egton Medical Information Systems
Limited has used all reasonable care in compiling the information but makes no
warranty as to its accuracy. Consult a doctor or other healthcare professional for
diagnosis and treatment of medical conditions. For details see our conditions.
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Discuss Which pregnancy vitamins do I really need? and find more trusted
resources at Patient.
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