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What is vitamin K?

Vitamin K is a vitamin which is needed by the 
body to make the blood clot properly. It helps 
to prevent abnormal bleeding.

Vitamin K is made by bacteria in the intestines. 
It is present in small amounts in breast milk 
and is added to formula milk.

Why is it significant for new 
born babies?

New born babies commonly do not have 
enough Vitamin K. They are born with a small 
store which is quickly utilised and it takes time 
for  the baby’s intestines to be colonised by the 
bacteria which produce Vitamin K.

As a result a small number of babies are 
vulnerable to developing bleeding due to 
Vitamin K deficiency. This is called Vitamin K 
Deficiency Bleeding (VKDB). If babies are not 
given Vitamin K supplementation between 
2.5 and 17 in every 1000 will experience 
some bleeding. The most serious type of 
bleeding occurs in the brain and can result in 
brain damage or rarely death.  This occurs in 
around 1 in 10,000 babies when Vitamin K 
supplementation is not given. 



Do all babies need to have 
Vitamin K supplementation? 

Some babies are more at risk than others but it 
is not always possible to identify these babies 
and bleeding can occur in babies that were 
thought to be low risk (about 25%)

The following are recognised as risk factors in 
new born babies:

 • Babies born prematurely.

 • Babies who have complicated deliveries  
  such as forceps deliveries.

 • Babies who are ill.

 • Babies of mothers who take certain   
  medications such as anti-convulsants  
  (carbamazepine, phenytoin and   
  barbiturates),anti-tuberculosis drugs   
  (isoniazid, rifampicin) some antibiotics  
  (cephalosporins) or vitamin K antagonists  
  (coumarin or warfarin).

 • Babies who fail to take or absorb feeds.

 • Babies with liver disease (this may   
  present as prolonged jaundice, pale   
  stools and dark urine).

The risk of developing VKDB is virtually 
eliminated if babies are given Vitamin K as 
a single intra-muscular injection at birth. 
It is also effective to give the Vitamin K 
orally but multiple doses are required.



Can Vitamin K be harmful?

Concerns about a possible link between giving 
a Vitamin K injection to babies at birth and the 
development of childhood cancer where raised 
in studies conducted in the 1990’s.

However a review of available and additional  
data by the UK Children’s Cancer Study Group 
in 2003 found no evidence that giving babies 
Vitamin K  by injection after birth influences 
the risk of children developing leukaemia or 
any other cancer.

How is Vitamin K given?

Vitamin K is usually given to your baby with 
you consent in the form of an intra-muscular 
injection soon after birth. This is thought 
to give the most reliable and long lasting 
protection.

Vitamin K can be given to your baby orally but 
this requires three doses: at  birth, at one week 
and one month of age.

What do I need to decide?

You need to decide if you want your baby to 
have Vitamin K supplementation after delivery. 
You then need to decide if you want your baby 
to have the one off injection (most effective) or 
the oral doses (less effective).



If you are unsure about whether you want 
your baby to have  Vitamin K supplementation 
please speak to your midwife.  The midwife 
will ask you about your feelings regarding 
vitamin at around 28 weeks and 36 weeks  of 
you pregnancy and when you make your birth 
plan.

Alternatively you can ask to speak to a 
paediatrician after your baby is born.

Ultimately we need your consent before we 
can give Vitamin K to your baby.

Useful telephone numbers

Labour ward: 01226 432249 (24 hour)

Antenatal day unit: 01226 432203 (09.00-17.00)

Antenatal clinic: 01226 432583 (09.00-17.00)
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If you need this information in an alternative 
format, please contact the Patient Advice 
and Complaints Team on 01226  432330.
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