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Vitamin K for Newborn Babies 
Information for patients 

 
Vitamin K is a vitamin which occurs naturally in food, especially liver and some vegetables.  We all 
need vitamin K.  It helps to make blood clot in order to prevent bleeding.  
 
During early infancy when fed entirely on milk, babies have very little vitamin K.  A very small 
number of babies suffer bleeding due to vitamin K deficiency.  This is called vitamin K deficiency 
bleeding or VKDB for short.  The risk of bleeding is  effectively removed when sufficient extra vitamin 
K is given to babies.  
 
VKDB is a rare disorder which occurs in new born babies leading to bleeding from the nose, mouth 
or into the brain.  You won’t always be able to see the bleeding.  When it occurs in the brain it may 
cause brain damage or even death.  
 
VKDB happens in about one in 10,000 full-term babies if they do not get extra vitamin K.  If vitamin K 
were not given, of the 800,00 recorded births in the UK every year, 10-20 babies could be brain 
damaged as a result of a bleed in the brain and 4-6 babies could die.  
  
But this slight risk is eliminated when your baby is given vitamin K supplement in sufficient amounts.  
 
Bleeding happens unpredictably in some babies and it’s not possible to identify babies as high or 
low risk with absolute certainty.  The range of risk factors is broad  but in some babies without risk 
factors, bleeding occurs for unknown reasons, in the first few weeks of life and of babies who suffer 
bleeding about a quarter have no evident risk factor.  
 
Bleeding in the first 24 hours after birth is of particular risk to babies of mothers on certain drugs, 
such as anti-convulsants.  Bleeding after 24 hours following birth is more common and babies at 
greater risk are those who:  
 

  Are premature  

  Had a complicated delivery e.g. a forceps delivery  

  Have liver disease that may show as prolonged jaundice or as other 
 symptoms, such as pale stools or dark urine.   

  Fail to take or find it hard to absorb feeds.   

  Are ill for other reasons  

  Have bleeding or spontaneous bruising in early infancy.  
 
Concerns about the statistical possibility of a link between the use of injected vitamin K and 
childhood cancer were raised by some studies in the early 1990’s but other studies have not 
confirmed this.  In 1997 a joint expert group of the medicine control agency, the committee of safety 
of medicines and the department of health considered all studies.  Though it is not possible 
absolutely to exclude a small  increase in leukaemia due to limitations of the research data, the 
experts concluded that overall the available data does not support an increased risk of cancer, 
including leukaemia, caused by vitamin K.     
 
 
 
 
 
There are two methods of giving vitamin K to your baby:  
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 By mouth  

 By injection  
 
Both ways offer protection against VKDB.  The main difference is that if you choose ‘by mouth’, the 
dose will have to be repeated twice for bottle fed and three more times for breast fed babies.    
 
 
By Injection  
Intra-muscular injection of vitamin K prevents VKDB in virtually all babies.  One dose is given at 
birth, by the midwife or other healthcare professionals.  It does not need to be repeated. 
 
By Mouth   
This method can be just as good as having an injection but only if the doses are repeated.  
 
Three doses are given, one at birth, one at 7 days and the third does at one month of age.  Vitamin 
K is already added to artificial or bottle milk so that the babies fed on these milk get vitamin K in the 
milk anyway.  However, vitamin K is still advised, the first and second doses are required but not the 
third.  
 
Breast feeding gives babies the best start in life.  Breast milk provides exactly the right amount of 
nutrients, growth factors, hormones and immunity a young baby needs to grow and develop.  
 
Breast feeding, without starting solids for the first six months, gives your baby the best chance of 
avoiding allergies later on in childhood.  Babies who are Breastfed for the first six months of life 
continue to have lower rates of infection throughout the first year of life.  
 
The only reason that babies who are breast fed are at greater risk of vitamin deficiency bleeding is 
that vitamin K is added to artificial bottle milk.  Artificial or bottled milk is fine though it cannot match 
the advantages of breast milk.  
 
Vitamin K supplements are given straight after birth, so during the pregnancy / antenatal period you 
need to consider.  
 

 Whether or not you would like vitamin K to be given to you baby  

 If you do, whether it is given by mouth or injection  
 
Parents may decide that their babies should not receive vitamin K or may prefer a modified course.  
In these circumstances the risk of bleeding is increased and parents must be aware of the warning 
signs of VKDB.  
 
Any baby who is still jaundiced after two weeks or age must be seen by a doctor of heath visitor – 
especially if they’re not gaining weight properly, have pale stools and dark urine or are ill in any way.  
 
Of course, there is no substitute for talking the issues through with your midwife,  doctor or health 
visitor.  

 

 

 
 
 

 


