
We understand there is often confusion regarding the Vitamin K shot that is recommended for all newborns at birth.  There is a lot 
of information on the internet. Some is great and some is quite false.  It can be difficult to navigate all the conflicting information 
out there and make the best decision for your sweet new baby.  We want to help answer any questions you may have so this 
decision can be made based on solid information. 

Q: What is Vitamin K?
A: Vitamin K is a fat-soluble vitamin that is necessary for our bodies to make certain proteins that make blood clot.  Without this 
vitamin, it is difficult for our bodies to form blood clots and we bleed much more easily, even without any cuts or bumps.  

Our bodies do not make Vitamin K.  It’s an “essential nutrient”, meaning we must get it from somewhere else.  We get Vitamin K 
from our food, as well as from some healthy bacteria in our bowels that produce it for us. 

Newborns are born with extremely low levels of Vitamin K in their bodies.  This is because it does not cross the placenta from 
mom to baby very well.  Vitamin K also does not cross easily into breast milk, even if mom is taking additional vitamins.  It takes 
several months for a baby to get enough Vitamin K in their diet and through gut bacteria for them to make the needed proteins 
to prevent bleeding. Formula does have Vitamin K in it, but it still takes some time for a formula-fed infant to build up enough 
Vitamin K to prevent bleeding. 

Q: What is Vitamin K Deficiency Bleeding?
A: Vitamin K Deficiency Bleeding, or VKDB, is when an infant who is low in Vitamin K has bleeding because their body cannot 
make blood clots. This used to be called “Hemorrhagic Disease of the Newborn”, but the name was changed because it can affect 
babies past the newborn period, even up to 6-8 months of age. Babies can bleed following small bumps, surgical procedures, or 
for no reason at all.

Babies who have VKDB generally bleed into their brains (stroke), into their bowel or abdomen, or through skin injuries including 
circumcision. When bleeding occurs in the brain, the damage may be severe before the baby reaches medical attention.  When the 
bleeding occurs in the abdomen, the child may bleed to death internally before anyone realizes they are bleeding. Since babies 
can’t tell us what is going on, and because the symptoms of bleeding are often subtle, we may not realize what is happening until 
it is too late to prevent injury or death. 

Q: Why have I never heard of any baby who has had Vitamin K deficiency bleeding?
A: This is because the preventative Vitamin K shot works!  Babies in the United States have been receiving the Vitamin K shot 
routinely since 1961, and it has virtually eliminated Vitamin K Deficiency Bleeding in the developed world.

About 4 million babies are born in the US each year.  If we stopped giving Vitamin K at birth, about 80,000 babies per year would 
develop severe bleeding as a result.  That’s more than 200 infants per day. 

Babies in other parts of the world where there is no access to Vitamin K at birth develop Vitamin K deficiency bleeding, causing 
severe organ damage and death. 

About 2 out of every 100 infants who do not get the Vitamin K shot will have severe bleeding. And 1 out of every 5 babies who 
develop Vitamin K deficiency bleeding will die. 

Though that may seem like a small risk, if it happens to your baby, the results are devastating. 

Even if they survive, babies who have this severe bleeding often have permanent disability related to the bleeding, especially if 
that bleeding occurs in the brain. 

We are starting to see an increase in VKDB in the US because more parents have been deciding not to give the shot to their babies 
at birth. 
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Q: I’ve heard that unless a baby has a difficult delivery, we don’t need to give the Vitamin K injection.   
Is this true?
A: No.  Most babies who develop VKDB do not have any known birth trauma, injury, or illness.  The bleeding starts suddenly and 
may not be recognized until it is too late.

Babies are at risk for VKDB until they are 6-8 months old, not just in the first few weeks. There is a lot that can happen in a baby’s 
first months that can increase the risk of bleeding even more – such as falling over when learning to sit or being in a minor car 
accident. 

Q: Does the Vitamin K shot increase the risk of cancer?
A: There is extensive, strong evidence that there is no connection between Vitamin K and any type of cancer in children or adults. 

There was a single researcher in Bristol, England in the early 1990s who claimed to find an association between intramuscular 
Vitamin K at birth and an increased risk of childhood leukemia.  However, this claim has been repeatedly and conclusively 
disproved by many studies and huge amounts of data from multiple countries. 

This is a basic principle of science: when a study’s findings cannot be reproduced using high-quality study design and a lot of data, 
the initial findings are invalid, resulting from chance, bias, or a poor study design.

 Q: I have concerns about vaccinating my baby so young.
A: We certainly encourage you to discuss vaccines with your baby’s doctor.  But it is important to note that the Vitamin K shot is 
not a vaccine.  It is simply a vitamin. It does not have any effect on your baby’s immune system. 

Q: Are the ingredients in the shot toxic?
A: No.  These are the ingredients in the form of Vitamin K that we use at Wise Health System:

• Vitamin K1, also called “phytonadione”.  This is the active ingredient.  The dose that is given is 0.5 mL, which contains 1 mg of 
Vitamin K1.

• Castor oil, ethoxylated.  This is used in a small amount to dissolve the Vitamin K into liquid form.  Since Vitamin K is fat-soluble, 
it must be dissolved in an oil rather than water. 

 | This component has been known to cause rare allergic-type reactions, but only when given in much larger doses and 
when given through IV.  The intramuscular (IM) low-dose shot given to newborns does not cause this reaction. 

• Dextrose.  This is simply sugar.  It’s the same sugar that is added to IV fluid when needed to support blood sugar. 
• Benzyl alcohol.  A very small amount is used to prevent bacterial growth in the Vitamin K vial.  You would need to give about 

100 times this amount of benzyl alcohol every day in order to cause any side effects.
• Hydrochloride.  A very small amount of hydrochloride may be used to adjust the pH of the solution.  It is an acid, which means 

that it contains hydrogen ions to adjust the pH of the substance so that it does not irritate the muscle tissue. 

Q: What about aluminum?  I have heard there is a lot of aluminum in this shot.
A: Aluminum is never added to the Vitamin K shot.  However, with any processing, it is possible for scant amounts of aluminum to 
leak into the solution. This is because aluminum is used in the manufacturing of glass, plastics and many other materials that are 
then used to produce the solution used in the shot.

The Vitamin K formulation that we use is monitored closely to ensure aluminum, IF present, is present only in tiny amounts. It 
cannot contain more than 100 mcg/liter.  Since there are 1000 mL in a liter and the dose the baby gets is ½ of one mL (0.5 mL), the 
MOST the baby can get in this shot is 100/1000/2=0.05 mcg.  And there are 1000 mcg in one milligram, so this is an extremely low 
amount.  It’s also important to note that breast milk contains about 40 mcg/Liter of aluminum (formula contains about 225 mcg/
liter) and the baby will consume many liters of breast milk/formula over the course of their infancy.  Any aluminum exposure from 
the Vitamin K shot is much less than they will get from diet and environmental exposures, even in their first few weeks of life. 

Q: But isn’t it unnatural?  Babies have been born for thousands of years without this and have done just fine.
A: Many have.  But did you know that just 100 years ago, in 1920, the infant death rate in the United States was 19%?  That means 
that 1 in every 5 babies born would die before their first birthday. It was unusual for a family to have NOT buried at least one child. 
There have been many advancements in the past 100 years that have greatly reduced this number. We have cleaner environments, 
better access to health providers, access to antibiotics and vaccines, and yes, Vitamin K.  All these advancements have made infant 
deaths much less common. 
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Q: Has the dose been studied?  Is there any chance it may be excessive and dangerous?
A: The current dose has been the standard since at least the 1950s in many parts of the world, including the United States.

Different doses were tried initially and based on enormous amounts of data across numerous countries, the current standard dose 
of 1 mg IM Vitamin K was determined to be both safe and effective.

It’s also important to note that since this is a fat-soluble vitamin and since it’s given into the muscle and not directly into the blood, 
that it is absorbed rather slowly.  There is enough of the vitamin absorbed to be effective within a few hours of it being given, but it 
then releases slowly and provides protection for the baby until they’re getting Vitamin K from their diet and bacteria, 6-8 months later. 

Q: Will this be painful for my baby right after birth?
A: Newborns experience significant stress during the labor and delivery process.  This is normal.  As a response to this stress, their 
bodies release natural stress hormones and endorphins which help them through the process and even give them natural pain 
relief.  Compared to the stress of childbirth, a small brief injection is very minor.  Most babies don’t even notice.  

There are wonderful ways to soothe your infant right after they receive their Vitamin K.  Many mothers choose to breastfeed their 
baby right afterwards, to hold them skin-to-skin, or to swaddle and cuddle them.

We do know the bleeding associated with VKDB is extremely painful, and those babies must endure painful procedures including 
surgeries to save their lives.  The shot is many, many times less invasive.

Q: Is there an option to give my baby oral Vitamin K instead?
A: There are some countries in Europe that offer oral Vitamin K regimens. Many different doses and formulations have been 
studied, and the results show that oral Vitamin K is much less effective than the Vitamin K shot.

• Any oral regimen requires repeated doses over weeks to months, and it takes quite a while to build up enough Vitamin K to 
prevent bleeding.

• In the US, the only licensed oral form of Vitamin K is a 5 mg tablet, which would need to be divided, crushed, and dissolved in 
liquid to give to a newborn.  There is no way to do this reliably and know just how much of the vitamin the baby is receiving. 

• There are some liquid formulations available online.  These are not regulated, so there is no real way to know if the dose is 
accurate or even if the form of the vitamin in the bottle is a form that the baby can absorb or use to prevent bleeding. Since 
they are not regulated or approved in the US, there is not a particular brand or regimen we can recommend. 

The bottom line:
Educated and caring parents are the best advocates for their children.  There are many things in the world today that make it 
hard to feel confident that children are being raised in a safe and healthy environment and being adequately protected from 
harmful exposures.

It has become more common to refuse certain preventive health measures such as Vitamin K injections because of fears about 
whether they might be harmful, toxic, unnatural, or unnecessary.  For Vitamin K, decades of well-designed research clearly show 
that this is not so. 

By giving your baby the Vitamin K shot at birth, you are protecting your baby from potentially catastrophic bleeding and death. 

Where can I learn more?
Access these evidence-based resources to learn more about the Vitamin K shot:

• Evidence Based Birth – Vitamin K.  A website that discussed the risks and benefits of Vitamin K based on the available 
evidence.  Access at: http://evidencebasedbirth.com/evidence-for-the-vitamin-k-shot-in-newborns/ 

• The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention report on a cluster of infants in Tennessee in 2013 who experienced Vitamin 
K deficiency bleeding because they did not receive the Vitamin K shot at birth:

 | “Notes from the Field: Late Vitamin K Deficiency Bleeding in Infants Whose Parents Declined Vitamin K Prophylaxis – 
Tennessee, 2013”. http://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/preview/mmwrhtml/mm6245a4.htm?s_cid=mm6245a4_w 

• Vitamin K and Childhood Cancer. This academic article examines all evidence disproving any association between Vitamin K 
shot and childhood cancer in great detail:

 | Fear NT et al. “Vitamin K and childhood cancer: a report from the United Kingdom Childhood Cancer Study.” Br J Cancer 
(2003):89:1228-1231.  https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2394315 

• Olive’s and Judah’s Stories.  Real life stories about two babies who developed VKDB, as told by their mothers.
 | https://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/vitamink/real-stories.html 
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