
Vitamin D Defi ciency
Where we live, what we eat, and how we choose to 
protect ourselves from the sun have all contributed 
to a recent increase in vitamin D insuffi  ciency and 
defi ciency across the U.S. Insuffi  ciency means our 
vitamin D levels are not in the range that is best for 
our health. Defi ciency means our vitamin D levels 
are too low! It is becoming more apparent that diet 
and sunlight alone are not fulfi lling the need for 
vitamin D in many population groups. 

Current data shows that vitamin D insuffi  ciency 
impacts millions. Th e Archives of Internal 
Medicine reported that more than 75 percent of 
Americans have insuffi  cient levels of vitamin D and 

If you are affected by excess weight or obesity, you have an increased risk of 
developing vitamin D defi ciency. A defi ciency in vitamin D can lead to weak 
bones, while impairing other aspects of your health as well. Many people 
throughout the country are falling short on their vitamin D needs, so it may be 
time to reconsider your own intake.

In this day and age with an overabundance of food in our country and a good 
supply of vitamin supplements, you may be wondering how anyone could be 
defi cient in any nutrient. And, vitamin D, in particular, is unique because our 
bodies can actually make it when our skin is exposed to sunshine. However, a 
number of factors limit our body’s production of vitamin D including darker 
skin color, obesity, less sun exposure in Northern states and skin-protecting 
sunscreen. Though you could go outside without skin-protecting sunscreen, 
harmful UV rays damage skin and can lead to skin cancer. 

The questions remain, “What’s the best way to get the 
right amount of vitamin D and why is it important?”
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Th e American Public Health Association called vitamin D defi ciency/insuffi  ciency, “A major public health concern for both children 
and adults in the U.S.” Vitamin D levels are now checked more often as part of regular medical checkups, and medical professionals 
are recommending using a vitamin D supplement to ensure vitamin D levels are in a healthy range (normal vitamin D range is 30 to 74 
nanograms per milliliter - ng/mL).

Geography Increases/Decreases Vitamin D Risks
If you live in the Northern portion of the United States, (see map) you will only get enough UV rays in the summer months to 
produce enough vitamin D to meet your needs. Th e rest of the year the sun’s rays are not strong enough to help your body produce 
enough vitamin D. And, even if you live in a climate that is warm and sunny 
year-round, you may be using skin-protecting sunscreen or covering your 
body with clothing to protect your skin from damage and the potential 
development of skin cancer. While taking these precautions is wise, you may 
decrease your body’s production of vitamin D.   

At latitudes above 37 degrees north in the U.S. (shaded region in the above 
map) or below 37 degrees south of the equator, the sun is only strong enough 
to produce adequate UV rays in the summertime. Th e rest of the year your 
skin will not be able to produce enough vitamin D from sunlight exposure to 
meet your vitamin D needs. People who live in these areas have a greater risk 
for vitamin D defi ciency.2

Obesity’s Impact on Vitamin D
In addition to diet and exposure to sunlight, obesity has an eff ect on the body’s vitamin 
D levels. Individuals aff ected by obesity have an increased risk of low vitamin D levels. 
As a fat soluble vitamin, vitamin D is stored in fat tissue. When a person has too much 
fat tissue, their vitamin D is not as available for use throughout the body. 

While it may seem like bariatric surgery may improve vitamin D levels once a person 
loses weight, vitamin D defi ciency is common after bariatric surgery as well. Low 
vitamin D levels are diffi  cult to treat in bariatric surgery patients because some 
bariatric surgeries, such as roux-en-y gastric bypass and biliopancreatic diversion 
with duodenal switch (BPD/DS), decrease the absorption of some vitamins and 
minerals, including vitamin D. Making matters worse, many people do not get enough 
vitamin D from their diet. Even with a good diet, adults 19-50 years of age would 
need to consume 27 ounces of milk or other fortifi ed dairy products daily to meet the 
recommended dietary allowance.  

Why You Need to Care
Vitamin D plays an important role in many body functions and systems. Th e most 
well known reason to keep your vitamin D within a healthy range is its important role 
in bone health. As we age, we gradually lose bone mass, a process that speeds up for 
women during their post-menopausal years. Without enough Vitamin D levels in our 
body, calcium cannot be absorbed properly, nor can proper blood levels of calcium or 
phosphorus be maintained. 
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In the past 20 years, vitamin D receptors have been 
found on up to 40 diff erent tissues, including the heart, 
pancreas, muscles, immune-system cells and brain.3 
From its crucial role in bone health to roles in the 
proper functioning of nervous and immune systems, 
breast and colon health, it is clear that vitamin D plays a 
critical role in our overall health and well being.4 

Conclusion
Limited access to sunshine and use of skin-protecting 
sunscreen signifi cantly decreases our ability to make 
vitamin D naturally – even in summertime. Skin color 
(the melanin that makes skin dark also protects skin 
from UV light), smog, cloud cover, season and age 
(elderly individuals do not make vitamin D as well as 
younger adults do) also aff ect this process. In addition, 
many people do not want to risk skin damage and aging, 
as well as the potential for skin cancer from cumulative 
UV exposure. 

Th e simplest and most eff ective path to make sure 
your body is getting the vitamin D it needs is to have 
your doctor check your vitamin D level, and if you are 
one of the many in need of additional vitamin D, take 
a supplement every day. Your doctor may tell you to 
take higher doses than the Recommended Daily Value 
(RDV) to bring your vitamin D up to a healthy level, 
then switch to a lower daily dose to keep your vitamin D 
levels healthy throughout a lifetime.
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As an example of just how important 
vitamin D is, the following study, 
presented at the 2010 American Heart 
Association’s annual meeting, examined 
how low vitamin D levels affect 

the heart:

Researchers followed 27,686 people, aged 50 and 
older, with no history of cardiovascular disease. Th e 
participants were divided into three groups based on 
their vitamin D levels: normal, low or very low. 

After one year of follow-up, those with very low levels of 
vitamin D were 77 percent more likely to die, 45 percent 
more likely to develop coronary artery disease and 78 
percent more likely to have a stroke, and twice as likely 
to develop heart failure compared to people with normal 
vitamin D levels. 

“We concluded that among patients 50 years of age 
or older, even moderate vitamin D defi ciency was 
associated with developing coronary artery disease, 
heart failure, stroke and death,” said study co-author 
Heidi May, PhD, MS, an epidemiologist with the 
Intermountain Medical Center in Murray, Utah.
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The Obesity Action Coalition (OAC) is a National non-profit organization dedicated 
to giving a voice to individuals affected by obesity and helping them 
along their journey toward better health. Our core focuses are to 
elevate the conversation of weight and its impact on 
health, improve access to obesity care, provide 
science-based education on obesity and its 
treatments, and fight to eliminate weight 
bias and discrimination.

ABOUT THE OBESITY 
ACTION COALITION (OAC)

JOIN TODAY:  GO TO OBESITYACTION.ORG/JOIN
info@obesityaction.org 

(800) 717-3117 | (813) 872-7835 | Fax: (813) 873-7838
@ObesityActionCoalition
@ObesityAction

The OAC knows that the journey with weight can be challenging 
but we also know that great things happen when we learn, 
connect and engage. That is why the OAC Community exists. 
Our Community is designed to provide quality education, ongoing 
support programs, an opportunity to connect, and a place to take 
action on important issues. 




