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Vitamin K deficiency bleeding (VKDB) 

 

Vitamin K deficiency bleeding (VKDB) is a rare disease in babies and is caused by a 
deficiency of clotting factors as a result of insufficient vitamin K. The condition is a serious 
one, with a high risk of death or handicap if bleeding occurs into the brain.  

Vitamin K is required for the normal clotting of blood. All newborn infants have low levels of 
vitamin K and are at risk of developing haemorrhagic disease of the newborn (HDN).  

How will an injection help? 
The liver needs vitamin K to make several proteins, which are essential for clotting of the 
blood. Babies who are breast-fed do not get enough vitamin K, and are more at risk of 
developing bleeding than bottle-fed babies. However, both breast-fed and bottle-fed 
babies need another source of vitamin K than that found in their milk. 

The greatest reduction in the disease has resulted from the routine administration of 
vitamin K in all newborn babies, usually at birth. This is given either in the form of an 
injection or a series of oral supplements and, as a consequence, VKDB is now rarely seen 
in the UK and other countries where this policy has been adopted.  

Studies have shown that an injection of vitamin K into the muscle prevents haemorrhage 
completely and that oral vitamin K – although offers some protection – is not as good.  

Are there any risks? 
In 1992, a small study showed a possible link between injections of vitamin K with 
childhood cancer. This unexpected finding might have been due to chance and therefore 
needed further study. Over the past four to five years, important large studies from the 
USA, Sweden and Denmark have shown that children are not at risk of developing 
childhood cancer after vitamin K injections. 

What is the local policy? 
Given the evidence, and the fact that haemorrhagic disease is a real risk that has been 
demonstrated over many years, this Trust routinely gives injections of vitamin K to all 
newborn babies in Northern Devon.  

Other formats 

If you need this information in another format such as audio CD, 
Braille, large print, high contrast, British Sign Language or 
translated into another language, please contact the PALS desk 
on 01271 314090 or at ndht.pals@nhs.net. 



Northern Devon Healthcare NHS Trust 

Vitamin K deficiency bleeding (VKDB) 2 of 2 

What happens if I don’t want my baby to have the injection? 
The choice about whether your baby has the injection is yours – our role is to give you 
enough information to allow you to make the right decision for you and your baby. If you 
prefer your baby not to have the injection, we can give vitamin K by mouth. The 
disadvantages of this are: 

• Studies show it to be less effective 

• Repeat doses will be needed 

You can of course decline vitamin K for your baby completely. 

Further information 
If you wish to discuss this in more depth, your midwife will be pleased to help you. 

 

 

Have your say 

Northern Devon Healthcare NHS Trust aims to provide high quality services. However, 
please tell us when something could be improved. If you have a comment or compliment 
about a service or treatment, please raise your comments with a member of staff or the 
PALS team in the first instance.  

‘Care Opinion’ comments forms are on all wards or online at www.careopinion.org.uk. 
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PALS  

The Patient Advice and Liaison Service (PALS) ensures that the NHS listens to 
patients, relatives, carers and friends, answers questions and resolves concerns as 
quickly as possible. If you have a query or concern call 01271 314090 or email 
ndht.pals@nhs.net. You can also visit the PALS and Information Centre in person at 
North Devon District Hospital, Barnstaple.  


