
                    

What does vitamin A do for our bodies and 
should we be taking it as a supplement?

Introduction

Exploring the Vital Role of Vitamin A in Human Body

Vitamin A is a critical fat-soluble vitamin essential for various bodily functions, including vision, 
immune response, and cell growth. It plays a vital role in maintaining healthy skin, mucous 
membranes, and epithelial surfaces, ensuring proper regeneration and differentiation of cells [1][3]. 
Vitamin A is derived from two main sources: preformed vitamin A, found in animal products like liver 
and dairy, and provitamin A carotenoids, found in plant-based foods such as carrots and sweet 
potatoes [3][5]. The importance of vitamin A in human health underscores its necessity for preventing 
diseases and ensuring overall well-being.

Incorporating vitamin A into diets is not just about nutrition, but also about supporting the body's 
complex systems. For example, vitamin A is crucial for embryonic development and fetal growth, 
impacting reproductive health and ensuring proper development of infants and children [1][4]. 
Moreover, vitamin A supports immune function by facilitating the production of T cells and enhancing 
mucosal barriers, thereby protecting against infections [2][3].

The dual nature of vitamin A—both beneficial and potentially harmful if taken in excess—makes 
understanding its role and supplementation needs critical. While adequate intake of vitamin A is 
essential for maintaining good health, excessive consumption can lead to toxicity, highlighting the 
importance of careful management of dietary intake and supplementation [1][5]. Research into 
vitamin A's role and functions will enable better understanding of its health benefits and optimal usage 
guidelines.

The purpose of examining vitamin A's functions is to provide a comprehensive view of its importance 
in human health, including its involvement in vision, immune competence, skin health, and fetal 
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development. This outline aims to detail the biological roles of vitamin A, explore its necessity for 
health maintenance, and discuss guidance for supplementation and prevention of deficiency.

Finally, understanding how vitamin A supports various bodily systems—vision, immune function, and 
skin health—will aid in recognizing both its importance and potential risks, guiding individuals to make 
informed choices about their diet and supplementation needs [1][4]. This knowledge will help prevent 
deficiencies and toxicities, ensuring optimal health benefits from vitamin A intake.

Functions and Benefits of Vitamin A

Exploring the multifaceted roles of Vitamin A in health and disease prevention.

Vitamin A is a crucial nutrient with a range of benefits in the human body. It supports vision and eye 
health, helping to convert light into electrical signals sent to the brain. An early sign of vitamin A 
deficiency is night blindness, highlighting its role in maintaining rhodopsin, a pigment necessary for 
night vision [6][8]. Vitamin A also aids in maintaining the cornea's health and function [7][8].

Beyond vision, vitamin A is vital for immunity and skin health. It plays a significant role in supporting 
the immune system by enhancing the function of T cells and other immune cells, which helps protect 
against infections [8][10]. Additionally, vitamin A contributes to the health of skin cells, mucous 
membranes, and other epithelial tissues, making it beneficial for skin conditions like acne and 
promoting wound healing [6][7].

Vitamin A has antioxidant properties, primarily through its carotenoid forms, such as beta-carotene. 
These compounds help protect cells from oxidative stress, which can reduce the risk of chronic 
diseases, including heart disease and some cancers [8][9]. However, while dietary intake of 
carotenoids is generally safe, taking high doses of preformed vitamin A supplements has shown 
mixed results in cancer prevention research and can be harmful in certain contexts, such as smoking 
[7][9].

The benefits of vitamin A also extend to reproductive and cellular development. It is essential for 
healthy fetal development and can impact fertility and reproductive health in both men and women [8]
[10]. Vitamin A supports cell differentiation, which is crucial for proper tissue formation and growth [7].
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Functions and Benefits of Vitamin A

Understanding the multifaceted roles of Vitamin A in the human body.

Vitamin A plays a crucial role in numerous bodily functions, making it an essential nutrient for overall 
health. One of its most recognized benefits is in vision and corneal health. Vitamin A helps produce 
rhodopsin, a pigment needed for night vision. A deficiency in vitamin A can lead to night blindness, a 
condition where individuals struggle to see in low light [1][3]. Moreover, vitamin A supports the 
maintenance of the cornea, preventing conditions like dry eyes and corneal ulcers [4]. 

In addition to its role in vision, vitamin A is vital for immune function. It supports the development and 
function of various immune cells, including T cells and B cells, which are crucial for fighting infections 
[1][2][3]. Vitamin A also helps maintain epithelial surfaces, such as those in the respiratory, urinary, 
and intestinal systems, providing a barrier against pathogens [2]. 

Vitamin A is beneficial for skin health and cellular growth. It supports cell differentiation and 
regeneration, which is important for maintaining healthy skin and mucous membranes [1][3]. 
Furthermore, vitamin A has antioxidant properties, which may help protect against certain cancers by 
reducing oxidative stress in cells. However, studies on its direct cancer prevention role are mixed, 
with some indicating potential risks associated with excessive intake [1][3]. 

Another significant benefit of vitamin A is its role in reproduction and fetal development. Both 
preformed and carotenoid forms of vitamin A are necessary for proper embryonic growth and 
development [2][3]. Additionally, vitamin A supports male and female reproductive health by 
maintaining healthy tissues [1][3]. 

Lastly, vitamin A is important for bone health and wound healing. It supports the formation of bones 
and aids in the healing process through its role in collagen synthesis and tissue repair [1][4]. These 
diverse functions highlight the importance of vitamin A in maintaining overall bodily health and 
preventing various diseases.

Functions and Benefits of Vitamin A



Understanding the essential roles of vitamin A in human health and its potential 
benefits as a supplement.

Vitamin A plays a crucial role in maintaining various bodily functions that are essential for overall 
health. It supports immune system function, vision, and skin health [15][17]. Vitamin A also plays a 
key role in cell growth and differentiation, which is vital for maintaining healthy tissues and organs 
throughout the body [15][19]. The antioxidant properties of its carotenoid precursors, such as beta-
carotene, can help protect against oxidative stress, contributing to long-term health benefits [15][19].

The visual cycle is significantly supported by vitamin A, as its active form, 11-*cis*-retinal, combines 
with opsin to form rhodopsin, a protein essential for night vision and color vision [15][16]. In addition 
to visual health, vitamin A is crucial for immune system function, supporting the development and 
performance of white blood cells like T cells and B cells, which are essential in fighting infections [15]
[18].

Vitamin A also benefits skin health by promoting the regeneration of epithelial cells, maintaining the 
integrity of mucous membranes, and supporting the repair of damaged skin tissue [15][19]. Its role in 
cellular growth and differentiation ensures that tissues like the skin, lungs, and intestines remain 
healthy and functional [15][17]. Furthermore, the antioxidant properties of vitamin A help in protecting 
cells from oxidative damage, potentially contributing to preventative measures against certain 
diseases such as cancer and age-related macular degeneration [15][19].

In terms of eye health, vitamin A helps maintain the cornea and conjunctiva, preventing conditions 
like xerophthalmia, which can lead to severe visual impairment if left untreated [15][17]. It is also 
involved in maintaining the reproductive health, as it supports the development of the fetus during 
pregnancy [15]. Overall, vitamin A is indispensable for maintaining a robust immune system, ensuring 
optimal vision, fostering skin integrity, and facilitating cellular health.

Additionally, vitamin A's role in cancer prevention highlights its broader health benefits. While beta-
carotene supplements do not directly reduce cancer risk, dietary intake of foods rich in beta-carotene 
and other carotenoids has been associated with potential reductions in long-term disease risks due to 
antioxidant properties [19]. This underscores the importance of obtaining vitamin A through a 
balanced diet to maximize its health benefits.

Vitamin A in the Human Body

Transport and Storage Mechanisms and Metabolic Pathways of Vitamin A
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Vitamin A is a fat-soluble vitamin that plays a crucial role in numerous physiological processes within 
the human body. Once ingested, vitamin A is primarily stored in the liver in the form of retinyl esters, 
which are then broken down into all-trans-retinol. This retinol binds to retinol-binding protein and 
enters the bloodstream, where it can be utilized by various tissues throughout the body[22]. The liver 
serves as a central storage site, maintaining a balance between vitamin A intake and its utilization 
around the body[26]. Vitamin A exists in two main dietary forms: preformed vitamin A (found in animal 
products) and provitamin A carotenoids (found in plants), which are converted into active forms of 
vitamin A after ingestion[20][25]. This conversion process is essential for deriving the benefits of 
vitamin A from plant-based sources.

The transport and storage mechanisms of vitamin A are critical for its functions. Vitamin A is 
transported to target tissues via retinol-binding protein in the bloodstream. Once in tissues, it can be 
further metabolized into other biologically active forms, such as retinoic acid, which plays a key role in 
gene expression[21]. This versatility in metabolism allows vitamin A to influence a wide range of 
physiological processes, including vision, immune function, and cellular differentiation[22].

The body's ability to store and metabolize vitamin A efficiently is due in part to its interactions with 
other nutrients and biological pathways. Nutrient-nutrient interactions can impact how effectively 
vitamin A is utilized, and understanding these interactions is important for optimizing vitamin A's role 
in overall health[21]. Additionally, the metabolic pathways of vitamin A involve several species of 
retinoids, each with distinct functions, such as 11-cis-retinal in vision and all-trans-retinoic acid in 
gene regulation[21].

The conversion of beta-carotene and other provitamin A carotenoids into active vitamin A forms is a 
critical process that can vary greatly among individuals due to genetic and environmental factors[22]. 
This process highlights the importance of vitamin A in maintaining health across various systems, 
including eye health and immune function, and underscores the need to ensure adequate intake 
through diet or supplements if necessary

Vitamin A Deficiency

Exploring the Health Implications and Risks of Vitamin A Deficiency
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Vitamin A deficiency is a significant public health issue, particularly in developing countries where 
access to vitamin A-rich foods is limited. The deficiency impairs multiple bodily systems, leading to 
impaired immunity, skin issues, and severe eye problems such as night blindness and xerophthalmia, 
which can progress to permanent blindness if left untreated[25][27][29]. In young children, severe 
vitamin A deficiency can have devastating outcomes, with mortality rates potentially exceeding 50%
[25][29].

The risk of vitamin A deficiency is heightened in populations with limited dietary diversity or conditions 
interfering with fat absorption, such as gastrointestinal diseases like celiac disease or liver diseases 
affecting bile production[27][28]. Moreover, genetic factors can influence the conversion of beta-
carotene to vitamin A, further exacerbating the risk in some individuals[26]. Vitamin A plays a critical 
role in maintaining epithelial integrity and supporting immune function, making deficiency more 
dangerous during infections like measles or respiratory diseases[26][28].

Symptoms of vitamin A deficiency range from mild night blindness to severe xerophthalmia, 
characterized by corneal drying and thickening, Bitot spots, and potentially leading to keratomalacia, 
a condition where the cornea becomes clouded and can ulcerate[25][27][29]. Beyond eye health, 
deficiency can cause dry skin, hair loss, and impaired mucosal function, leading to infections[27][28]. 
Treatment typically involves supplementation to quickly replenish stores[27].

Vitamin A deficiency disproportionately affects preschool children and pregnant women, with 
significant health implications for these groups. Pregnant women require adequate vitamin A for fetal 
development, but excessive intake can lead to teratogenic effects[28]. Populations at risk include 
those living in areas with poor nutrition, suffering from malabsorption disorders, or experiencing 
socioeconomic challenges that limit access to nutritious foods[27][29].

Clinical diagnosis of vitamin A deficiency often involves assessing ocular symptoms, serum retinol 
levels, and responsiveness to vitamin A supplementation. The World Health Organization recognizes 
vitamin A deficiency as a global health concern, impacting more than half of all countries worldwide 
and being the leading preventable cause of childhood blindness[29].

Vitamin A Supplementation
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Understanding Vitamin A Supplementation Guidelines and Implications

Vitamin A supplementation is a critical intervention for preventing vitamin A deficiency (VAD), 
particularly in populations where it is a significant public health issue. The World Health Organization 
(WHO) recommends vitamin A supplements for children aged 6–59 months in areas with prevalent 
VAD, advocating doses of 100,000 IU for infants aged 6–11 months and 200,000 IU for children aged 
12–59 months, administered every 4–6 months[30][33]. These supplements are essential for reducing 
morbidity and mortality among young children, as they support immune function and help prevent 
conditions like night blindness and severe xerophthalmia[30][31].

For pregnant women, vitamin A supplementation is not routinely recommended due to potential 
teratogenic effects of high doses. However, in regions with severe VAD (where ≥5% of pregnant 
women experience night blindness), lower doses may be considered under medical guidance[30]. In 
contrast, postpartum supplementation, particularly in the first six weeks after delivery, can enhance 
both maternal and infant vitamin A levels, benefiting their health and reducing the risk of 
deficiency[34].

Vitamin A supplements are generally available in two main forms: retinyl palmitate and retinyl acetate, 
both of which are delivered as oil-based preparations. These supplements can be provided as oral 
liquids or in soft gelatin capsules[30]. While dietary sources rich in vitamin A (like liver, sweet 
potatoes, and leafy greens) are preferred, supplementation is crucial where dietary intake is 
insufficient or VAD is prevalent[32].

The dosage and frequency of vitamin A supplementation vary based on age and the context of 
deficiency. For example, in therapeutic situations, such as treating severe malnutrition or 
xerophthalmia, different dosages are applied[34]. The benefits of supplementation significantly 
outweigh the rare, mild side effects, such as irritability or nausea, making it a highly recommended 
public health measure[30].

Finally, the decision to initiate supplementation should be based on WHO guidelines and the 
prevalence of VAD within a specific community. Initiatives aimed at fortifying foods and promoting 
consumption of vitamin A-rich foods complement supplementation efforts, especially in areas 
transitioning from supplementation due to improved dietary availability and reduced deficiency 
rates[30][33].

Risks of Vitamin A Overconsumption
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Understanding the dangers and health implications of excessive vitamin A intake.

Vitamin A overconsumption can lead to serious health complications known as hypervitaminosis A, 
which can be either acute or chronic. Acute toxicity often results from accidental ingestions, 
commonly affecting children, and can cause symptoms such as nausea, vomiting, drowsiness, 
irritability, and increased intracranial pressure. The skin may subsequently peel after these initial 
symptoms [35][37][39]. Chronic toxicity occurs over time with prolonged excessive intake and leads to 
changes in the skin, hair, and nails; it can also cause liver damage and abnormal liver test results [35]
[37].

One of the significant complications of chronic vitamin A toxicity is liver damage. The liver plays a 
crucial role in storing and processing vitamin A, and excessive intake can lead to abnormal liver 
function tests and, in severe cases, liver enlargement (hepatomegaly) [35][37]. Additionally, chronic 
toxicity can cause idiopathic intracranial hypertension (pseudotumor cerebri), characterized by severe 
headaches and vision changes due to increased pressure in the skull [35][37][39].

Special considerations need to be made for pregnant women, as excessive vitamin A intake during 
pregnancy can lead to severe birth defects. Women are advised to not exceed the recommended 
upper intake limit of 2,800 to 3,000 micrograms (μg) RAE (retinol activity equivalents) per day to avoid 
such risks [35][37][39]. Furthermore, even subclinical toxicity of vitamin A may pose other health 
risks, such as osteoporosis and increased risk of fractures, particularly if intake consistently exceeds 
recommended levels over time [36].

The diagnosis of vitamin A toxicity primarily relies on clinical evaluation and symptom recognition. 
Blood tests may be conducted but are not always reliable indicators of toxicity, as vitamin A levels in 
the blood correlate poorly with liver stores [35][36]. The primary treatment for vitamin A toxicity is to 
immediately stop taking supplements or foods high in vitamin A [37][39]. Most individuals fully recover 
once excessive intake is halted.

Conclusions and Recommendations

Balancing Benefits and Risks of Vitamin A Supplementation
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Vitamin A is a crucial nutrient with diverse benefits for human health, including supporting vision, 
immune function, and skin health. It plays a pivotal role in maintaining healthy vision by forming 
pigments in the retina and supporting the integrity of the cornea [1][3]. Moreover, vitamin A aids in 
immune function by promoting the development of T cells and enhancing the body's defense against 
infections [1][3]. Its benefits extend to maintaining healthy skin and mucous membranes, which are 
essential for overall well-being [4][5].

The molecule of vitamin A is integral in various biological processes. It exists in two forms: preformed 
vitamin A (retinol) found in animal products and provitamin A carotenoids from plant sources [1][4]. 
While preformed vitamin A is directly usable by the body, provitamin A needs conversion into the 
active forms of vitamin A for use [1][3]. Vitamin A's role in vision involves the formation of rhodopsin, 
enabling low light vision [2]. Its role in immune support includes enhancing the function of various 
immune cells and promoting lymphoid tissue integrity [2].

Despite its crucial benefits, excessive consumption of vitamin A can lead to toxicity. This condition, 
known as hypervitaminosis A, can cause symptoms ranging from headache and dizziness to severe 
liver damage [4][5]. Therefore, it's essential to maintain a balanced intake of vitamin A, particularly for 
pregnant women, as high levels can lead to birth defects [5]. The recommended daily intake varies by 
age and gender, emphasizing the importance of balancing dietary sources with supplements when 
necessary [5].

In conclusion, understanding vitamin A's role in human health highlights the need for careful 
management of its intake. A balanced diet including both animal and plant-based foods can provide 
sufficient vitamin A without resorting to supplements unless advised by healthcare professionals [1]
[3]. Individuals at risk of deficiency, such as those in developing countries or with malabsorption 
disorders, may require supplementation under medical guidance [3]. Furthermore, awareness of the 
risks associated with excessive intake is crucial to avoid adverse effects, particularly for vulnerable 
populations like pregnant women [5].

Ultimately, the key to benefiting from vitamin A is striking a balance between obtaining enough from 
dietary sources and avoiding excessive supplementation. This approach will maximize its health 
benefits while minimizing risks. Healthcare professionals should be consulted for personalized advice 
on vitamin A supplementation to ensure safe and effective use [5].
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