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of a deficiency is night blindness, a con-
dition in which the eyes have difficulty
adjusting to the dark or to bright lights.
If it takes you more than a minute to
adjust your eyes in a darkened area,
you may have this condition. 

Other reasons to 
eat your carrots
Vitamin A is also involved in the 
formation and maintenance of healthy
skin, hair, and mucous membranes,
which provide a barrier to bacteria
and viruses. It may also help lympho-
cytes, a type of white blood cell, fight
infections more effectively. In countries
where vitamin A deficiency is common,
millions of children die each year from
complications of infectious diseases.
Vitamin A is necessary for proper
bone growth, tooth development,
reproduction, and cell division.
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Some carotenoid compounds, in addi-
tion to providing vitamin A, have also
been shown to function as antioxidants,
which are important for protecting cells
from free radicals that are thought to
contribute to degenerative diseases
such as cancer and heart disease.

How much vitamin 
A do you need? 
Eating a variety of foods that contain
vitamin A (and carotenoids) is the best
way to get an adequate amount.
Healthy individuals who eat a balanced
diet, including plenty of yellow and
orange fruits, dark green leafy vegeta-
bles, and lean meat and eggs, rarely
need to supplement with vitamin A. 

A recent survey by the US
Department of Agriculture confirmed
the average intake of vitamin A in the
population met the RDA (see sidebar).
However, vegetarians who do not con-
sume eggs and dairy foods may need to
supplement with provitamin A
carotenoids. Vegetarians (and the rest
of us!) should get a minimum of five
daily servings of carotenoid-rich fruits
and vegetables.

Since vitamin A can be lost from
foods during preparation, cooking, or
storage, serve fruits and vegetables raw
whenever possible. Keep vegetables and
fruits covered and refrigerated during
storage. Steam vegetables, and braise,
bake, or broil meats instead of frying.

Too much of a good thing
Too much vitamin A can be toxic.
Vitamin A is a fat-soluble vitamin and
is easily stored in the body. Taking
large doses can cause severe problems.
These include vomiting, bone and joint
pain (which may result in osteoporo-
sis), dry scaly skin, and liver damage.

Vitamin A for health
Vitamin A is an essential nutrient
found in our diets. A carrot a day just
may keep the eye doctor away!  a

Age Children Males Females Pregnancy Lactation

1-3 1,000 

4-8 1,320 

9-13 2,000 

14-18 3,000 2,310 2,500 4,000 

19 + 3,000 2,310 2,565 4,300 

The recommended dietary allowance (RDA) for

vitamin A in international units (IUs) 

Note: Some products measure vitamin A in retinol equivalents (RE)

rather than international units (IU); one RE equals 3.3 IU.
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