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BACKGROUND 
Breastfeeding ideally provides for the young infant’s 
nutritional needs. However, in many developing countries, 
the mother is undernourished herself, which impacts on 
the nutrition her baby receives through breast milk. 
Vitamin A is an important nutrient for immunity. If the 
mother does not have enough vitamin A in her diet, as 
may occur in many developing countries, there may not 
be enough of its by-product, retinol, in her breast milk to 
meet her baby’s health needs.  

RESEARCH AIMS 
Many studies in developing countries have involved 
supplementing the breastfeeding mother with vitamin A. 
We aimed to evaluate the effects of vitamin A 
supplementation for postpartum women on the health of 
the mother and the infant.  

TRANSITIONS FOR HEALTH SERVICE USERS 
THROUGH KNOWLEDGE TRANSLATION 
This Cochrane systematic review involved the transition of 
women as health service users through the life event of 
becoming a mother and providing adequate nutritional 
care for their babies during the early postpartum period. 
We achieved this through knowledge translation, with the 
synthesis of existing knowledge about vitamin A 
supplementation to breastfeeding women. This review has 
subsequently been included in a WHO guideline. 

METHOD 
We followed the methods of the Cochrane pregnancy and 
Childbirth Group to conduct a systematic search and 
review. We searched the Cochrane Pregnancy and 
Childbirth Group’s Trials Register (8 February 2016), 
LILACS (1982 to December 2015), Web of Science (1945 
to December 2015), and the reference lists of retrieved 
studies for randomised controlled trials (RCTs) or cluster-
randomised trials that assessed the effects of vitamin A 
supplementation to postpartum women on the health of 
the mother and baby. 

RESULTS 
We included 14 trials, enrolling 25,758 women and infant 
pairs. The trials were mainly of low or unclear risk of bias. 
Maternal supplementation with vitamin A resulted in 
improved levels of retinol in their breastmilk. However, 
there was no evidence that different doses of vitamin A 
supplementation impacted on maternal or infant health, 
compared with other doses of vitamin A, no 
supplementation, or placebo.  

IMPLICATIONS OF FINDINGS 
In countries with a high prevalence of vitamin A deficiency 
and in which breastfeeding is the predominant form of 
infant nutrition, maternal supplementation with vitamin A 
leads to improved breast milk retinol concentrations. 
Although there was no evidence that this improvement 
impacted on maternal or infant health, it may provide a 
starting point for longer-term vitamin A supplementation 
programs, such as for all women of childbearing age in a 
community. The findings of this systematic review have 
been included in a World Health Organisation guideline on 
micronutrient supplementation.  

FUTURE RESEARCH PLANS 
We will update this systematic review if further randomised 
controlled trial evidence emerges on this topic.  
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