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SUMMARY A survey to assess the vitamin D nutritional state in 119 pregnant women at term and
in their newborns was undertaken in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia. Concentrations of 25-hydroxy vita-
min D (25-(OH)D) were below 4 ng/ml in 30 of 119 maternal sera, in 11 of which they were

undetectable. The median concentration of 25-(OH)D was 5.7 ng/ml, which is comparable to
that found in Asian vegetarian women at term in London. Fifty of 119 cord samples had un-
detectable 25-(OH)D, and a total of 81 samples had 25-(OH)D concentrations of less than
4 ng/ml. Despite the low 25-(OH)D concentrations cord bloods had calcium concentrations
higher than those in maternal blood, while serum albumin concentration was similar in maternal
and cord samples. Higher socioeconomic background of women, antenatal care, and vitamin D
supplementation were associated with significantly higher concentrations of 25-(OH)D. Vitamin
D supplementation, however, had no significant effect on 25-(OH)D concentration in cord
samples or on the weight of the newborns.

This study shows the high prevalence of marginal vitamin D nutrition in women in Saudi
Arabia, which may predispose babies to rickets during infancy. In a country endowed with
plentiful sunshine, the exclusion of sunshine by thick dark veils and bad housing probably contri-
bute to this marginal state of vitamin D nutrition.

The two major sources of vitamin D in the body are
the diet and the skin. Dietary vitamin D is obtained
from animal sources, and hence vegetarian diets are
notorious for the lack of this vitamin.' The synthesis
of vitamin D in the skin depends on exposure to
ultraviolet rays from the sun2-4; the lack of sunshine
in a country such as the UK can curtail exposure of
the skin to the sun to an extent that people on veg-
etarian diets-for example, Asian immigrants in the
UK-may develop a deficiency of vitamin D.5-8 This
deficiency may be corrected spontaneously during
the summer.9 It is, however, difficult to conceive of
vitamin D deficiency in a setting where most people
are non-vegetarian and where there is plentiful sun-
shine. It was therefore surprising that rickets was
found frequently in preschool children in Saudi
Arabia.

In view of this finding we embarked on a study of
vitamin D state in that section of the population of
Saudi Arabia most vulnerable to lack of vitamin
D-that is, the pregnant women and their newly
delivered babies. Since the demands of vitamin D
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increase during pregnancy, such a study would pro-
vide an index of marginal vitamin D nutrition and
might also define those neonates who would be
potential candidates for developing rickets in
infancy.

Material and methods

Seventy five percent of the mothers studied were
selected at random from the Maternity and Chil-
dren's Hospital in Riyadh. This hospital handles
20 000 deliveries each year, which would account
for most of the childbirths in that city. Thus our
patient sample was fairly representative of the low
and middle socioeconomic groups. Of the mothers
included in this study 25% were delivered at King
Feisal Specialist Hospital and Research Centre,
Riyadh; these mothers were mostly from the upper
socioeconomic group. Assessment of birth weight
and length was carried out by one of the inves-
tigators (AE or FS), and the gestational age was
assessed simultaneously by the method of Parkin.
Patients were classified into three socioeconomic
groups-upper, middle, and lower using informa-
tion obtained from a detailed questionnaire. The fol-
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lowing factors were taken into consideration: the
mother's literacy, years of schooling, and ability to
speak a foreign language; the husband's literacy,
schooling, ability to speak a foreign language, and
occupation; and the type of house they lived in.

In order to obtain blood samples, prior consent
from the mother and hospital director was obtained.
Premature infants and those delivered by caesarian
section and their respective mothers were excluded
from the study. Cord blood was obtained while the
placenta was still in situ. The cord was cut with a
sterile blade and blood was allowed to drip into
tubes.
Some of the blood was heparinised, centrifuged,

and separated into plasma while the rest was
allowed to clot, centrifuged, and separated into
serum. Samples were stored at -20°C until analysis.
Blood samples were obtained from the forearm
veins of the mothers within 5 min of delivery and
were handled as above. The blood samples were

obtained randomly throughout the year.

Plasma samples were used for the measurement of
calcium, phosphate, alkaline phosphatase, and
albumin concentrations on a SMAC (Technicon)
autoanalyser.
The serum concentration of 25-(OH)D was meas-

ured by a method modified from that of Preece et
al'°; this entailed a preparatory chromatographic
step followed by a protein binding step. Statistical
analysis was carried out by Student's t test, Mann-
Whitney U test, and X2 test as appropriate.

Results

CALCIUM, PHOSPHATE, AND ALKALINE
PHOSPHATASE
Plasma calcium concentration in umbilical vein
blood was consistently higher than that in maternal
samples. The mean maternal calcium (±+SD) was

2-22 0-10 mmolIl, whereas that in the fetus was

2-60 015 mmoVl (p < 0-001). Mean plasma cal-
cium concentrations in maternal or cord blood
obtained from subjects with low 25-(OH)D con-
centrations (<4 ng/ml) were not significantly differ-
ent to those from the rest.
Plasma calcium concentrations in mothers from

the higher socioeconomic group were not
significantly different from those in mothers from
the lower socioeconomic group, as was the case with
cord blood samples. Plasma albumin concentrations
in maternal and cord blood samples were similar.

Alkaline phosphatase activity was considerably
higher in maternal plasma than in cord plasma in all
but 10 samples. Six of these 10 samples were associ-
ated with extremely low or undetectable 25-
(OH)D concentrations in maternal and cord blood.

Table 1 Serum 25-hydroxy vitamin D concentrations
(nglml) in maternal and cord bloods at delivery: the effect
ofsocioeconomic status

Maternal Cord

Upper class 7-0 3-3
(n = 27) (3-2-20) (3-12)
Middle class 5-5 3-0
(n = 58) (3-21.8)* (3-16-3)
Lower class 4-8 3-0
(n = 33) (3-20.2)* (3-12-3)
*p < 0-01 when compared with no vitamin D supplements.
Median 25-hydroxy vitamin D concentration in sera of vegetarian
Asian women at term at the Royal Free Hospital was 8 ng/ml
(n= 15).
Values given as mean (range).

Alkaline phosphatase isoenzymes were not meas-
ured.

25-HYDROXY VITAMIN D
In 1 1 of 1 19 maternal samples and in 50 of 1 19 cord
samples 25-(OH)D was undetectable (less than 3
ng/ml). In a further 19 maternal samples and 31
cord samples 25-(OH)D concentrations were
extremely low (less than 4 ng/ml). Concentrations
below 4 ng/ml are found in sera of Asian vegetarian
osteomalacic patients in the UK.8 In all but three
cases the concentration of 25-(OH)D was lower in
the newborns than in their respective mothers. In
these three cases maternal cord differences were
minimal and were within the precision range of the
assay. There was a highly significant correlation (r =
0-8, p < 0.001) between the concentrations of
25-(OH)D in maternal and cord sera.

EFFECT OF SOCIOECONOMIC STATUS
Maternal serum concentrations of 25-(OH)D were
significantly greater in the upper socioeconomic
group than that in the middle and low
socioeconomic groups (Table 1). In the latter two
groups the 25-(OH)D concentration was extremely
low (3 ng/ml or less, often undetectable) in 11 of
91 cases (12%). No mother from the upper
socioeconomic group had such low concentrations of
this metabolite. There was no difference in 25-
(OH)D concentration between the middle and low
socioeconomic groups.

Neonatal 25-(OH)D concentration was not
affected by the mother' s socioeconomic class.
Neither the median 25-(OH)D concentration nor
the frequency of extremely low concentrations was
different in various socioeconomic groups.

EFFECT OF VITAMIN SUPPLEMENTATION
Concentrations of 25-(OH)D were significantly
greater in mothers who had been given vitamin D
supplements during pregnancy than in those who
had not (p < 0-01) (Table 2). Values were similar
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Table 2 Serum 25-hydroxy vitamin D concentrations
(nglml) in maternal blood: the effect of vitamin D
supplementation

Median No with 25-(OH)D
25-(OH)D less than 4 nglml

Vitamin D supplementation
during pregnancy (n = 73) 7 42* 13t
No supplementation
during pregnancy (n = 43) 5*25 25
Vitamin D supplementation
dunng third trmester (n = 53) 7.44*
No supplementation during
third trmester (n = 59) 5 80

*p <0-01 when compared with no vitamin D supplements,
tp <0.05 when compared with no vitamin D supplements,
No information was available for three patients for entire
pregnancy and for seven for the last trimester.

among those who had been given supplements
throughout pregnancy. As expected, the prevalence
of very low concentrations of 25-(OH)D was
significantly greater (p < 0-05) in mothers who had
no vitamin D supplements during pregnancy (25 of
43 v 13 of 73). The concentration of 25-(OH)D in
mothers given supplements during pregnancy was
similar to that in mothers from the upper
socioeconomic group. Thus the class based differ-
ences found in this study may to some extent reflect
the effects of vitamin D supplementation and good
antenatal care. Of mothers from the upper
socioeconomic class 96% were on vitamin D sup-
plements, whereas only 55% and 50% (p < 0.01) of
mothers from the middle and lower socioeconomic
groups respectively were on antenatal vitamin D
supplements. Looked at in another way, nine of 11
mothers who had just detectable or undetectable
concentrations of 25-(OH)D had had no vitamin
supplement during pregnancy. Neonatal concentra-
tions of this metabolite were not significantly
affected by vitamin D supplementation.

EFFECT OF ANTENATAL CARE
Mothers who had no antenatal care had significantly
lower (median 6-4; range 3-6.5) (p < 0.05) 25-
(OH)D concentrations than those who had at least
one antenatal visit to the hospital for assessment
(median 7; range 4-21-7). Antenatal care and the
frequency of visits to the hospital were once again
related to the socioeconomic class of the mother: all
mothers from the upper class had some antenatal
care, whereas 26 of 91 mothers (30%) from the
other two groups had no antenatal care at all.

BIRTH WEIGHT
Babies' weights at birth were not related to 25-
(OH)D concentrations. The mean birth weight of
babies with 25-(OH)D concentrations of less than
4 ng/ml (3.31 kg) was not significantly different
from that of babies whose vitamin D concentrations

Serenius, Elidrissy, Dandona

were greater than 10 ng/ml (3.40 kg). The class
origin of the mother had no effect on the birth
weight of babies in our series.

Discussion

The most important message to emerge from our
data is that vitamin D deficiency occurs in a
significant proportion of pregnant Saudi women at
term, and this is in a country which has more sun-
shine than any other and where no one is a veg-
etarian. The undetectable or extremely low concen-
trations of 25-(OH)D in 25% of Saudi pregnant
women are comparable to those of Dent and Gupta"
and Heckmatt etal" and also our own data for
non-pregnant and pregnant Asian women in the
UK.

Concentrations of 25-(OH)D in umbilical blood
samples were even lower than those in maternal
blood. Forty two percent of umbilical samples had
either undetectable or extremely low concentrations
of this vitamin D metabolite. The umbilical 25-
(OH)D concentrations, though related closely to
those in maternal blood, were consistently lower
than the latter even when the concentration of this
metabolite was extremely low. This confirms the
concept of concentration dependent passage of this
vitamin D metabolite across the placenta, as has
been shown previously in pregnant women with
normal vitamin D concentrations."-''4 In this
respect it is difficult to account for the contradictory
observations of Heckmatt et al, who found that the
mean 25-(OH)D concentrations in cord blood were
consistently higher than those in maternal blood."
Further clarification in this regard is also necessary
because the concentration of vitamin D binding pro-
tein in umbilical samples has been shown to be
significantly different from that in maternal sam-
ples.'5 16 The ratios of concentrations of free vitamin
D in maternal and umbilical blood may thus be dif-
ferent from those suggested by our data. The
absence of a significant effect of vitamin D sup-
plementation on cord blood concentrations of 25-
(OH)D cannot be explained readily. It may reflect
an accelerated la-hydroxylase activity in the
placenta and a greater rate of conversion of 25-
(OH)D to 1,25 dihydroxy vitamin D. Such an
increase in the latter would also explain the mainte-
nance of the relatively normal concentrations of cal-
cium in the neonate, as well as the transplacental
transport of calcium against a concentration gra-
dient.

It is noteworthy that none of the 27 women from
the upper socioeconomic class had extremely low
concentrations of 25-(OH)D. The mean 25-(OH)D
concentration in this group was also significantly
higher than that in women of the other two
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socioeconomic classes. This difference is probably
due to better diet, greater exposure to sun, and bet-
ter housing. It is important to mention in this respect
that (a) mothers of the upper socioeconomic class
also had better antenatal care and vitamin sup-
plementation and (b) the disadvantage of the middle
and lower socioeconomic class was to some extent
offset by antenatal care and vitamin D supplementa-
tion.

It is of interest that the umbilical blood samples
had consistently higher calcium concentrations than
those in the mothers, despite little or no difference
in albumin concentrations of the mother and the
newborn. This had been observed previously in
pregnancies not interfered with by 25-(OH)D defi-
ciency.'" 18 It would thus appear that the transport of
calcium by the placenta has to be carried out actively
against a concentration gradient.'9 The significance
of, and the mechanism underlying, the higher fetal
concentration of calcium (largely due to ionised cal-
cium in view of the lack of differences in albumin
concentrations) is not clear. It is, however, worth
mentioning that the placenta synthesises calcium
binding protein and la-hydroxylase enzyme
required for the activation of vitamin D.20
The cause of the low concentrations of vitamin D

in Saudi women, as stated above, is neither a veg-
etarian diet nor the lack of sunshine. It is probably
due to the exclusion of sunlight by the use of dark
veils and thick garments outdoors and also due to
badly illuminated housing. Exposure to sunlight is
an important determinant of serum 25-(OH)D con-
centrations in pregnant women'2; deliberate exclu-
sion of sunlight appears to be the most important
factor in our series.

While considering supplementation with vitamin
D in Saudi women in the antenatal period, it is
worth mentioning that the concentration of 25-
(OH)D in women given supplements was lower than
that found in Asian women in the UK given oral
supplements of vitamin D. This difference was
observed in spite of the fact that there was no differ-
ence between Asian women in the UK and Saudi
women not receiving vitamin supplements. This
raises questions about compliance to treatment in
the case of Saudi women: one would be led to sug-
gest that the vitamin D supplements in pregnant
mothers should be given as single bolus injections of
calciferol. Such a regimen has been shown to be
effective among Asian osteomalacics.2'

We thank Miss L McLoughlin for technical assis-
tance and Mrs J Singh and Mrs P Dale for secretar-
ial assistance.
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