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Multivitamins in pregnancy

Although the routine supplementation of pregnant women with folate and iron

is widely practiced, the possible role of supplementation with other micronutrients
is not known. Some light is thrown on this question by a study from China. 5828
pregnant women were randomly gives folic acid, folate plus iron, or a multinutrient
supplement from 14 weeks’ gestation until delivery. The multinutrient supplement
contained 5 minerals and 10 vitamins at levels appropriate for pregnancy.

1305 of the newborns were examined at 3, 6 and 12 months of age for mental
and psychomotor development. Compared to those pregnancies given either
folate or folate plus iron, those infants from pregnancies receiving the multinutrient
supplement had slightly higher mental development scores at one year of age,
although it did not change psychomotor scores.

The improvement was small but significant. No recommendations resulted from
the study report.

Comment: As is common in studies of supplements, unfortunately no
measurement of the micronutrient status of the mothers was taken prior to starting
the supplements, or indeed after. Since the area in question is presumably a rural
one where nutritional status may be less than optimum, any improvement might
have been the result of correcting a preexisting maternal deficiency rather than
some other effect. Likewise it does not tell us whether a similar supplement would
have any benefit at all in pregnant women already optimally nourished. And of
course it doesn’t tell us which micronutrients or combination thereof might have
been on benefit. It will be recalled that a similar problem existed with the early
work on neural tube defect [spina bifida]. The first studies simply showed that a
multivitamin supplement reduced the risk of the condition but not which vitamin.
Worse, once the benefit was found it became ethically difficult to try different
combination of vitamins to see which one(s) were involved. It set back programs
of supplementation by some years.
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