Vitamin D Status of New Zealand Adults: Findings from the 2008/09 New Zealand Adult Nutrition Survey - Questions and Answers

1. Why do we need vitamin D?
Vitamin D is important for good bone health. A vitamin D deficiency can harm people’s health – for example, a vitamin D deficiency in adults can lead to osteomalacia (bone weakness) and osteoporosis (thinning of bone tissue and loss of bone density).  For children, vitamin D deficiency can lead to rickets, which causes bowed legs and knocked knees.

2. What are the main sources of vitamin D?
The main source of vitamin D is sunlight exposure. Our diets can also give us small amounts of vitamin D. A person’s level of vitamin D can be affected by where they live (latitude, or distance from the equator, which can affect the amount of sunlight they get during the year), use of sunscreen, outdoor activity, clothing, and skin pigmentation.  
3. How did we measure vitamin D status of adults? 
This study analysed blood samples collected from respondents to the 2008/09 New Zealand Adult Nutrition Survey.  

4. When was the Adult Nutrition Survey conducted?
The survey was carried out between October 2008 and October 2009.  The survey was funded by the Ministry of Health and conducted by CBG Health Research Ltd (participant recruitment) and the University of Otago (survey interviews, analysis and report writing).  
5. How many people were surveyed?
The survey involved interviews with 4721 New Zealanders aged from 15 years, many of whom also agreed to give a blood sample. Overall, 3099 respondents had a suitable measurement of vitamin D for analysis. 

6. Has there been a New Zealand Nutrition Survey before?
The 2008/09 New Zealand Adult Nutrition Survey is the fourth national population-based nutrition survey in adults.  Previous adult nutrition surveys took place in 1977, 1989 and 1997.  This report has not included any comparisons of vitamin D status over time, as the method of measuring vitamin D status was different in the 1997 National Nutrition to the 2008/09 Adult Nutrition Survey.  This analysis may be done in the future.  

7. Do New Zealanders have a good vitamin D status? 
This study found that the majority of New Zealand adults have a good level of vitamin D.  However, 5 percent of people have a vitamin D deficiency, which may make them prone to bone conditions like osteoporosis and osteomalacia.  A further 27 percent of adults have a vitamin D level below the recommended guideline but are not deficient. 

8. Have there been any changes in the proportion of adults with a vitamin D deficiency?

We were unable to look at trends over time in the prevalence of vitamin D deficiency for this report. This is because the way we measure vitamin D has changed since the last nutrition survey in 1997.  More research is needed to identify whether there has been a change in vitamin D deficiency since 1997.

9. Is the response rate of 61% overall and 44% for blood and urine samples a good response rate?  

These response rates are considered good for a nutrition survey, especially when you consider that they are more time-consuming and intrusive than a general health survey.  Comparable surveys in other countries have very similar response rates.

10. Why did the survey take so long to complete?

Data were collected over 12 months to get enough people to take part in the survey and to ensure that varying food patterns by season were taken into account.   Analysing the results took another two years, a large part of which was matching the nearly 12,000 foods reported by respondents to food composition data to calculate nutrient intake.  Comparable surveys overseas take a similar length of time to get from the field to the finish.
11. Are there other reports based on nutrition survey data?

Yes - the Ministry has released a main survey report, A Focus on Nutrition, and two supplementary reports examining differences between ethnic groups (A Focus on Maori Nutrition, and A Focus on Pacific Nutrition).  In early 2012, researchers will be able to apply to access confidentialised data from the survey to undertake more in-depth analyses.

12. How can I find out more information about vitamin D? 

You can find out more information about vitamin D in the Consensus Statement on Vitamin D and Sun Exposure in New Zealand, which has been released by the Ministry of Health and the Cancer Society of New Zealand. 
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