Nutrition and Dietetic Department, Northwick Park Hospital, Tel: 0208 869 2666

This information sheet has been provided to give you basic initial information
about what to do if you are suffering from low blood levels of Vitamin B12. It is
also helpful for vegans or vegetarians with a low intake of animal foods. If you
need more detailed advice and support, please ask your doctor to refer you to
a dietitian.
Vitamin B12 is needed to create red blood cells and maintain the function of the brain
and nervous system. It is also needed for the body to absorb folic acid. A lack of
Vitamin B12 in the diet can lead to anaemia with symptoms of this including tiredness,
shortness of breath or palpitations.
Vitamin B12 is only found naturally in foods of animal origin however some non animal
products contain added Vitamin B12. The liver can store some Vitamin B12 so it may
take some years before a dietary deficiency becomes apparent.
At risk groups
Vegans and vegetarians consuming limited dairy produce have a higher risk of
developing Vitamin B12 deficiency due to limited dietary intakes. The elderly
population and people taking metformin for a long time can also be at increased risk
of Vitamin B12 deficiency due to Vitamin B12 not being absorbed properly in the body.
Sources of vitamin B12
If you have a low Vitamin B12 level or a deficiency, including B12 rich foods in your
diet may help to improve your status. The foods listed below are sources of Vitamin
B12:
Milk

Cheese and yoghurt
Breakfast cereals
with added Vitamin
B12
Margarines or
spreads with added
Vitamin B12
Yeast extracts
Soya products –
milk, mince, spreads
Rice milk or almond
milk
Eggs

All types of milk. Boiling can destroy Vitamin B12 so it is
important to consume some milk that has not been boiled.
A 200ml glass of milk every day is enough to meet
your Vitamin B12 requirement.
All varieties
Cornflakes and bran flakes. Check the labels of other
products to see if they contain added Vitamin B12.
Flora and pure dairy free sunflower spread. Check labels
of other products.
Marmite and my first Vegemite, not normal Vegemite
Varieties that contain added Vitamin B12 only. Check
product labels.
Varieties that contain added Vitamin B12 only. These are
often called ‘enriched’ products but always check labels.
Chicken, duck and quail

Information for patients

First line advice:
For patients with a low intake of Vitamin B12

Meat and poultry
Fish

Beef, lamb, pork, chicken, turkey, duck
Shellfish, white and oily

Some tofu, tempah, miso, other fermented products as well as algae sources such as
spirulina may contain high levels of B12. However the body can not always use the
Vitamin B12 found in these foods properly so they are not considered reliable
sources.
If you consume very little Vitamin B12 containing foods, it may be advisable to
take a Vitamin B12 supplement especially if you are pregnant or breast feeding
and are vegan or vegetarian.
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