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Vitamins and minerals
What are vitamins?
Vitamins are nutrients that everyone needs in small amounts for the body to work properly. Different
vitamins have different functions. For example, some enzymes need particular vitamins to work. Your body
can't make most vitamins apart from vitamin D, so you have to get them from the food you eat.
There are two types of vitamins:

1. Water-soluble vitamins - these cannot be stored in your body and need to be

replaced regularly in

your diet

2. Fat-soluble vitamin - these can be stored in your body, but should still be part of a healthy diet
Water-soluble vitamins (such as vitamins B6, B12, C and folic acid) are found in fresh fruit and green
vegetables. It's best to eat the foods raw, steamed or grilled rather than boiled because these vitamins can
easily be destroyed by cooking.

What are minerals and trace elements?
Minerals and trace elements are inorganic elements that are needed in small amounts for your body to
function. They are as essential as vitamins and your body needs to get them from the food you eat. For
example, you need:

•

calcium to make strong bones

•

sodium for fluid balance and nerve function

•

iron for oxygen transport in the blood and energy metabolism

•

iodine for thyroid hormone function

Minerals and trace elements are mainly found in meat, cereals, fish, milk and dairy foods, vegetables, dried
fruit and nuts.

How can I get enough vitamins and minerals?
You should be able to get all the vitamins and minerals you need by eating a healthy balanced diet. You
should aim to eat at least five servings of fruit and vegetables each day. Your meals should contain starchy
foods (such as bread, potatoes and pasta) and moderate amounts of protein-rich foods (such as dairy
products, meat, fish and pulses).

What about supplements?
Generally, you shouldn't take vitamin supplements unless your doctor or dietician has told you to for medical
reasons. For example, you may need an iron supplement if you have anaemia. Some vitamins, particularly
fat-soluble vitamins, can be harmful in excessive quantities. For example too much vitamin A can cause
headaches, skin changes and damage your liver. If you are pregnant it can harm your unborn baby. It is
advisable to always check with your pharmacist before starting a vitamin supplement.

Life phases when Vitamins and Minerals can be depleted
People over 50
It's especially important to eat plenty of iron-rich food to stay healthy, such as red meat, sardines, eggs and
wholemeal bread. This lowers the risk of developing iron deficiency anaemia. Iron deficiency anaemia can
cause tiredness and weaken your immune system. Tea interferes with your body's ability to absorb iron and
other nutrients, so if you enjoy drinking tea don't have it with or immediately after a meal. Instead, drink fruit
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juice as vitamin C helps your body to absorb iron. Aim to eat five servings of fruit and vegetables each day
to keep your immune system healthy.
Osteoporosis is a major health issue for older people, particularly women, so it's vital to have plenty of
calcium. Dairy products, such as milk, cheese and yoghurt, are an excellent source of calcium as is canned
fish with bones, such as pilchards and sardines.
Some supplements can interfere with prescription medication, for example, cod liver oil interferes with
warfarin. You should always check with your pharmacist or doctor before starting a medicine.
Pregnant women
It's especially important to eat a healthy, balanced diet when you are pregnant. Your body's iron supplies
can drop during pregnancy, so iron is a vital mineral for mothers-to-be. Red meat, pulses, fortified breakfast
cereals and green leafy vegetables are all good sources of iron. Drink fruit juice with your meals to help your
body absorb iron.
It's also important to eat plenty of folate rich foods (the natural form of folic acid). Good sources include
broccoli, oranges and wholegrain foods. Eating plenty of dairy foods will provide lots of calcium for your
baby's growing bones.
As well as eating a healthy diet, it is recommended that women take a 400µg (micrograms) folic acid
supplement while trying for a baby and during the first three months of pregnancy. This helps to reduce your
baby's risk of spina bifida and other neural tube defects.
Vegetarians and vegan
It's perfectly possible to get all the vitamins and minerals you need from a vegetarian diet. You should aim
to:

•

eat five servings of fruit and vegetables every day

•

eat plenty of iron-rich foods (such as green vegetables and fortified breakfast cereals)

•

base your meals on starchy foods (such as bread, rice and pasta) and a good source of protein
(such as dairy or soya products, pulses and nuts)

•

eat seeds and nuts to help keep your selenium levels up

•

drink soya, rice or oat drinks fortified with calcium to keep your calcium levels up

Times of stress
Deficiency in the B vitamins is associated with nerve related conditions such as stress, anxiety, depression
and irritability. The B vitamins keep the central nervous system functioning well so are important in fighting
stress. Anti oxidant vitamins are also important during periods of stress. The body produces more free
radicals during stress which affect our immune system. Anti oxidant vitamins such as vitamin C and E
prevent free radical damage to the body so are also important during stress. Fruit and vegetables, whole
grains, nuts and beans are good sources of B vitamins and antioxidants. If you feel you need an extra boost
of B vitamins during a stressful period,

Just the Tonic!
Whelehans Traditional Tonic can help you fight stress and increase energy levels. Our tonic’s Iron and B
vitamin content boosts energy levels while the B vitamins also work in fighting stress.
Disclaimer: Please ensure you consult with your healthcare professional before making any changes
recommended
For comprehensive and free health advice and information call in to Whelehans, log on to
www.whelehans.ie or dial 04493 34591. You can also e-mail queries to info@whelehans.ie.
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