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What’s So Scary About Vitamin K?
By Phoebe Danziger

Accounts of healthy babies developing serious, even fatal bleeding

in the days and weeks following birth can be found going back

centuries. Hemorrhagic disease of the newborn was a widely

recognized but poorly understood phenomenon until the mid-20th

century, when doctors demonstrated that such bleeding — now

termed vitamin K deficiency bleeding — could be prevented by

giving newborns a single dose of vitamin K.

Since the early 1960s, it has been standard-of-care for newborns to

receive an intramuscular injection of vitamin K shortly after

delivery. Nearly six decades’ worth of data demonstrate that this

intervention virtually eliminates vitamin K deficiency bleeding and

carries no compelling risk of serious side effects.

In recent years, however, an increasing number of parents seem to

be questioning, and declining, vitamin K for their infants. Case

reports of vitamin K deficiency bleeding being diagnosed in

previously healthy infants, which not long ago seemed banished to

the annals of history, have begun to surface in medical journals.

Pediatricians like me fear that more American infants are at risk of

developing life-threatening bleeding than at any other time in

recent history. Last year, the American Academy of Pediatrics

included education about vitamin K administration at birth as one

of its top 10 priorities.
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As a pediatrician, I encounter hesitancy about vaccines, vitamin K

and other routine preventive measures on a daily basis. As

research has shown, many of the reasons my patients’ parents

decline vitamin K are similar to the reasons they decline vaccines:

They worry about interventions they perceive as “unnatural” or

unnecessary, about whether the doses and ingredients are “toxic”

and whether there may be serious complications that doctors are

not aware of or that are even being purposefully obscured by

doctors, public health officials and pharmaceutical companies.

Parents continue to ask me whether vitamin K might cause

childhood cancer, though this suggested association has been

debunked. Many families have told me they believe that vitamin K

deficiency must serve a beneficial purpose during infancy, so they

don’t want to intervene. Others simply prefer to spare their

newborn the pain of an injection and worry that the shot will

disrupt bonding and breastfeeding.

Is there any evidence to substantiate these concerns? So far, the

answer is no. The known risks of intramuscular vitamin K

prophylaxis are limited to pain at the injection site, subsequent

soreness or discomfort and the theoretical risk of infection or

injury to adjacent structures inherent to any injection.

According to the warning label for vitamin K, intravenous and

intramuscular (the route used for newborns) administration has

been associated with anaphylaxis (serious allergic reaction) and

death, but the warnings are based on the use of intravenous

vitamin K in older patients receiving it at different doses and for

different reasons. Anaphylaxis in newborns is extremely rare, and

a review of the medical literature turns up a single case report of
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an infant who developed symptoms consistent with a severe

allergic reaction after receiving intramuscular vitamin K in Turkey.

The risks of high-dose intravenous vitamin K used to reverse life-

threatening vitamin K deficiency bleeding in an infant are

exponentially higher than the minor risks of a single intramuscular

dose.

What can and should be done to address this issue? We need better

numbers, and we need to move ahead with clearheaded and

evidence-based strategies.

It’s hard to pin down precise numbers when it comes to vitamin K

deficiency bleeding. The best estimates we have suggest that in

the absence of supplemental vitamin K, up to 1.7 percent of infants

can be expected to develop the classic form of bleeding, which

occurs within the first week of life, while a smaller number,

between four and seven out of every 100,000 babies, may develop

the late, more severe bleeding. This may not sound alarming, but

with approximately four million babies born each year in the

United States, if no vitamin K were administered, more than 70,000

infants would most likely be affected.

A majority of parents do accept vitamin K administration for their

newborns. Refusal rates among in-hospital births appear to be in

the single digits, while those in non-hospital settings, such as home

births and birthing centers, is much higher — over 30 percent in

some studies. With an increasing number of parents opting to

deliver in non-hospital settings — a trend driven by many of the

same factors driving vitamin K refusal, such as the desire for a

“natural,” personalized and low-intervention birth experience —

vitamin K hesitancy and refusal are likely to grow. Some parents
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opposed to intramuscular vitamin K are willing to administer it

orally instead, but this form of prevention is less effective, requires

multiple doses and is not licensed for use in the United States.

To counter vitamin K refusal, we need to develop a robust system

for tracking refusal rates and cases of vitamin K deficiency

bleeding. One way to do this is through legislation. A current bill in

Michigan proposes to address neonatal vitamin K administration

in the state’s public health code and includes a clause stipulating

that all cases of suspected or confirmed vitamin K deficiency

bleeding in infants be reported to the state’s public health

department (full disclosure: I provided expert advice during the

drafting of this bill).

A handful of other states have also recently adopted laws

pertaining to vitamin K, but the ethics — not to mention the politics

and practicalities — of this approach are complex. Parents are

generally given broad latitude to make decisions on behalf of their

children; but society also has an interest in protecting minors from

serious (and potentially costly) harm. What we’ve learned from

the anti-vaccination movement is that strategies based on the idea

that vaccine hesitancy and refusal are primarily a result of a

“knowledge deficit” have been not only unsuccessful but at times

even counterproductive. Policy-based solutions, on the other hand

— such as mandates and reducing or eliminating nonmedical

exemptions — have shown much more promising results.

In my own practice, I’ve learned a lot from asking parents a simple

question: “How do you think you might feel if you decline vitamin

K and your baby develops serious bleeding?” While the question

gives some parents pause, I’ve been struck by the number of
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families who reply firmly but clearly that while they do not wish to

see their baby suffer, they would not regret their decision to forgo

vitamin K.

The seeds of mistrust — along with skepticism of science and

intellectualism, the allure of the “natural” and the development of

social-media-fueled communities founded on these values — run

deep, and they’re threatening the health of our youngest and most

vulnerable. In addition to tackling vitamin K hesitancy and refusal

head-on, we must pay heed to the upstream factors that make

phenomena like vitamin K and vaccine refusal not only possible

but popular.

Intramuscular vitamin K for newborns is a no-brainer: No baby

should have to experience serious, life-threatening bleeding

because of identity politics and ideology, when we have an

unequivocally safe and effective way to prevent it.

Phoebe Danziger, a pediatrician at the University of Michigan,

writes about medicine, ethics and culture, and is a co-founder of

Health Insight Lab.
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When Donald Trump Is the Law
By The Editorial Board

“I’m actually, I guess, the chief law enforcement officer of the

country,” President Trump said on Tuesday.

The alarming thing is that he’s right. The nation’s founders put the

president in charge of the executive branch, which is tasked with

enforcing the law. That is a remarkably broad power, and it can be

easily abused. So it’s worth asking: What does Donald Trump

understand the law to be?

Well before the events of the past week, Mr. Trump supplied a

pretty good idea: The law is something that applies to his

adversaries, not to himself or his friends. He regularly turned to

the courts to harass and intimidate employees, critics and

contractors. But when it has come to his own perceived advantage

— whether he was violating federal fair-housing laws to keep black

renters out of his apartment buildings, playing shady games with

his tax returns, sexually assaulting women, defrauding students of

his “university,” raiding his own charity, buying the silence of

alleged mistresses on the eve of an election, running his global

business empire out of the White House, or thwarting the will of

Congress by using foreign aid to advance his re-election — Mr.

Trump has always seen the law as just another set of rules to be

bent, if not broken.
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Americans, meet your chief law enforcement officer.

Richard Nixon infamously declared, “When the president does it,

that means that it is not illegal.”

Nixon’s attempts to take the law into his own hands proved too

much for the Republic to bear, and after he was driven from office,

subsequent presidents embraced laws and practices intended to

honor the principle of justice for all by insulating federal law

enforcement from political pressure. Those checks have largely

worked, until now. President Trump, abetted by supine

Republicans in Congress, is now undermining the fair application

of justice as Nixon did, in similar, and in some cases, more

egregious ways.

Mr. Trump has claimed that the Constitution gives him “the right

to do whatever I want.” His lawyers have argued in a federal case

involving his tax returns that a sitting president cannot even be

investigated. They have also, in a head-spinning assertion of

executive authority, dismissed any efforts by Congress to hold the

president and the executive branch accountable — even in an

impeachment inquiry — as “constitutionally invalid.”

On Tuesday, the president granted clemency to a rogues’ gallery

of, well, rogues — including the former Illinois governor Rod

Blagojevich (extorting a children’s hospital and trying to sell a

Senate seat), the disgraced junk-bond trader Michael Milken

(multiple counts of tax and securities fraud) and the former New

York City police commissioner Bernard Kerik (tax fraud and lying

to the government).

The White House claimed that Mr. Trump’s mercy reflected his
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deep concern with excessive criminal sentences. If so, he has an

interesting way of showing it. The American justice system is rife

with examples of inequity, but being too tough on white-collar

criminals is not among them.

This air of monarchical impunity has colored many of Mr. Trump’s

actions as president, but especially in the last several days. Before

his grants of clemency, he brazenly tried to interfere in the

criminal sentencing of his longtime crony and fixer, Roger Stone,

who was convicted last year of lying to Congress, obstructing

justice and intimidating a witness. After federal prosecutors

sought a sentence of seven to nine years, which was within the

sentencing guidelines’ range, Mr. Trump demanded that Mr. Stone

receive a lighter sentence — which Attorney General William Barr

then requested. Mr. Trump has since personally attacked the

prosecutors, the federal judge and the jury forewoman on the case.

On Wednesday, Mr. Trump retweeted calls for Mr. Barr to “clean

house” at the Justice Department, apparently referring to anyone

with the temerity to maintain allegiance to the Constitution rather

than to the president.

Characteristically, while interfering in the justice system, Mr.

Trump is both insisting he’s doing nothing of the sort and asserting

his right to do so. “Just so you understand, I chose not to be

involved,” he said Tuesday in response to a question about his

meddling in Mr. Stone’s case. “I’m allowed to be totally involved.”

This is in the style of autocrats across the globe, who weaponize

the law to help themselves and their friends and hurt their

enemies. The nation’s legal system is now run by a man who has
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spent his life mocking it.

He is trying to turn the people charged with federal law

enforcement into presidential fixers, starting with Mr. Barr, who

finds himself in a tight spot. Whether or not you believe him when

he says the president’s tweets make his job “impossible,” the fact is

that he said it, and that Mr. Trump ignored him. And if you do

believe him, then you have to ask why, if his job has become

impossible, he hasn’t resigned already. (You might also ask just

what Mr. Barr considers his job to be.) Mr. Barr becomes only the

latest in a long line of powerful officials Mr. Trump has seemed to

take delight in publicly humiliating, including, to name just a few:

Jeff Sessions, Rex Tillerson, H.R. McMaster, Jim Mattis, Kirstjen

Nielsen and John Kelly.

This is the second time in half a century that a lawless chief

executive has tested the nation’s fundamental constitutional

design. The first time, we passed. But now we know that the

mechanisms put in place after Watergate were not sufficient. One

potential new safeguard would be for Congress to make the Justice

Department more independent, like the Federal Reserve, thus

insulating it from the self-interested meddling of unethical

presidents. The Supreme Court is currently considering the scope

of Congress’s power to establish independent agencies. However it

rules, the current checks are demonstrably not strong enough.

If there is anything useful to draw from Mr. Trump’s degradation of

the rule of law and the powers of his office, it’s that he is exposing a

critical vulnerability in the Constitution’s design, which anticipated

presidents behaving badly, but not this badly. To be fair, the

founders did include two backstops to guard against a lawless chief
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executive: One is impeachment. The other is a quadrennial

election.
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