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CONDITION

Hypervitaminosis A

Hypervitaminosis A is a harmful buildup of preformed vitamin A in the body.

WHAT IT IS

Harmful buildup of preformed vitamin A

BODY SYSTEM

Liver, skin, bones, brain, and nervous system

MAIN SYMPTOMS

Headache, nausea, dry skin, bone pain

WHAT CAUSES IT

Excess vitamin A from supplements, medicines, or food

HOW IT IS DIAGNOSED

Exposure history, examination, and blood tests

MAIN TREATMENT

Stopping excess vitamin A and supportive care

CAN IT BE CURED?

Yes - often resolves after excess stops

IS IT AN EMERGENCY?

Sometimes - severe headache, confusion, or repeated vomiting

LONG-TERM OUTLOOK

Usually improves; liver or bone damage may persist

Overview

Hypervitaminosis A means there is enough vitamin A in the body to cause harm. It can happen

after one very large exposure, called acute toxicity, or after taking too much over weeks,

months, or years, called chronic toxicity.

Vitamin A supports vision, immune function, growth, and healthy skin. The body stores it

mainly in the liver. This storage is useful when intake is low, but it also means excessive

amounts can build up.

Hypervitaminosis A is mainly caused by preformed vitamin A , such as retinol and retinyl esters.

These forms are found in some supplements, prescription retinoid medicines, liver, and fish

liver oils.

Beta-carotene is different. The body converts it to vitamin A only as needed, so beta-carotene

General health information from sofidex. Not medical advice, and not a substitute for your own clinician. 1 of 7



sofidex sofidex.com

from food does not usually cause hypervitaminosis A. Large amounts can turn the skin

yellow-orange, but this is a separate condition called carotenemia.

Most people improve after the excess source is removed. Recovery time depends on how

much was taken, how long exposure lasted, and whether the liver, bones, or other organs were

affected.

Symptoms

Symptoms differ between acute and chronic toxicity. They can also resemble many other

conditions, so symptoms alone cannot confirm hypervitaminosis A.

Acute toxicity may cause symptoms within hours or days of a very large exposure:

Chronic toxicity tends to develop gradually. Possible symptoms include:

Liver injury may cause pain under the right ribs, yellow skin or eyes, dark urine, or swelling.

Increased pressure around the brain can cause a persistent headache, vomiting, vision

changes, or a pulsing sound in the ears.

In infants, signs may include irritability, poor feeding, vomiting, or a bulging soft spot on the

head. These symptoms need prompt medical assessment.

- Severe headache

- Nausea or repeated vomiting

- Dizziness, blurred vision, or unusual sleepiness

- Irritability or confusion

- Poor coordination

- Skin peeling, sometimes appearing later

- Dry, rough, itchy, or peeling skin

- Cracked lips

- Hair thinning or hair loss

- Ongoing headache

- Tiredness or weakness

- Reduced appetite or unintended weight loss

- Bone, muscle, or joint pain

- Nausea or abdominal discomfort
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Causes and risk factors

The usual cause is taking more preformed vitamin A than the body can safely handle. This may

come from:

Labels may list vitamin A in different units and forms. A multivitamin, a separate vitamin A

product, and another supplement marketed for skin, vision, or immunity may all contain it. This

"stacking" can make the total difficult to recognise.

Prescription retinoids are related to vitamin A and can cause similar harmful effects. Their risks

differ from those of ordinary supplements. Follow the monitoring and pregnancy-prevention

instructions provided with the medicine.

People with liver or kidney problems may be more vulnerable to harmful effects. Regular heavy

alcohol use can also add to liver risk. Children can become unwell after smaller absolute

amounts than adults because of their size.

During pregnancy, excessive preformed vitamin A and certain retinoid medicines can harm

fetal development. This risk is important even when the pregnant person does not feel unwell.

- High-strength vitamin A supplements

- Several supplements containing vitamin A taken together

- Prescription retinoid medicines, such as oral acne or psoriasis treatments

- Frequent large servings of liver

- Fish liver oil or other concentrated animal-liver products

- Accidental swallowing of supplements, especially by a child

Diagnosis

There is no single blood result that always confirms hypervitaminosis A. Diagnosis usually

combines your symptoms, an examination, and a detailed history of supplements, medicines,

and foods.

Bring product containers or clear photographs of the labels to an appointment. The exact form

of vitamin A, strength, serving size, and length of use can be important.

Blood tests may check:

A normal blood retinol level does not always rule out toxicity. The body regulates this level

closely, and it may not reflect how much vitamin A is stored in the liver. Other vitamin A

measurements can sometimes support the diagnosis, but they must be interpreted alongside
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the exposure history.

Further tests depend on the symptoms. An eye examination may look for swelling of the optic

nerve caused by pressure around the brain. Bone-density testing or imaging may be

considered after prolonged exposure or fractures. Pregnancy testing may be relevant when a

retinoid medicine or high-dose exposure is involved.

- Vitamin A levels

- Liver function

- Calcium levels

- Kidney function

- Cholesterol and triglycerides

Treatment and management

The main treatment is removing the excess source of vitamin A. This often means stopping

non-prescription vitamin A products and avoiding other concentrated sources while the

situation is assessed.

If the suspected source is a prescription retinoid, contact the prescriber promptly rather than

making a long-term medication change without advice. Severe symptoms require urgent care

instead of waiting for a routine appointment.

Treatment may also include:

Severe acute toxicity, significant liver injury, or neurological symptoms may require hospital

care. There is no routine antidote that immediately removes stored vitamin A. The body needs

time to process and clear the excess.

Do not try to "flush out" vitamin A with extreme diets or other supplements. Some products

may add further liver stress or cause new nutrient problems.

- Fluids and medicines for nausea or pain

- Blood-test monitoring

- Care for liver injury or high calcium

- Treatment for increased pressure around the brain

- Nutrition advice to maintain adequate, but not excessive, vitamin A intake
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Complications

Long-lasting or severe excess can affect several parts of the body.

Possible complications include liver inflammation, scarring, and reduced liver function. Chronic

toxicity may weaken bones and increase fracture risk. High calcium levels can affect the

kidneys, digestive system, and alertness.

Pressure around the brain, sometimes called intracranial hypertension, can threaten vision if it

is not treated. Very large acute exposures can cause serious neurological or liver problems,

although this is not the usual course.

Exposure during pregnancy can cause major birth defects. Some prescription retinoids remain

in the body after treatment ends, so their specific pregnancy-prevention instructions must be

followed.

Prevention

Hypervitaminosis A is usually preventable.

Check the labels of all supplements rather than considering each product separately. Look for

retinol, retinyl acetate, retinyl palmitate, fish liver oil, and other forms of preformed vitamin A.

Avoid combining vitamin A products unless a qualified health professional has recommended

and reviewed the total amount.

Use supplements only as directed. More vitamin A does not improve vision, skin, or immunity

once the body has enough. Keep concentrated supplements away from children.

Liver is highly nutritious but can contain large amounts of preformed vitamin A. Regular large

servings may create a risk, particularly when combined with supplements.

If you are pregnant, could become pregnant, or are breastfeeding, check supplements and

retinoid medicines with a pharmacist or relevant clinician. Do not assume that a product is safe

during pregnancy because it is labelled "natural."

You still need some vitamin A. Prevention does not mean avoiding vegetables containing

beta-carotene or removing all vitamin A from your diet.

Living with it and what to expect

After the excess source is stopped, nausea and headache may improve within days. Skin, hair,

and energy changes may take weeks or months. Vitamin A stored in the liver can take time to

fall.
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Follow-up may include repeat liver, calcium, or vitamin A testing. People with prolonged

exposure may need bone assessment or longer monitoring. If a medicine caused the problem,

future treatment choices may need to account for that reaction.

Many people recover without lasting effects, especially when the condition is recognised early.

Liver scarring, weakened bones, or vision damage may not fully reverse if they were advanced

before treatment.

Once recovery is complete, most people can eat a balanced diet containing ordinary food

sources of vitamin A. Ongoing severe restriction is not usually needed unless a clinician

identifies another reason for it.

When to get medical help

Seek emergency help for:

Contact a poison information service or emergency service after a suspected large accidental

exposure. Do not induce vomiting unless specifically instructed.

Get urgent medical advice for persistent vomiting, jaundice, dark urine, significant abdominal

pain, or a new persistent headache while taking a retinoid medicine. Also seek prompt advice if

excessive vitamin A or a retinoid may have been used during pregnancy.

A routine appointment is appropriate for gradual symptoms such as dry skin, hair loss, fatigue,

or bone pain when you regularly use vitamin A supplements. Bring all supplement and medicine

labels for review.

- A severe or rapidly worsening headache with vomiting or vision changes

- Confusion, collapse, a seizure, or difficulty waking

- Suspected swallowing of a large amount by a child

- A very large exposure followed by significant symptoms

Common questions

Can you get hypervitaminosis A from food?

Yes, but it is uncommon with a typical varied diet. Repeated large servings of animal liver can

provide very high amounts of preformed vitamin A. Vegetables rich in beta-carotene do not

usually cause vitamin A toxicity.

How much vitamin A is too much?
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The safe upper amount differs by age, pregnancy status, and the form of vitamin A. It is not a

precise toxicity threshold, and some prescription retinoids are assessed differently. Check the

total from every supplement rather than relying on one product's serving information.

Does beta-carotene cause vitamin A toxicity?

Beta-carotene from food does not usually cause hypervitaminosis A because the body limits

how much it converts. Large amounts may cause harmless yellow-orange skin colouring.

High-dose beta-carotene supplements have other health considerations and are not suitable

for everyone.

How long does vitamin A toxicity last?

Acute symptoms may improve over days after the exposure ends. Chronic symptoms can take

weeks or months because vitamin A is stored in the liver. Recovery may be longer when the

liver, bones, or nervous system have been affected.

Should I stop a vitamin A supplement if I have symptoms?

Do not take further non-prescription high-dose vitamin A until you have obtained medical

advice. If vitamin A or a retinoid was prescribed, contact the prescriber promptly. Use urgent or

emergency care for severe headache, repeated vomiting, confusion, or vision changes.

Is hypervitaminosis A fatal?

Most recognised cases improve after the excess source is removed. However, an extremely

large exposure or severe liver or brain involvement can be life-threatening. A suspected large

ingestion should be discussed immediately with a poison information service or emergency

service.
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