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Dear Readers,
Vitamins are essential for human life. They are involved in numer-
ous metabolic processes, are crucial for the immune system and 
promote, among other things, the development of  cells, bones 
and teeth. By having a balanced and varied diet, a healthy per-
son can get almost all vitamins in sufficient quantities.

Nevertheless, the market for vitamins in the form of  food sup-
plements is growing continuously. The diverse range of  tablets, 
capsules and liquids give the impression that a sufficient vitamin 
intake is not possible from diet alone. However, in most cases 
taking vitamins via food supplements is not useful. On the con-
trary: Taking high-dose food supplements in addition to a bal-
anced diet increases the risk of  an oversupply of  the respective 
vitamins.

The BfR commissioned a nationwide survey to find out how im-
portant the population thinks food supplements are in order to 
cover vitamin needs, how often they are consumed and how the 
population rates the benefits and health risks. The results of  the 
survey can be found in this special issue of  the BfR Consumer 
Monitor.

 

Professor Dr. Dr. Andreas Hensel
President German Federal Institute for Risk Assessment (BfR)

Foreword
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 >>What do you think are typical characteristics 
of foods that are generally considered  
healthy? 

You can name up to three characteristics.
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high in vitamins
natural, unprocessed or without additives

organic products
low in sugar

low in fat
fresh

high in fibre
fruits or vegetables

sustainable (e.g., regional, seasonal)
high nutrient content

low in calories
high in minerals/trace elements

no answer

Characteristics of healthy foods

Basis: 1,023 respondents; Figures given in percentages
Mentions without predefined response options
Shown: characteristics that were spontaneously mentioned by at least 5 percent of  respondents
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 >>How often …
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Response options: “never”, “rarely”, “now and then”, “often”, “very often”

Health-conscious behaviour

Basis: 1,023 respondents; Figures given in percentages

rarely / nevernow and then(very) often

 ... do you eat fresh fruit or vegetables?

 ... do you make sure to eat a balanced diet?

 ... do you eat meat or meat products?

... do you make sure to cover your vitamin needs?

 ... do you buy organic products?

 ... do you exercise?

 ... do you smoke?

 ... do you drink alcohol?
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 >>Do you currently suspect that you 
have a vitamin deficiency or have  
you been diagnosed with one before? 
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Diagnosed or suspected vitamin deficiency

Single choice Basis: 1,023 respondents; Figures given in percentages

I have been diagnosed with a
 vitamin deficiency before.

I suspect that I currently have a
 vitamin deficiency.

28216

28018

noyes no answer
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 >>For which of the following vitamins have  
you already been diagnosed with a deficiency /  
do you currently suspect a deficiency?

Please select all that apply.
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vitamin D

vitamin B12

vitamin C

vitamin B6

folic acid (vitamin B9)

vitamin K

vitamin E

vitamin A

other vitamins

I am not sure

no answer

Diagnosed or suspected vitamin deficiency: Specification

Basis: 271 respondents with diagnosed or suspected vitamin deficiency; Figures given in percentagesMultiple choice

57

35

15

11

11

9

8

8

8

18

1



BfR Consumer Monitor 2021 | Special Vitamins as Food Supplements12

 >>What do you think: How important are  
the following products to cover the vitamin  
needs of the human body? 
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Foods for the intake of vitamins

Response scale: 1 “not important at all” to 5 “very important” Basis: 1,023 respondents; Figures given in percentages

vegetables

fruits

fish & fish products

legumes

dairy products

grain products

meat & meat products

vitamins as food supplements

5

6

11

8

18

16

29

49

94

93

23

26

31

34

41

26

65

65

51

51

31

24 1

not important (at all)medium(very) important no answer

1

1
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 >>How often do you usually take vitamins  
via food supplements (in concentrated form)?
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Single choice

Frequency of consumption of vitamins via food supplements

Basis: 1,023 respondents; Figures given in percentages

daily

several times a week

about once a week

about once to three times a month

less than once a month

never

no answer

16

1

11

8

8

14

43
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 >>Which of the following vitamins do  
you usually take via food supplements  
(in concentrated form)?

Please select all that apply.
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Consumed vitamins via food supplements

Multiple choice Basis: 572 respondents that take vitamins via food supplements; Figures given in percentages

vitamin D

vitamin B12

vitamin C

multivitamin products

vitamin B6

vitamin K

folic acid (vitamin B9)

vitamin A

vitamin E

other vitamins

no answer

45

36

32

28

13

12

11

10

10

13

7
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 >>How do you rate the health benefits of vitamins 
as food supplements (in concentrated form)?
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Rating of health benefits

Basis: 1,023 respondents / 445 respondents not taking vitamins via food supplements  
/ 572 respondents taking vitamins via food supplements; Figures given in percentagesResponse scale: 1 “very low” to 5 “very high”

all respondents

respondents not taking vitamins via
food supplements

respondents taking vitamins via
food supplements

283335 5

493311 6

113154 4

(very) lowmedium(very) high no answer
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 >>How do you rate the health risks of vitamins  
as food supplements (in concentrated form)? 
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Rating of health risks

Response scale: 1 “very low” to 5 “very high”
Basis: 1,023 respondents / 445 respondents not taking vitamins via food supplements  
/ 572 respondents taking vitamins via food supplements; Figures given in percentages

all respondents

respondents not taking vitamins via
food supplements

respondents taking vitamins via
food supplements

463217 6

363621 7

542813 5

(very) lowmedium(very) high no answer
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 >>How do you rate the health risks and health 
benefits of vitamins as food supplements  
(in concentrated form)?
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Ratio of risk and benefit rating

Basis: 1,023 respondents / 445 respondents not taking vitamins via food supplements  
/ 572 respondents taking vitamins via food supplements; Figures given in percentagesResponse scale: 1 “very low” to 5 “very high”

all respondents

respondents not taking vitamins via
food supplements

respondents taking vitamins via
food supplements

433219 6

203933 7

62267 5

benefit greater than riskboth the samerisk greater than benefit no rating given for risk or benefit
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 >>Which health benefits do you think vitamins 
as food supplements (in concentrated form) 
have?

You can name up to three benefits.
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Potential health benefits

Mentions without predefined response options
Shown: benefits that were spontaneously mentioned by at least 5 percent of  respondents

Basis: 690 respondents who stated a medium to 
very high benefit for vitamins as food supplements; 

Figures given in percentages

compensation of  deficiencies

protection from or overcoming diseases

covering the general vitamin need

promotion of  physical fitness

positive e�ects on the body

increase in well-being

quick and easy vitamin intake

generally healthy

promotion of  mental fitness

no particular benefit

no answer

21

14

13

12

8

7

7

6
5

11

15



BfR Consumer Monitor 2021 | Special Vitamins as Food Supplements26

 >>Which health risks do you think vitamins 
as food supplements (in concentrated form) 
pose?

You can name up to three risks.
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Potential health risks

Mentions without predefined response options
Shown: risks that were spontaneously mentioned by at least 5 percent of  respondents

Basis: 497 respondents who stated a medium to 
very high risk for vitamins as food supplements; 

Figures given in percentages

overdosage

physical health problems

chemical or other undesirable substances

incorrect use

not necessary or not e�ective

no particular risks

no answer

43

14

11

7

5

11

22
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 >>How likely do you think it is that people  
who do not take vitamins via food supplements  
(in concentrated form) will fall into an  
undersupply? 

An undersupply occurs when the body receives less vitamins than needed.
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Likelihood of a vitamin undersupply occurring

Basis: 1,023 respondents / 445 respondents not taking vitamins via food supplements  
/ 572 respondents taking vitamins via food supplements; Figures given in percentages

all respondents

respondents not taking vitamins via
food supplements

respondents taking vitamins via
food supplements

383424 4

542914 4

263833 3

Response scale: 1 “very low” to 5 “very high”

(very) lowmedium(very) high no answer
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 >>How likely do you think it is that people  
who take vitamins via food supplements  
(in concentrated form) on a daily basis  
will fall into an oversupply? 

An oversupply occurs when the body receives more vitamins than needed.
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Likelihood of a vitamin oversupply occurring

Basis: 1,023 respondents / 445 respondents not taking vitamins via food supplements  
/ 572 respondents taking vitamins via food supplements; Figures given in percentagesResponse scale: 1 “very low” to 5 “very high”

all respondents

respondents not taking vitamins via
food supplements

respondents taking vitamins via
food supplements

192849 4

152359 4

233242 3

(very) lowmedium(very) high no answer
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 >>How well informed do you feel about the  
following aspects of vitamins?
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Perceived level of information

Response scale: 1 “not well informed at all” to 5 “very well informed” Basis: 1,023 respondents; Figures given in percentages

the content of  vitamins in certain foods

the functions of  specific vitamins in the body

the health benefits of  vitamins as
food supplements

recommendations for taking vitamins as
food supplements

the health risks of  vitamins as
food supplements

253637 2

283931 2

293930 3

313729 3

353527 3

not well informed (at all)medium(very) well informed no answer
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 >>What do you think: Are the following statements 
about vitamins true or false?

If  you are unsure, please indicate what you would guess.
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Vitamins are essential for human life.a

Vitamins as food supplements are
over-the-counter drugs.b

Vitamins as food supplements can be sold
without approval on the German market.a

An oversupply of  vitamins is not problematic 
for the human body.b

Knowledge about vitamins

Single choice
a true statement, b false statement Basis: 1,023 respondents; Figures given in percentages

3493

117218

51976

143155

falsetrue no answer
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Survey period:	 23 to 28 November 2021
Number of respondents:	 1,023
Sample:	 Participants from an online access panel in Germany aged 16 years and over
Representativeness:	 Random sample of  panel participants with representative quota control according  

to gender, age, education, and region
	 Additional weighting according to gender, education, age, employment, size of  city,  

German federal state, and household size
Survey method:	 Online survey (CAWI)
Presentation of results:	 All figures given in percentages; rounding differences possible
Conducted by:	 INFO GmbH

How were the data collected?
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Vitamins are organic compounds that the human organism  
cannot produce, or can only produce in insufficient amounts. 
Since the body needs them for vital functions, vitamins must be 
ingested with food. They are found in plant and animal foods. In 
healthy people who eat a balanced diet, an insufficient vitamin 
intake and a resulting undersupply are very rare.

Vitamins in the form of  food supplements are available, for ex-
ample, as tablets, capsules, powder or liquids in concentrated 
form. In individual cases, the intake of  vitamins via food supple-
ments may be necessary or useful, for example taking folic acid 
(vitamin B9) before and during early pregnancy. However, taking 
high doses of  vitamins without any actual need can increase the 
risk of  an oversupply as well as undesirable health effects.

Food supplements are food, hence must not endanger the 
health of  consumers. The responsibility for this generally lies 
with the food companies. Similarly, food supplements do not un-
dergo any official authorisation procedure, during which actual 
health safety must be proven. The German Food Supplements 
Regulation (NemV) specifies which vitamins may be added to 
a food supplement. However, it does not contain any legally 
binding maximum levels for vitamins or other ingredients. The 
recommendations published by the BfR for maximum levels of  
vitamins in food supplements can serve as a basis for the crea-
tion of  legal regulations at EU level.

Vitamins as food supplements
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	 More information at: www.bfr.bund.de/en

	 Vitamins:
	 > A-Z Index > V > vitamins
	 > Food safety > Substance risks > Vitamins and Minerals

	 Food supplements:
	 > A-Z Index > F > food supplements
	 > Food safety > Special food groups > Food supplements

About the BfR

Do nanoparticles promote the occurrence of  allergies? Does 
apple juice contain too much aluminium? The German Federal 
Institute for Risk Assessment, or BfR for short, is responsible for 
answering questions on all aspects of  the health assessment of  
foods and feeds, consumer products and chemicals. Through its  
work, it makes a decisive contribution towards ensuring that food, 
products and the use of  chemicals have become safer in Germa-
ny. The Institute's main tasks comprise the assessment of  existing 
health risks and identification of  new ones, the development of  
recommendations to limit risks and the transparent communication 
of  this process. This work results in the scientific advice given to 
political decision makers. To help with the strategic alignment of  its  
risk communication, the BfR conducts its own research in the field 
of  risk perception. The Institute is independent in its scientific as-
sessments, research and communication. The BfR belongs to the 
portfolio of  the Federal Ministry of  Food and Agriculture (BMEL).

http://www.bfr.bund.de/en
https://www.bfr.bund.de/en/a-z_index/vitamins-130216.html#fragment-2
https://www.bfr.bund.de/en/assessment_of_vitamins_and_minerals_in_foods-54417.html
https://www.bfr.bund.de/en/a-z_index/food_supplements-129789.html#fragment-2
https://www.bfr.bund.de/en/health_assessment_of_food_supplements-736.html
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