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Abstract: Background: Vitamin E supplementation might represent an efficient strategy to increase
the vitamin E content in milk. The present study aimed to evaluate the impact of supplementation
with 800 IU RRR-alpha-tocopherol on the alpha-tocopherol content of milk and the factors
associated with the increase in vitamin E. Methods: Randomized clinical trial with 79 lactating
women from Brazil, who were assigned to the control group, or to the supplemented group
(800 IU of RRR-alpha-tocopherol). Milk and serum were collected between 30 and 90 days after
delivery (collection 1), and on the next day (collection 2). Alpha-tocopherol was analyzed using
high-performance liquid chromatography. Results: In the supplemented group, the alpha-tocopherol
content in serum and milk increased after supplementation (p < 0.001). In the multivariate analysis,
only alpha-tocopherol in milk (collection 1) was associated with the level of this vitamin in milk
after supplementation (β = 0.927, p < 0.001), and binary logistic regression showed that the dietary
intake was the only determinant for the greater effect of supplementation in milk. Conclusion:
The pre-existing vitamin level in milk and diet are determinants for the efficacy of supplementation
in milk, suggesting that in populations with vitamin E deficiency, high-dose supplementation can be
used to restore its level in milk.

Keywords: clinical trial; lactation; infants; breastfeeding; lactating women

1. Introduction

Breast milk contains all the essential nutrients and factors for the growth and development
of the infant’s gastrointestinal, cerebral and immune system [1,2]. Thus, exclusive breastfeeding is
recommended during the first six months of life [3]. Among the vitamins present in milk, vitamin E, is an
antioxidant responsible for protecting the lipoproteins and polyunsaturated fatty acids present in the
cellular membranes against peroxidation [4]. Vitamin E deficiency in children and newborns, including
preterm infants (birth <37 gestational weeks), can lead to intracranial hemorrhage, chronic pulmonary
diseases, hemolytic anemia, retinopathy and childhood cognitive deficits [4]. The prevalence of vitamin
E deficiency (SVD) in newborns can be up to 77% [5–7] and in Brazil, a study found low vitamin
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levels (<500 µg/dL) in 90% of newborns [8]. The transfer of vitamin E to breast milk depends on
circulating lipoproteins, and this mechanism can be influenced by maternal factors, both intrinsic and
extrinsic [2,9,10]. In colostrum milk, the actions of pregnancy hormones, such as estrogen, contributes
to the increase in circulating lipoproteins, ensuring a greater transfer of vitamin E into milk [2,11].
However, in mature milk the vitamin E content decreases because of changes in fat globules, and other
characteristics, such as maternal age, gestational age of delivery, and the fatty acid profile might that
influence the vitamin E content in milk [8,9,12,13].

Studies analyzing this micronutrient in mature milk observed that even in lactating women with
vitamin E deficiency, its concentration in milk was maintained, which suggested a possible mobilization
of alpha-tocopherol from the adipose tissue, which is considered the largest extrahepatic vitamin E
reserve [2,8,14,15].

One strategy to increase the concentrations of vitamin E in milk is maternal supplementation [9,10].
Garcia et al. [16] found that at 24 h after supplementation, alpha-tocopherol levels in the colostrum
increased. Other studies [17,18] found that vitamin E supplementation in its naturally occurring form
(RRR-alpha-tocopherol) is more efficient to increase its content in milk compared with supplementation
with the synthetic form or with a blend of natural and synthetic forms. In the natural form, the lateral
chain has the RRR conformation, whereas the synthetic form can present isomers with 2R- (RRR-, RSR-,
RSS- and RRS-) and 2S- (SRR-, SRS-, SSR-, SSS-) conformations. This structural difference results in
increased bioavailability of the RRR form because of its higher affinity for the liver alpha-tocopherol
transfer protein (alpha-TPP) [18,19].

Single-dose supplementation with 400 IU RRR-alpha-tocopherol in the immediate postpartum
period caused an increase in the vitamin in the transitional milk (between 7 and 15 days after delivery),
but not in the mature milk [20,21]. The authors suggested that a higher dose of vitamin E could
influence the duration of the response. This identified the need to investigate the effect of higher doses,
because the studies only used 400 IU of alpha-tocopherol, and suggested that this supplementation
should be provided in the mature milk phase, which comprises a period of greater stability in milk
nutritional composition.

Interestingly, different responses to supplementation have been noted, where the same treatment
caused a greater increase of the vitamin in the milk in some studies [20–22] and a smaller effect in
others [17], however, these studies lacked an analysis of the factors that influenced this response. These
observations should be considered, because maternal milk with a low alpha-tocopherol content has
been found, which could expose infants to vitamin E deficiency (VED) [20,21,23–25]. By contrast,
studies of vitamin E supplementation in a single dose and in greater quantity could reveal the previously
unknown mechanism of vitamin transfer to the mammary gland.

Thus, given that maternal supplementation with vitamin E is an effective measure to increase this
vitamin content in milk [21,22], the mother-child binomial should be protected from the adverse effects
of VED, and that there are differences in the response to this supplementation, but no understanding of
which characteristics contribute to this response. The objective of the present study was to evaluate the
impact of supplementation with 800 IU RRR-alpha-tocopherol on the alpha-tocopherol level in mature
milk and the factors associated with the increase, with the aim of improving our understanding of the
mechanism the transfer of vitamin E in the lactation period.

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Participants and Intervention

The study was a randomized, parallel-group trial. Participants were recruited at the Pediatric
Ambulatory Care of the Onofre Lopes University Hospital (HUOL), Natal-RN, Brazil, and data
collection took place between October 2017 and July 2018.

The present study was approved by the Ethics Committee of the Federal University of Rio Grande
do Norte (UFRN), under the protocol number 2.327.614, CAAE 76779217.1.0000.5537, and was also
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registered in the Brazilian Registry of Clinical Trials—ReBec, under the code RBR-38nfg2, available at
http://www.ensaiosclinicos.gov.br/rg/RBR-38nfg2/.

The sample calculation was performed using GPower software, Version 3.1.9 [26] considering
two independent groups tested using one way analysis of variance (ANOVA) for repeated measures
among factors, with alpha parameters equal to 5%, expected power at 80%, and the effect measure
value equal to 0.25 [27]. The analysis showed that each group should have at least 33 individuals,
totaling 66 participants.

The eligibility criteria included women between 30 and 90 days after delivery; who were
breastfeeding their children, either exclusively or partially; who were residents of Natal, RN and its
metropolitan regions; who were not diagnosed with a diseases (hypertension, diabetes, neoplasms,
heart disease, diseases of the gastrointestinal and hepatic tract, syphilis or were HIV-positive); who
were non-smokers; no multiple births and whose infants were not malformed. Exclusion criteria were
women who did not have sufficient milk or blood for analysis of vitamin levels, users of illicit drugs,
and those who made daily use of vitamin supplements containing vitamin E during lactation.

The eligible participants were informed of the study’s objectives and those who agreed to
participate signed the consent form. At recruitment, they were allocated in one of the study groups,
depending on the day of the week: Monday and Thursday for the supplemented group and Tuesday
and Wednesday for the control group, where only the supplemented group ingested two capsules
containing 400 IU of RRR-alpha-tocopherol consecutively, totaling 800 IU (588 mg of alpha-tocopherol).
The capsule contained 98% RRR-alpha-tocopherol acetate, as assessed according to the method of Lira
(2017) [21]. The study complied with the Consolidated Standards of Reporting Trials—CONSORT
(Figure 1).
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2.2. Data Collection

A semi-structured questionnaire was used to collect data on socioeconomic aspects, such as family
income, schooling and maternal age, as well as information on gestational age and type of delivery.
Maternal height and current weight were also assessed and used to calculate the body mass index
(BMI).

Milk and serum were collected from the participants at two time points. Collection 1 was
performed at the hospital and collection 2 was performed at the participant’s home the day after
collection 1. In the supplemented group, supplementation with 800 IU of RRR-alpha-tocopherol was
performed immediately after collection 1 of milk and serum.

A 2 mL sample of breast milk was collected by manual expression from a single breast that had not
breastfed recently, and 5 mL of blood were collected by venipuncture. All the biological samples were
collected after a 4 to 6 h fast, stored in polypropylene tubes packed in aluminum foil, and transported
in refrigerated units. The breast milk was stored at −20 ◦C until the time of analysis. Before storage,
the blood samples were centrifuged for 10 min (at 4000 rpm), to separate the serum for analysis of
vitamin E and lipoproteins.

The dietary intake of vitamin E was evaluated by means of the 24 h dietary recall (24HR) applied
at the two collection time points. Participants were asked about all foods, supplements and beverages
consumed the day before the interview.

2.3. Determination of Alpha-Tocopherol and Lipid Profile in Biological Samples

The extraction of alpha-tocopherol from milk and serum was performed according to the method
adapted by Lira et al. (2013) [28]. Ethanol (95%) was used to precipitate proteins (Vetec, Rio de
Janeiro, Brazil), and hexane PA (Vetec, Rio de Janeiro, Brazil) was used as an extraction reagent. After
evaporation in nitrogen, serum and milk residues were dissolved, respectively, in 250 µL of absolute
ethanol (Vetec, Rio de Janeiro, Brazil) and 250 mL of dichloromethane (Vetec, Rio de Janeiro, Brazil):
methanol (Sigma-Aldrich, St. Louis, Missouri, EUA) (2:1; v/v). The aliquots were then analyzed using
high-performance liquid chromatography (HPLC).

HPLC consisted of an LC-20AT (Shimadzu, Kyoto, Japan) pump coupled to a CBM 20A
communicator and an SPD-10A UV-VIS detector (Shimadzu, Kyoto, Japan). AC18 reversed phase
column (LiChroCART 250-4, Merck, Darmstadt, Germany) was used for chromatographic separation.
The mobile phase was 100% methanol in an isocratic system, with a flow rate of 1 mL/min and a
wavelength of 292 nm was used to detect alpha-tocopherol. The identification and quantification of the
vitamin in the samples were established by comparing the area of the peak obtained in the chromatogram
with the area of the alpha-tocopherol standard (Sigma-Aldrich, São Paulo, Brazil). The concentration
of the standard was confirmed by the specific extinction coefficient for alpha-tocopherol (e1%,
alpha-tocopherol, 1 cm = 75.8 to 292 nm) in absolute ethanol (Vetec, Rio de Janeiro, Brazil) [29]. Women
with serum alpha-tocopherol values less than 12 µmol/L were considered as deficient in vitamin E [30].

The transport of vitamin E from serum to breast milk involves lipoproteins; therefore, serum
cholesterol and high-density lipoprotein (HDL) levels were analyzed with using a commercial kit (Labtest)
and enzymatic colorimetric methods, by using an automatic biochemistry analyzer (Labmax plenno).
Low-density lipoprotein (LDL) was quantified using the equation proposed by Martin et al. (2013) [31].

2.4. Dietary Intake of Vitamin E

Vitamin E intake was obtained using two 24 h dietary recall (24HR), applied using face-to-face
interviews at the two data collection times in both groups. During this interview, the participants were
asked about the food (and its preparation), supplements and beverages consumed in the last 24 h before
the interview, in which the home measures described were converted to grams or milliliters [32,33] and
the amount of vitamin E consumed was analyzed using the software Virtual Nutri Plus [34], from the
database constructed by Rodrigues (2016) [8]. The dietary intake of vitamin E was corrected for total
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energy intake. The resulting values were obtained using SPSS, version 21.0 for Windows (SPSS Inc.,
Chicago, IL, USA) employing the residual method.

2.5. Statistical Analysis

Statistical analysis was performed using the statistical software IBM SPSS version 21.0 for Windows
(SPSS Inc., Chicago, IL, USA). The Kolmogorov–Smirnov normality test was applied. Numerical
data were expressed as the mean (standard deviation, SD), and categorical results were reported
as absolute and relative frequencies. Student’s t-test for dependent samples was used to verify
intragroup differences, and the t-test for independent samples was used to analyze the differences
between the groups. To evaluate the relationship between serum, breast milk and dietary vitamin E
intake, the Pearson correlation coefficient was calculated. Linear multiple regression analysis was
used to verify the ratio between alpha-tocopherol in milk after vitamin supplementation and in
serum, the lipid profile, vitamin E intake and other maternal factors. The factors associated with
the effect of supplementation on milk were also investigated. For this, the lactating women in the
supplemented group were divided into quartiles according to the percentage increase in the milk
alpha-tocopherol content between collection 1 and collection 2, being classified into a smaller effect
(quartile 1) and greater effect (quartiles 2–4). The quartile categorization was used to identify the
participants who presented lower effect and greater effects, because all participants should present
higher alpha-tocopherol in milk values after supplementation. In addition to providing an analysis
of the possible determinants for the milk supplementation response. The association of maternal
variables with the effect of supplementation was evaluated according to binary multiple regression.
All differences were considered significant when p ≤ 0.05.

3. Results

3.1. General Characteristics of the Population

The socioeconomic characteristics of the lactating women are presented in Table 1. The mean
age of the participants was 27 years, and the majority had completed high school. About 40% of the
women were overweight according to their BMI values, and exclusive breastfeeding was predominant
(>84%) in both groups. The dietary intake of vitamin E was equivalent to 8.7 mg/day in the control,
which was below the recommended intake (16 mg/day) [30] and there was no difference between the
groups in terms of dietary intake of vitamin E (p = 0.901).

3.2. Effect of Vitamin E Supplementation on Serum and Breast Milk

At collection 1, the maternal serum alpha-tocopherol concentrations were similar between the
control and supplemented groups, at 26.37 (4.6) µmol/L and 26.38 (5.4) µmol/L, respectively (p = 0.996).
In the control group, there was no difference in the alpha-tocopherol concentrations between collection
1 and collection 2 (p > 0.05). Neither group contained cases of VED (<12 µmol/L). In addition, the lipid
profiles were similar between the collections and between the groups (p > 0.05) (Table 2).

After supplementation with 800 IU RRR-alpha-tocopherol, a 183% increase in serum alpha-tocopherol
was observed in the supplemented group (collection 2), reaching 48.27 µmol/L (p < 0.001) (Table 2).

For the alpha-tocopherol content in mature milk, the control group presented 6.91 (1.81) µmol/L
and the supplemented group presented 6.98 (2.18) µmol/L (p = 0.883). One day after supplementation
(collection 2), milk from the supplemented group presented higher levels of alpha-tocopherol (15µmol/L)
compared with that in the control group (6.94 µmol/L) (p < 0.001), an increase equivalent to 124% in
the post-supplementation milk.

3.3. Factors Associated with Alpha-Tocopherol in Breast Milk after Supplementation

In the supplemented group, after Pearson correlation analysis, milk from collection 1, dietary intake
of vitamin E, and alpha-tocopherol in serum from collection 2 were identified as positively related to
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alpha-tocopherol levels in milk from collection 2 (Figure 2). These variables were included in the multiple
linear regression analysis to evaluate the factors associated with the alpha-tocopherol concentration
in breast milk after supplementation. Only alpha-tocopherol in the milk before supplementation
was a determinant for the increase in the vitamin content in the milk after administration of 800 IU
alpha-tocopherol (β = 0.927, p < 0.001, 95% CI 1.925–2.396). Thus, the higher the vitamin concentration
in milk, the greater the transfer of the vitamin to the mammary gland.

When dividing the participants of the supplemented group according to the effect of
supplementation (quartile 1 and quartiles 2–4), where quartile 1 is equivalent to 83% of the vitamin E
increase percentage in milk after supplementation, we observed that the dietary intake of vitamin E
was a determinant that caused a greater response to supplementation (p = 0.020, 95% CI 0.209–0.877),
which suggested that the higher the intake, the greater the effect of supplementation (Table 3).
The characteristics of the participants divided by the effect of supplementation are described in Table 4,
which showed that the consumption of calories, alpha-tocopherol and total fat was higher in the group
showing a higher effect of supplementation (p = 0.001, p = 0.013, p = 0.033, respectively).

Table 1. Characterization of the 79 lactating women randomized into the control and supplemented
groups of the study. Natal, Rio Grande do Norte, Brazil, 2017–2018.

Characteristics Control Group
n = 40

Supplemented Group
n = 39 p-Value

Maternal age (years), mean (SD) 27 (6.8) 27 (6.8) 0.833 *
Postpartum age (days), mean (SD) 57 (25.8) 56 (23.7) 0.833 *

Education level n, (%)
Incomplete primary education 4 (10.0) 5 (12.8)

0.149
Complete primary education 3 (7.5) 2 (5.1)
Incomplete secondary education 14 (35.0) 6 (15.4)
Complete secondary education 16 (40.0) 22 (56.4)
Complete higher education 3 (7.5) 4 (10.3)

Family income level n, (%) a

<1 Minimum wage 16 (40.0) 23 (59.0)
0.092

>1 Minimum wage 24 (60.0) 16 (41.0)

Type of delivery n, (%)
Vaginal 15 (37.5) 13 (33.3)

0.699Caesarian 25 (62.5) 26 (66.7)

Parity status n, (%)
Primiparous 21 (52.5) 17 (43.6)

0.405Multtiparou 19 (47.5) 22 (56.4)

BMI classification (kg/m2), (%) b

Low weight 1 (2.5) 0 (0)

0.735
Normal 15 (37.5) 18 (46.2)
Overweight 16 (40.0) 13 (33.3)
Obese 8 (20.0) 8 (20.5)

Type of maternal breastfeeding n, (%)
Exclusive maternal breastfeeding 35 (87.5) 33 (84.6)

0.711Maternal breast milk and other milks 5 (12.5) 6 (15.4)
Calorie intake (Kcal/day), mean (SD) 3248.4 (711.2) 3270.7 (868.4) 0.970 *
Intake of alpha-tocopherol (mg/day), mean (SD) 8.7 (3.4) 8.8 (3.5) 0.901 *
Intake of total fat (g/dia), mean (SD) 69.2 (23.6) 69.9 (25.8) 0.905 *

n: number; BMI: Body Mass Index; SD: Standard deviation; Chi-square test. * Student’s t-test for independent
samples used for the variables maternal age, postpartum age, calorie consumption, alpha-tocopherol and total
fat; a Brazilian minimum wage per month = US$ 291.5; b WHO classification, 2000. p-value = level of significance
(p < 0.05 = statistically significant).
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Table 2. Maternal biochemical indicators of the control and supplemented groups in collections 1 and 2, performed in the study. Natal, Rio Grande do Norte,
Brazil, 2017–2018.

Biochemical Indicators Evaluated
Control Group Supplemented Group

Differences between
Control Group and

Supplemented Group

Collection 1 Collection 2 Change p-Value * Collection 1 Collection 2 Change p-Value *

p-Value **

Collection 1
CG × SG

Collection 2
CG × SG

Serum alpha-tocopherol (µmol/L) 26.37 (4.6) 26.34 (4.92) 0.03 (2.5) 0.876 26.38 (5.4) 48.27 (10.5) 21.89 (7.4) 0.001 0.996 <0.001

Alpha-tocopherol in breast milk
(µmol/L) 6.91 (1.8) 6.94 (2.0) 0.03 (1.2) 0.935 6.98 (2.2) 15.00 (5.1) 8.02 (4.2) <0.001 0.883 <0.001

Serum cholesterol (mg/dL) 177 (41.0) 178 (42.0) 1.70 (33.5) 0.750 179 (44.0) 173 (36.0) 6.28 (16.0) 0.190 0.834 0.498

Serum triglycerides (mg/dL) 143 (99.0) 130 (86.0) 13.38 (57.8) 0.151 129 (66.0) 109 (51.0) 19.23 (32.9) 0.08 0.439 0.195

HDL (mg/dL) 40 (14.0) 41 (15.0) 0.25 (12.9) 0.903 42 (11.0) 42 (10.0) 0.31 (8.0) 0.811 0.574 0.724

LDL (mg/dL) 111 (35.0) 114 (40.0) 3.28 (34.4) 0.535 113 (43.0) 110 (35.0) 3.74 (14.7) 0.129 0.762 0.603

HDL: High-density lipoprotein; LDL: Low-density lipoprotein; ( ) Standard deviation; * Student’s t-test for dependent samples; ** Student’s t-test for independent samples. CG: Control
group; SG: Supplemented group.
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Figure 2. Correlations between alpha-tocopherol in breast milk obtained in collection 2 and
maternal variables of the supplemented group. Natal, Rio Grande do Norte, Brazil, 2017–2018.
(a) Correlation between alpha-tocopherol in breast milk from collection 1 and 2; (b) correlation between
alpha-tocopherol in breast milk from collection 2 and serum from collection 1; (c) correlation between
alpha-tocopherol in breast milk in serum from collection 2; (d) correlation between alpha-tocopherol
in breast milk of collection 2 and the vitamin E intake of collection 1; (e) correlation between
alpha-tocopherol in breast milk from collection 2 and serum cholesterol from collection 2; (f) correlation
between alpha-tocopherol in breast milk from collection 2 and low-density lipoprotein (LDL) from
collection 2; (g) correlation between alpha-tocopherol in breast milk from collection 2 and high-density
lipoprotein (HDL) from collection 2. r = Pearson’s correlation coefficient; p value = level of significance
(p < 0.05 = statistically significant).
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Table 3. Binary logistic regression model for variables associated with greater effect of 800 IU
alpha-tocopherol supplementation in breast milk in the supplemented group.

Variables
Greater Effect of Supplementation

(Quartiles 2–4) *

95% CI p-Value

Alpha-tocopherol in milk collection 1 (µmol/L) 0.998–1.024 0.104

Alpha-tocopherol in serum collection 1 (µmol/L) 0.991–1.005 0.565

Alpha-tocopherol in serum collection 2 (µmol/L) 0.995–1.002 0.387

Dietary intake of vitamin E collection 1 (mg/day) 0.209–0.877 0.020 **

Serum cholesterol collection 1 (mg/dL) 0.937–1.163 0.431

LDL collection 1 (mg/dL) 0.846–1.051 0.289

* Above 83% of the vitamin E increase percentage in milk after supplementation. LDL: Low-density lipoprotein.
p-value = level of significance. ** Significant difference.

Table 4. Characterization of the 39 lactating women randomized into the supplemented group, divided
by the effect of milk supplementation (lower effect: quartile 1, equivalent to 83% of the vitamin increase
percentage in the milk, and greater effect: quartiles 2–4). Natal, Rio Grande do Norte, Brazil, 2017–2018.

Characteristics Quartile 1
n = 9

Quartiles 2–4
n = 30 p-Value

Maternal age (years), mean (SD) 27 (6.5) 27 (6.9) 0.922 *
Postpartum age (days), mean (SD) 58 (30.0) 55 (22.1) 0.749 *

Education level n, (%)
Incomplete primary education 2 (22.2) 3 (10.0)

0.343
Complete primary education 1 (11.1) 1 (3.3)
Incomplete secondary education 1 (11.1) 5 (16.7)
Complete secondary education 3 (33.3) 19 (63.3)
Complete higher education 2 (22.2) 2 (6.7)

Family income level n, (%) a

<1 Minimum wage 4 (44.4) 19 (63.3)
0.312

>1 Minimum wage 5 (55.6) 11 (36.7)

Type of delivery n, (%)
Vaginal 2 (22.2) 11 (36.7)

0.420Caesarian 7 (77.8) 19 (63.3)
Parity status n, (%)
Primiparous 6 (66.7) 11 (36.7)

0.111Multtiparous 3 (33.3) 19 (63.3)

BMI classification (kg/m2), (%) b

Low weight 0 (0) 0 (0)

0.754
Normal 3 (33.3) 14 (46.7)
Overweight 4 (44.5) 10 (33.3)
Obese 2 (22.2) 6 (20.0)

Type of maternal breastfeeding n, (%)
Exclusive maternal breastfeeding 8 (88.9) 25 (83.3)

0.685Maternal breast milk and other milks 1 (11.1) 5 (16.7)
Calory intake (Kcal/day), mean (SD) 2624.6 (453.7) 3464.5 (873.4) 0.001 *
Intake of alpha-tocopherol (mg/day), mean (SD) 6.8 (2.1) 9.3 (3.6) 0.013 *
Intake of total fat (g/dia), mean (SD) 58.5 (12.8) 73.3 (27.8) 0.033 *

n: number. BMI: Body Mass Index; SD: Standard deviation; Chi-square test. * t-test for independent samples used
for the variables maternal age, postpartum age, calorie consumption, alpha-tocopherol and total fat; a Brazilian
minimum wage per month = US$ 291.5; b WHO classification, 2000. p-value = level of significance (p < 0.05 =
statistically significant).
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4. Discussion

Mature milk is the most stable stage of lactation, in which the content of alpha-tocopherol is not
influenced by pregnancy-related factors, as occurs in the colostrum [2,7]. It should be emphasized that
the mature milk presents a higher concentration of lipids and in contrast, there is a lower secretion of
alpha-tocopherol, suggesting that there are distinct mechanisms involved in the transfer of this vitamin
into breast milk [2,35,36].

In the present study, the lactating women had adequate vitamin E status, in accordance with other
studies considering the same stage of lactation [8,21]. However, a low dietary intake of vitamin E
was noted (Table 1), which could trigger the mobilization of alpha-tocopherol from maternal reserves,
such as the adipose tissue, into breast milk [15,19]. This low consumption of vitamin E was also
reported in other populations in Brazil, Greece and Poland [21,25,36], which suggests a frequent
inadequacy in vitamin E consumption during lactation.

Even in situations of inadequate consumption, the vitamin E concentration in milk was not
influenced by diet and circulating maternal levels [8,20,21,37–40]. However, this present study was the
first to identify a positive association between alpha-tocopherol levels in milk and ingested vitamin
E (diet + supplementation) and with serum alpha-tocopherol (Figure 2d,c). This suggested that
in high-consumption situations, the ingested and circulating maternal levels are the main factors
responsible for the vitamin level in milk. It is likely that in situations of low vitamin E consumption
(as found in the studies cited), milk vitamin E might originate from other sources, such as the body’s
reserve [4], explaining the absence of a relationship between those variables.

To prevent of VED in infants, it is necessary for breast milk to contain adequate levels of vitamin
E, so that children can obtain the benefits of the micronutrient, through the creation of vitamin reserves
in the body and its antioxidant action [4,19]. Some studies that evaluated this vitamin in mature
milk observed values below the nutritional requirements of infants [20,23,36,37], which suggested
that maternal vitamin E supplementation could be an important strategy to increase milk vitamin
contents [17,20,21].

In this study, supplementation with 800 IU of alpha-tocopherol caused a 183% increase in serum
alpha-tocopherol, and a 124% increase in breast milk alpha-tocopherol (Table 2). Other clinical trials
using a lower dose (400 IU alpha-tocopherol) found an increase of 60% to 80% in the vitamin content
in milk after supplementation [18,20–22], showing a reduced effect compared with that shown in the
present study. These findings suggested that the response to supplementation might be influenced
by both the dosage used and the determinant factors. However, trials have not evaluated the factors
associated with the different responses to large vitamin E doses [17,20], being important to understand
how this vitamin is transferred into the mammary gland.

When analyzing the factors associated with a better response in milk after supplementation, it is
important to highlight that only the content of this vitamin in the basal milk (before supplementation)
and the dietary intake were demonstrated to increase the levels of this micronutrient in milk (Table 3),
which suggested that the higher the consumption of vitamin E and its levels in milk, the greater the
transfer of alpha-tocopherol from the supplement to the mammary gland.

Assessment of the profile of lactating women in the supplemented group, showed that the
participants with the highest supplementation effect (quartiles 2–4) had a higher intake of calories,
alpha-tocopherol and total fat (Table 4). These findings suggested that the amount of fat available in the
diet may improve the bioavailability of the vitamin in the body, such as its absorption and distribution
to tissues, and in this case, to the mammary gland, as reported in [41–43].

Such evidence also demonstrated that in mature milk, the Michaelis–Menten kinetic theory could
not be applied, as it proposes that the transfer of vitamin to milk occurs through active transport,
characterized by a saturation of the lipoprotein receptors in the breast tissue in situations of large
contents of vitamin E, which would prevent the continuous transfer of the vitamin into the breast
milk after supplementation [38,44]. Notably, in a study of dairy cows, Weiss and Wyatt (2003) [45]
suggested that the ability of lipoproteins to carry alpha-tocopherol could determine the uptake of this
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vitamin by the breast tissue, and that the limiting factor for this mechanism would be the maximum
content of vitamin E in the lipoproteins.

To further investigate this relationship between lipoproteins and vitamin E transport,
we determined the circulating lipoproteins and the serum cholesterol and triglycerides profiles;
however, no relation between them and the response to supplementation was found (Table 2). In fact,
the mechanism of transport of vitamin E to the mammary gland is poorly understood [2,46,47].
Circulating lipoproteins are responsible for this transfer, with LDL being the main carrier [44,48];
however, transport may occur in the presence or absence of its receptors in the mammary gland [2,44].
Other receptors are found in breast tissue, such as Scavenger Receptor B-1 (SR-B1), which has binding
sites for both LDL and HDL, and CD36, which has high affinity binding sites for HDL, LDL, and very
low-density lipoprotein (VLDL) [2,48]. It has also been suggested the participation of lipoprotein lipase
(LPL), which may show increased activity during lactation, contributes to the greater circulation of
alpha-tocopherol and its uptake [49].

These findings provide important information to understand the mechanisms by which vitamin E
is transferred into the mammary gland, demonstrating that, in situations of supplementation with
800 IU of vitamin E and its effect in mature milk, the better the vitamin E status (considering the
milk and dietary intake), the more effective uptake into the mammary gland will be, regardless of
receptor saturation. Further investigation into how this transport occurs is required, by means of
in vitro and in vivo studies and using labeled isotopes of alpha-tocopherol, for example, to investigate
its biotransformation. Notably, in populations with dietary inadequacy and low contents of vitamin E
in milk, supplementation with higher doses of the vitamin, such as 800 IU alpha-tocopherol, might be
required to obtain a more effective intervention. The analysis of a single dose during the day allowed us
to investigate possible factors that could interfere with the response to supplementation; however, it is
necessary to analyze how long the effect of this supplementation could be sustained, its contribution to
maternal and infant nutritional status, and the use of smaller daily doses.

Therefore, supplementation associated with an adequate intake of vitamin E is an effective strategy
to increase vitamin E levels in breast milk and prevent cases of vitamin E deficiency in infants, especially
premature infants [2,4,11].

5. Conclusions

Vitamin E supplementation increased vitamin levels in milk and in maternal serum, and a
positive relationship was found between alpha-tocopherol levels in milk, serum and dietary intake of
vitamin E. Factors associated with the increase in alpha-tocopherol contents in milk after maternal
supplementation with 800 IU of vitamin E were the basal levels of alpha-tocopherol in milk and the
dietary intake of vitamin E.
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