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A majority of Belgians  
are at risk of vitamin and  
mineral deficiencies
Revisiting 5 insights from the Sciensano  
National Food Consumption Survey
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For several vitamins and minerals, intake from food is too low

To understand why so many Belgians fall short on vitamins 
and minerals, it helps to start with the plate. The same 
survey shows that the Belgian diet is, on the whole, 
unbalanced and far from the official recommendations. 
Only 7% of adults eat the recommended amount of 
vegetables (at least 300 g a day), 10% reach the fruit 
recommendation (250 g a day), 1% eat enough whole-
grain products (at least 125 g a day) and 11% reach the 
dairy recommendation (250 to 500 g a day). 

When the very foods that carry most vitamins and minerals 
are under-consumed, a shortfall in the nutrients them-
selves follows almost inevitably. For a range of key nutrients, 
intake from food alone falls below the requirement for 
the majority of the population. These shortfalls affect  
the general population, well beyond a few specific groups. 
There is good news too: vitamin B1 is adequate for almost 
everyone, which makes the persistent shortfalls elsewhere 
all the more meaningful.

One year ago, Sciensano published the results of its 
National Food Consumption Survey. The initial headlines 
came and went, but the findings deserve reminding, 
because they carry a clear and, for several nutrients, 
worsening message about what Belgians actually get 
from their food. This report revisits the five insights that 
matter most for public health.

A note on terminology. Throughout this report, “at risk 
of deficiency” refers to the share of the population whose 
intake from food lies below the requirement: an estimated 
risk of inadequacy rather than a clinically measured  
deficiency. The one exception is vitamin D, where blood-
based studies confirm that deficiency is genuinely wide-
spread. We keep the two clearly apart.

Nutrient
Share below the 

requirement (from food) Most affected group

Folate (Vitamin B9) 70% women 77%

Calcium 67% adolescents 86%

Riboflavin (Vitamin B2) 63% women 75%

Vitamin C 61% lower-educated 68%

Vitamin B6 38% women 45%

Vitamin A 30% adolescents 38%

Iron 21% adolescent girls 43%

Vitamin B1 0.4% adequate for almost everyone

Insight  1



A MAJORITY OF BELGIANS ARE AT RISK OF VITAMIN AND MINERAL DEFICIENCIESBE-SUP REPORT

3

Comparing the latest survey (2022-2023) with the  
previous one (2014-2015) for 3 to 64 year-olds, average 
intakes from food have fallen and the share at risk 
has risen for several nutrients. All the percentages 
below are based on intake from food alone, without  
supplements. For these micronutrients, dietary quality 
is moving in the wrong direction. For transparency, 
not every nutrient moved in the wrong direction.  

Nutrient 2014-2015
2014-2015

(% below requirement) 2022-2023
2022-2023

(% below requirement)

Vitamin C 82 mg/day 52%  70 mg/day 61%

Riboflavin (Vitamin B2) 1.2 mg/day 55%  1.1 mg/day 62%

Vitamin A 847µg RE/day 24%  686 µg RE/day 30%

Calcium 758 mg/day 58%  699 mg/day 67%

Insight 2

Folate stayed essentially unchanged and iron rose 
only marginally (from 18% to 22%), while vitamin  
B1 clearly improved, with the share at risk falling from 
2.7% to 0.4%.Over the same period, one thing moved in  
the opposite direction: supplement use nearly doubled, 
from 30% to 52% of the population. In other words,  
as the diet delivered less, more Belgians turned to  
supplements to fill the gap.

The situation is worsening, not improving
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Vitamin D stands out

Vitamin D is the clearest case of all. The 
figure used here comes instead from a 
dedicated peer-reviewed analysis of the  
previous survey data, which found that more 
than 95% of Belgians fall below the recom-
mendation of 15 µg per day (Moyersoen et 
al., 2017). Average intake from food is around 
5 µg per day. Sunlight and diet simply do not 
suffice, particularly in winter.

Unlike the other nutrients, this goes beyond 
an intake risk. Blood-based studies confirm 
that deficiency is real and widespread: around 
45% of adults have deficient blood levels 
(25(OH)D below 50 nmol/L), rising to between 
40% and 100% among older adults. Vitamin D  
is also the single most-used supplement  
in Belgium. 

Insight 3
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Who is most at risk

The shortfalls are not evenly spread.  
Three groups stand out consistently.

	 Women fare worse for folate (77%), riboflavin (75%) 	
	 and vitamin B6 (45%).

	 Adolescents score strikingly poorly for calcium 	
	 (86%), vitamin A (38%), and adolescent girls in  
	 particular for iron (43%).

	 People with a lower level of education are  
	 consistently more affected: for vitamin C, 68% are  
	 at risk against 52% among the higher-educated.

These are precisely the groups where targeted dietary 
advice and, where appropriate, supplementation can 
make the biggest difference.

Insight 4
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This is a shared, north-west European pattern. The com-
parison must be made with care, because the national 
surveys use different reference values, survey years and 
methods. But still there are interesting insights to gain 
from comparing Belgium with some of its neighbours. 

The only genuine like-for-like comparison is Belgium 
against a Dutch re-analysis using exactly the same 
method (SPADE, by Bird and colleagues, 2023). In the 
Netherlands too, more than half the population falls below 
the requirement for folate, calcium, iron and vitamin D. 
France’s survey (INCA 3) reports average intakes rather 
than prevalences, but confirms the same priority nutrients: 
iron, folate, iodine and vitamin D. The conclusion across 
all three countries is the same: the same nutrients fall 
short, and mostly in the same groups.

Supplement use follows a parallel line. In the national 
food surveys, around half the population uses supplements 
in Belgium (52%) and the Netherlands (57%), against 
a fifth to a quarter in France (22 to 29%). That French 
figure comes from INCA 3 in 2014-2015, though; the 
industry’s own barometer (Synadiet/Toluna, 2024) now 
puts French use at 61% over a 24-month window, which 
places France alongside its neighbours rather than well 
below them. Everywhere, use is rising, women use more 
than men, and vitamin D is among the most common 
products. Belgium therefore fits the wider pattern,  
both in its shortfalls and in its response.

A MAJORITY OF BELGIANS ARE AT RISK OF VITAMIN AND MINERAL DEFICIENCIES

Belgium in context: a shared European problem

Insight 5
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One year on from the survey it’s valuable to reiterate the
most important insight. 

The Belgian diet remains far from the recommendations, with 
very few people eating enough vegetables, fruit, wholegrain 
products or dairy, and that unbalanced plate feeds straight into 
the nutrients: a large share of the population does not get 
enough key vitamins and minerals from food alone. For  
vitamin C, riboflavin, vitamin A and calcium the picture has  
worsened since 2014, although not everything moved the wrong 
way, as folate held steady and vitamin B1 improved.

Vitamin D stands apart, inadequate for almost everyone and, 
unlike the others, confirmed as a genuine deficiency in the blood. 

Women, adolescents and the lower-educated are the most  
exposed, and Belgium fits a wider European pattern rather 
than being an exception. 

Over the same period, supplement use nearly doubled, to 52% 
of the population.

A better diet remains the first line of defence, and the 
survey shows how much room there is to improve it.  
Supplements are a legitimate complement where food falls 
short, most clearly for vitamin D and folate.

Conclusion
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Be-sup is the officially recognised trade association 
of and for the Belgian food supplement industry. 

We work to defend the credibility and image of  
food supplements and to strengthen confidence 
in safe, high-quality products. 

Our more than 160 members represent the 
entire supply chain, from innovation and devel-
opment through production and distribution to  
quality control.

be-sup vzw

Oude Vijversstraat 

Rue des Anciens Étangs, 40

1190 Brussels

info@be-sup.be

More information on be-sup.be

https://be-sup.be/nl/over-be-sup/
https://www.be-sup.be

