The Wellness Guide To Dietary Supplements
UC Berkeley Wellness Letter, August 1998

In 1994 federal legislation – the Dietary Supplement Health and Education Act, passed after intensive lobbying by the supplements industry – essentially removed so-called “dietary supplements” from FDA control.  Manufacturers can now suggest almost anything on their packages and in ads, without proof or safety or efficacy, but in theory at least, cannot make medical claims.  Flawed studies are vigorously cited in support of dubious or even dangerous products.  Studies that show a negative effect are never mentioned, and indeed may never be published.  False hopes, and false fears, are raised in ad copy.  Ads for drugs may be no better, but at least there is some science to back up the claims.  Standard medical treatments are impugned as “unnatural” or motivated only by greed.  It’s a seller’s marker, and supplement purveyors need not even guarantee that what’s in the bottle conforms to what’s on the label.  Yet some supplements are highly beneficial and do come in standard doses.  No wonder people are confused.


The Wellness Letter has discussed many supplements in recent years.  This chart recaps our advice (the dates refer to our articles).  The following symbols are used to summarize our conclusions:



Safe & Effective


M.D.
On Medical Advice Only



Benefits Unproven



May Be Harmful
And remember: Supplements are just supplements, not substitutes for a good diet.  Above all, we recommend foods rich in vitamins, minerals, and other essential nutrients. 
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

 
Supplement

Beta Carotene

(May 1997)

Blue Green Algae

(January 1997)

Calcium

(October 1997)
Chaparral

(September 1997)

Chromium Picolinate

(August 1996)

Coenzyme Q-10

(October 1996)

Creatine

(January 1998)

DHEA

(January 1996)


Claims/Benefits

Prevents cancer and heart disease and boosts immunity.

“Purifies” blood, cures most diseases.

Prevents or slows osteoporosis.

Anti-cancer activity, “purifies” blood, arthritis remedy.

Build muscle, prevents and cures diabetes, promotes weight loss.

Cure-all; prevents heart disease.

Improves athletic performance.

Slows aging, prevents chronic diseases, cures some cancers.
What To Do

Don’t take if you’re a smoker: studies suggest an increase in lung cancer risk for smokers taking these pills.  It is plentiful in vegetables and some fruits and is beneficial in this form.  The 600 other carotenoids are also important for health and are found in yellow, red, and deep green vegetables and fruits.

Not a medicine or good source of nutrients.  Save your money.

Women over 50 (postmenopausal) and men over 65 may need supplements if they don’t get 1,500 milligrams a day from food.  It should be taken at meals, and be combined with an exercise program.  It should also come from dietary sources, such as low-fat or fat-free milk and many leafy greens.

Unsafe for human consumption.  No proven medical value.  Linked to liver disease and acute poisoning.

It is an essential mineral, but deficiency is rare in the U.S.  No evidence that supplements perform as claimed, promotes weight loss, or benefit healthy people.  Some evidence that they may harm cells.  Diabetics should take only on medical advice.

An interesting antioxidant; may be effective against heart failure.  Talk to your cardiologist about it if you have heart disease.  Expensive.  Benefits for healthy people unproven.

Amino acid manufactured in the body.  Some studies show short-team boost muscle strength for young, highly trained subjects.  Meaningless for casual exercisers or players.  You’re better off with a solid training program.

Human hormone.  May have powerful positive or negative effects – too soon to know.  What you get in the health-food store may not be DHEA.
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Supplement

Echinacea

(July 1998)

Ephedra

(December 1997, September 1997)

Folic Acid

(November 1997)

Garlic Pills

(June 1996)
Ginkgo Biloba

(January 1998)

Ginseng

(August 1995, February 1991)

Glucosamine & Chondroitin Sulfate

(May 1997)

Claims/Benefits 

Cures colds, boosts immunity.

Weight control, herbal “high”, decongestant.

Prevents certain birth defects, heart disease, possibly come cancers.

Lower blood pressure and blood cholesterol, prevent stomach cancer.

Improves blood flow and circulatory disorders, and prevents or cures absentmindedness, memory loss, dementia.

Improves athletic performance, fights fatigue, cures cancer and heart disease.

Halt, reverse, or cure arthritis.
What To Do

Inconsistent evidence of benefit.  Products on the market are unstandardized.  Prescribed in Germany for colds and flu.  Little known about toxicity.

Active ingredient, ephedrine, is used in many decongestants and asthma drugs.  Ephedrine raises heart rate and blood pressure, and is dangerous for those with diabetes, high blood pressure, and heart disease.  FDA has proposed restrictions.  Used in so-called “herbal phen-fen” pills for weight loss, but may be dangerous.

Solid evidence for these claims.  All women capable of becoming pregnant should get 400 micrograms of folic acid a day from a supplement, in addition to what they get from food.  Other people not eating a good diet should also consider taking a multivitamin containing folic acid.

No clear evidence that they are beneficial.  No one knows which element in it is even beneficial.  It can’t hurt, it might help.

Prescribed in Germany and France for circulatory disorders; shows promise against claudication (leg pain due to obstructed blood flow, caused by atherosclerosis).  Recent study suggests limited benefits for some Alzheimer’s patients.  No proven benefit for others.  Products on the market are unstandardized.

No evidence that is does anything, though it has been used for thousands of years as a cure-all and energizer.  Ginseng plant contains pharmacologically active elements, but they vary from one type to another.  Many products on the market contain none at all.

Probably harmless, but these do not reverse arthritis.  Glucosamine may reduce pain for some people.  Don’t substitute for conventional treatment.  
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Supplement

Lysine

(December 1995)

Melatonin

(February 1997, March 1996)

Minerals, Chelated

(August 1997)

Minerals, Colloidal

(June 1997)

Multivitamins/

Minerals

(February 1998)

Oil of Evening Primrose

(March 1998)

Pycnogenol

(November 1997)

Rose Hips

(March 1996)
Sassafras

(September 1997)

Saw Palmetto

(December 1997)


Claims/Benefits 

Cures cold sores (Herpes).

Promotes sleep, counters jet lag.

Better absorbed than other mineral supplements.

Cure-all.

Compensate for a poor diet.

Cure-all.

Cure-all.

More “natural” vitamin C source.
Performance booster, “blood purifier”.

May shrink prostate, reduces symptoms of benign prostatic hyperplasia.
What To Do

Some evidence that 1,000 to 3,000 milligrams daily might head off recurrences, but such high doses may be dangerous.  Should not be taken over long periods.  Prescription drugs are available and effective, but very expensive.

A human hormone.  Shows promise as sleeping pill.  May have serious side effects.  Further research needed.

No need to pay premium prices for these minerals, which are bonded to certain amino acids.  They may be less well absorbed than others.

Of no value.  Marketed by dozens of companies as “Mineral Toddy”, “Micro-Min”, and so forth.  Get minerals from food instead or a standard multivitamin/mineral pill.

No supplement can make up for a poor diet.  But a daily multivitamin/mineral pill is a good idea for the elderly or others who may have specific nutritional shortfalls (notably young women not consuming enough folic acid).

In England, approved treatment for breast pain (cyclic and noncyclic) and allergic dermatitis and eczema.  Has also been advocated for high cholesterol, rheumatoid arthritis, and diabetic nerve damage, but quality of studies is uneven or poor.  May have side effects.

Pine bark extract.  No evidence of effectiveness against diseases.

Expensive source of vitamin C.

Contains safrole, an aromatic oil known to cause cancer in animals.  Banned by FDA but still sold.  Unsafe and ineffective.

Some positive evidence, but results of studies are mixed.  Like the drug Proscar, it can alter results of a PSA test and make prostate cancer hard to diagnose. 
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



M.D.

Supplement
St. John’s Wort

(September 1997)
Selenium

(April 1997)

Vitamin C

(July 1998, December 1995)

Vitamin E

(July 1997)

Zinc

(November 1996)


Claims/Benefits 

Alleviates depression.

Prevents some cancers, possibly heart disease.

Prevents or cures cold; may help prevent cancer, heart disease, cataracts.

May help prevent cancer, heart disease, cataracts.

Cures/shortens cold; relieves prostate symptoms.  Slows/prevents macular degeneration (eye condition that can cause blindness).


What To Do
Preliminary evidence shows efficacy against mild forms of depression.  Should not be taken as a diet drug or with prescription antidepressants.

Evidence is preliminary; food is the best source (fish, grains).  High doses are toxic.

This powerful antioxidant may protect against chronic diseases.  Not a cold cure but can reduce symptoms.  Get as much as possible from produce, which contains other beneficial substances.  Take 250 to 500 milligrams daily as a supplement.

Another powerful antioxidant, but not plentiful in foods, except vegetable oils, nuts, and seeds.  Take 200 to 800 IU daily as a supplement.

No convincing evidence that zinc lozenges prevent or relieve colds.  Not recommended for prostate problems.  Effects against macular degeneration are weak.

