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Antioxidant Anxieties
A new study on antioxidant supplements, just published in the Cochrane Review, reaffirms a litany of recent disappointments, suggesting the nutrients may actually increase rather than lower mortality risk.  
What distinguishes the new study is not its methods or novelty, but its size. The investigators from the Copenhagen University Hospital conducted what’s called a meta-analysis, pooling data from many prior studies.  The data they presented pertain to more than 200,000 people.
The report indicates that antioxidant supplements--vitamins A, C, and E; beta-carotene; and selenium--do not prevent heart disease or cancer, do not forestall death, and may even increase mortality risk slightly.  Many prior studies included in the current meta-analysis revealed some part of this story.
Despite that lack of novelty, this study populated both print media and the airwaves last week.  This, to me, is indicative both of our prevailing interest in nutrient supplements, and our resistance to truths we don’t want to hear.  
Folks, let’s accept the reality.  Virtually all methodologically robust trials of antioxidant supplements indicate no demonstrable health benefit.  
But that does not rule out all hope.  For one thing, observational studies show rather consistently that dietary patterns offering a generous supply of antioxidants are associated with better health outcomes.  Antioxidants may be much, some, or none of the reason for this association- but it makes sense that they confer at least some benefit.  We know that oxidation, a by-product of our metabolism, can damage our cells, and that antioxidants offer protection.
Another reason to hope that we might yet find health benefits from antioxidant supplements is the populations studied to date.  
Even the most ardent proponents of antioxidants should recognize that the health benefits from such supplements will be relatively modest, all other things being equal.  Someone who eats well, is active, and doesn’t smoke may have little risk left to alleviate with antioxidant supplements, so the supplements can’t fix what “ain’t broke.”  Conversely, if someone eats badly, is inactive, and/or smokes, it’s unreasonable to expect that a vitamin alone could compensate.
Given that the net effect of antioxidants is apt to be small, consider a study of healthy people living healthy lives.  Now randomly assign half to take an antioxidant supplement, half to take a placebo- but leave everything else alone.  Imagine how long it would take and how many participants would be needed to see a clear difference in health outcomes between groups.  Such studies are prohibitively expensive, and for the most part have not been done.
In contrast, if antioxidants can reduce the risk of heart attack slightly, that would be much easier to observe over a short period of time in a group very prone to heart attack.  So a study of people who have already had a heart attack, for instance, would be the way to go.  That is just the kind of study that has been conducted to date.
But it might be that antioxidants could help keep healthy cells healthy, while exerting quite different effects on damaged cells.  After cancer or heart disease has begun, antioxidants might interfere with some of the body’s defenses (or medical treatments) against the progression of these conditions.  
There are other potential explanations, too, for the disappointing findings to date.  We may have the doses wrong.  Just because some of a thing is good does not mean more is better. We may have the combinations wrong. Antioxidants in foods come packaged with many other nutrients, working in concert.  When we deconstruct the concert, we may wind up with sour notes.
If you have been taking antioxidant supplements for health promotion, the new study reiterates the message that you may want to stop.  You have no cause to panic, however.  While hinting at potential harm from the supplements, the new trial was large enough to reveal any decisive evidence of harm.  That it did not suggests there isn’t any.  

More than anything else, the new study confirms the value of science. Sometimes science confirms our beliefs, sometimes it refutes them. Often, it tells us there is more to lean before we can know for sure either way.
On the basis of the science we have at present, there is little reason to fear you’ve done much damage with any antioxidant supplements you may have been taking--the potential for harm appears minimal. But there is no support for the notion that you can find an alternative to eating well and being active in a pill bottle, either!
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