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Supplements, Suppositions, & Science
The Wall Street Journal recently ran an article suggesting that much of the $7 billion nearly 70% of us spend on nutrient supplements each year may provide little bang for the buck.  The article went on to suggest that in many cases, the supplements might even be more likely to harm than help us.  For those who missed my chat with Diane Sawyer about this last week on Good Morning America, here are my thoughts, and recommendations.
The use of mega-doses (i.e., doses well in excess of the recommended daily allowance, or RDA, needed to support normal metabolism) of isolated micronutrients to prevent disease is generally ill-advised.  Reliance on vitamin C to prevent cancer or colds, or vitamin E to prevent heart disease has always been based on limited science, and a great deal of wishful thinking.  We have been looking for a silver bullet, and the more research accumulates, the clearer it is that we haven’t got one.  

Recent large studies of vitamin E, including two clinical trials of very high quality called HOPE and GISSI, have failed to show any benefit of the nutrient in the prevention of heart disease.  At doses of 400 IU per day and above, vitamin E may even increase the risk of heart disease, in particular heart failure.  Other studies looking at vitamin E for cancer prevention have been comparably disappointing.
Despite decades of hope that vitamin C would prove of benefit in the prevention of cancer or colds, such proof is lacking.  There are studies that cut both ways, but for the most part, vitamin C, too, has been a disappointment.  There is even some evidence that vitamin C, and perhaps other antioxidants, can interfere with chemotherapy, actually protecting cancer cells from the medicines designed to kill them.  And at doses above 500mg per day, vitamin C may actually become a pro- rather than an anti-oxidant, causing rather than preventing cell damage.  This is not conclusive, but some research suggests it.

The litany of potential nutrient heroes that withered under the scrutiny of science is growing long.  One of the first nutrients put to the test of well-run clinical trials, beta carotene, was associated with a slight increase in the rate of cancer among those who took the supplement as compared to those who took placebo.  Recent data from the Nurses Health Study suggest that women consuming high levels of vitamin A may be at increased risk of hip fracture.

There is generally good evidence to support vitamin D supplementation in combination with calcium to fight osteoporosis, although evidence of defense against fracture is lacking.  And there is an association between this regimen and increased risk of kidney stones.  As the saying goes, the dose makes the poison.
Disappointing as all this may be, it does make sense.  Human metabolism is a wonder of choreography.  As we go about our daily routines, innumerable metabolic processes are running in concert.  Nutrients fuel these processes and thus they, too, must work in concert with one another.  Foods provide nutrients in these natural combinations.  When we isolate and mega-dose the nutrient darling of the day, we may get lucky and make everything work better.  But more and more it seems the likely effect is to cause an imbalance in the body’s inner workings that is not in our interest.  

There is still a role for specific nutrients as treatments, but these decisions are best made with guidance from a well-informed health care provider.  (We use nutrients routinely at my clinic.)  I continue to recommend a multivitamin/mineral supplement daily.  This is based partly on hints of benefit from epidemiologic research, and more on what I consider to be a rational theory.

Like all creatures, have a ‘native’ nutritional habitat, and are certainly adapted to it.  Our Stone Age ancestors burned more calories than we do, and thus consumed more to sustain themselves.  They obtained those calories from low-calorie, nutrient-rich foods.  The result was a higher intake of many nutrients each day than the modern diet provides.  A multivitamin supplement can make up the shortfall.  Despite increasing debate, I still favor supplementing fish oil, too, for the same reason.  Our native intake of omega-3 fatty acids is estimated to be quite a bit greater than average intake in the US today.
The studies to date do not provide definitive evidence that the nutrients in question are of no benefit, or are necessarily harmful.  In many cases, trials were conducted in people with heart disease, or diabetes, or in long term smokers.  It may be that nutrient supplements work better at keeping healthy people well than they do to reverse disease once it’s rather far along.  As is so often the punch line in matters of science, we need more research.
But as the science of supplements accumulates, and diverges from our suppositions about them, it is a reminder not to fall in love with our unsubstantiated hopes, and not to fall for exaggerated marketing claims.  

The final words on this subject for now are substantially the same as they ever were: the most important source of nutrients is food.  The benefits of a healthful diet cannot be packaged into any pill.  No supplement is a substitute for eating well.  
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