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Your questions about nutritional supplements—answered. By Elizabeth Marglin
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Q
A

Do I really need to 
take a multivitamin?

DOES FORM—GUMMY,  
LIQUID, SOFTGEL, SPRAY—

AFFECT FUNCTION?

“The answer depends on your diet,” 
says holistic pharmacist Sherry 
Torkos. “If you don’t get five servings 
of fruits and veggies each day and you 
tend to eat on the go (home-cooked 
meals typically contain more nutri-
ents), a multi will help cover your 
nutritional bases and fill in gaps.”  
On the flip side, if you load up on 
more than five servings of produce 
each day and incorporate nuts, seeds, 
and a range of protein sources into 
your diet, odds are you may be getting 

most of what you need without sup-
plementing with a multivitamin.

Other important factors to con-
sider: “Your overall health, any medi-
cations you take, or medical conditions 
you have,” says Torkos. For example, 
women who take oral contraceptives 
may have lower levels of B6, folic acid, 
and C vitamins. People with gastro-
intestinal issues that impair nutrient 
absorption, including celiac disease  
or Crohn’s, may also benefit from a 
multivitamin, Torkos says.

As it turns out, form can affect 

both safety and efficacy. “We’ve 

found that gummies often have 

too little or too much of certain 

nutrients, because the process of 

manufacturing gummies makes it 

harder to control the levels,” says 

Tod Cooperman, MD, founder 
and president of ConsumerLab, 
an organization that coordinates 
independent testing of vitamins 
and supplements. Another prob-

lem: Gummies look and taste like 

candy, so it can be tempting to 

pop more than the recommended 

dose and exceed tolerable intake 

limits, he adds.  

Liquids, sublingual tablets 

(ones you put under your tongue), 

and sprays may have some 

advantages over traditional pills. 

“For example, liquid fish oils are 

absorbed faster than softgels,” 

says Torkos, “but keep in mind 

you don’t necessarily need your 

fish oil to have an instantaneous 

effect, whereas with some other 

supplements, time is of the 

essence.” The sleep aid melatonin, 

for instance, is available in liquids 

and sublingual tablets, and faster 

absorption means you’ll be feel-

ing melatonin’s sleep-inducing 

effects sooner.
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Is it possible  
to take too many 
supplements?
Yes, says Howard 
Sesso, SCD, an associ-
ate professor of epide-
miology at the Harvard 
T.H. Chan School of 
Public Health: “Many 
large-scale clinical 
trials show that high 
amounts of individual 
vitamins or minerals 
don’t translate into 
greater health ben-
efits.” What’s worse, 
getting too much of 
certain nutrients can 
put you at risk for side 
effects ranging from an 
upset stomach to birth 
defects and stroke due 
to brain hemorrhage. 
And although there 
are well-established 
useage guidelines for 
most vitamins and 
minerals, scientific 
studies aren’t conclu-
sive when it comes to 

the safe maximum daily 
dose for many herbal 
remedies and other 
supplements, which 
means it’s smart to err 
on the side of caution 
and take a less-is-more 
approach, says Sesso.

To ensure you don’t 
overdo it on supple-
mental ingredients, 
be wary of those that 
provide more than 1oo 
percent of a given daily 
value (so-called “mega-
dose” products), says 
Diane McKay, PhD, an 
assistant professor at 
the Friedman School  
of Nutrition Science 
and Policy at Tufts Uni-
versity. “Your goal is to 
fill in gaps in your diet, 
not to indiscriminately 
dose yourself with vita-
mins, minerals, and 
herbs,” she says.

It’s a complete misconception that more expen-
sive products are of better quality than cheaper 
ones, says Torkos: “A supplement may cost 
more or less due to its packaging or how it’s 
marketed.” What really matters is the quality of 
ingredients and product purity, as fillers such as 
talc can dilute a product’s effectiveness or trigger 
sensitivities and cause reactions, she says. Just 
as with food, you will likely pay more if you buy 
organic or GMO-free supplements. 

Does price matter?  

COMING SOON  
TO SUPPLEMENT  
BOTTLES NEAR YOU
For many vitamins and minerals, the government’s recom-
mended daily value information is outdated, says Consum-
erLab’s Cooperman. “The current label is 20 years old, and 
the influx of targeted research means new daily values are 
overdue,” he says. In May of 2016, the Food and Drug 
Administration announced the implementation of new 
nutrition labels for packaged foods and supplements, 
which it says will reflect new scientific research and hope-
fully help consumers make better-informed food choices. 
Unfortunately, most companies aren’t required to update 
labels until July 2018 (those with less than $10 million in 
annual sales have until July 2019). The new nutrition labels 
aren’t radically different from the old ones, but experts 
agree the new daily value guidelines and easier-to-read 
labels are a step in the right direction.
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HOW CAN I  
TELL IF I NEED  
A PROBIOTIC? 
The research on probiotics—good bacte-
ria in your microbiome that fight germs, 
break down food, and play a role in 
nutrient and vitamin absorption—is still 
in its infancy, says McKay. Ideally, your 
diet alone will support a healthy micro-
biome: Plenty of whole and fiber-rich 
foods contain prebiotics—non-digestible 
plant fibers that nourish beneficial 

microorganisms in the intestines—and 
thus improve the good-to-bad bacteria 
ratio in the body. However, most Ameri-
cans don’t get enough fiber, and our 
increased use of antibiotics may reduce  
the number of friendly bugs in our sys-
tems. So far, only a few probiotic strains 
have been shown to help certain condi-
tions. Controlled trials have demonstrated 
that Lactobacillus GG and Saccharomyces 
(yeast) can shorten a bout of diarrhea in 
certain cases. And several studies found 
that Bifidobacterium, Lactobacillus, 
or Bifidobacterium infantis helped calm 
irritable bowel symptoms, including  
bloating and abdominal pain.

sun exposure is also a factor, as is your age. For 
instance, people older than 70 synthesize much 
less vitamin D than their younger counterparts.

Checking your D levels requires a simple  
blood test, says Torkos, and if you’re older than  
50 or suffer from achy bones, muscle weakness,  
or mood swings, there’s a good chance that you,  
like 1 billion other people worldwide, aren’t getting 
enough. Although the National Institutes of Health 
recommends 600 international units (IU) a day 
for people younger than 70, and 800 IU for those 
older than 70, some doctors who practice integra-
tive medicine will prescribe upwards of 10,000 
IU per day. Meanwhile, the tolerable upper intake 
level set by the Food and Nutrition Board is 4,000 
IU a day for adults and children older than 9.

In the past 20 years, there’s been increased 

focus on vitamin D, highlighting its potential 

for benefits beyond bone health, says Sesso, 

thanks to research linking low D levels to a 

wide range of ailments including arthritis, 

cancer, diabetes, heart disease, depression, 

multiple sclerosis, and Parkinson’s disease. 

However, researchers (including Sesso, who 

is a leading vitamin D researcher at Brigham 

and Women’s Hospital in Boston) agree that 

these findings aren’t yet conclusive, so as 

with most things involving your health, start 

by talking with your doctor.

If you decide to take a vitamin D supple-

ment, you may be able to adjust your daily 

dose (or skip it entirely) during summer when 

vitamin D–producing sunshine is plentiful. 

Many experts agree you need 50 percent of 

your body exposed without sunscreen for 

10–20 minutes every day in order to hit your 

daily vitamin D target. But be aware: There 

are many variables that can affect the amount 

of sun that reaches your skin. For example, 

the sun’s rays are blocked by the atmosphere 

during winter months in cities north of the 

37th parallel, which extends roughly from San 

Francisco to Richmond, Virginia. The color 

of your skin also matters—lighter skin tones 

synthesize D more efficiently than darker 

tones. The time of day during which you get 

Everyone 
seems to  
be popping 
vitamin D  
these days. 
Should I? 
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I heard the Food and Drug Administration doesn’t  
regulate the supplement industry. Is this true? 
“The FDA does regulate supplements, but as foods—
not drugs—which gives manufacturers more leeway,” 
says Cooperman. “The FDA requires that drugs be 
proven safe and effective, and that’s not the case 
with supplements.” And while the FDA can inspect 
a supplement manufacturer at any time, its limited 
resources make it tough to keep up with the supple-
ment industry’s steady growth, he says. As a result, 
manufacturing works more like an honor system, and 
unfortunately, infractions aren’t uncommon. “More 
than 2o percent of supplements have failed Consum-
erLab reviews due to incorrect amounts of key ingre-
dients, contamination—typically with lead, arsenic, 
or other heavy metals—or pills that don’t properly 
break apart,” says Cooperman. In fact, a 2o16 Consu-
merLab report found that more than half of audited 
supplement manufacturers were cited by the FDA for 
not implementing adequate quality controls such as 
testing ingredients and establishing specifications for 
the identity, purity, and strength of the finished prod-
ucts, says Cooperman.

All this means that navigating the maze of claims 
and disclaimers takes both skepticism and skill. Here, 
Torkos shares the five questions she asks herself 
before buying a supplement: SEALS OF APPROVAL

Although there’s no single 

indication that a supplement 

company or product is a good 

one, many experts agree that 

the instance of independent 

testing and a seal of certifica-

tion are good indicators that 

what’s in your package is 

safe. Two of the most widely 

respected certifiers are Consu-

merLab—a private company 

that coordinates independent 

lab tests and reviews and 

rates vitamins, supplements, 

and herbs—and the United 

States Pharmacopeial Conven-

tion, a scientific, nonprofit 

organization that sets stan-

dards for drug manufacturers 

and also provides a rigorous, 

voluntary verification process 

for supplements. Keep in 

mind that testing can be 

expensive (starting at $3,000 

per product), and several 

seals require a hefty audit fee 

as well, which may explain 

why only a handful of the 

more than 90,000 products 

on store shelves carry a seal.

1 Is the product independently tested? 
This can help ensure that a supplement contains what 
it claims on the label and is free of contaminants such 
as heavy metals and microbes. 

2 Does the manufacturer have a good  
reputation for quality control, research,  
and customer service? 
To answer this, read independent reviews, look  
for a seal of certification, or get specific recommen-
dations from your health care practitioner. At the  
very least, check the company’s website for its  
quality-control practices.

3 Is the product backed by clinical research? 
“This is especially important if you are taking a prod-
uct for a specific health reason, rather than to support 

overall health,” says Torkos. “If a product has research 
backing its efficacy, you should be able to find it easily on 
the company’s website.” You can also look at the National 
Institutes of Health’s dietary supplement fact sheets, 
which are free (visit ods.od.nih.gov) and explain whether 
or not testing supports specific uses of herbal remedies.

4 Does the product contain a therapeutic  
dosage of the nutrient or key active ingredient? 
A therapeutic dosage is the amount of a nutrient neces-
sary to provide an actual health benefit, which you can 
confirm by doing a little research or consulting with a 
health care provider. For many supplements, medical 
research has established a standardized viable dose.

5 Are there any unnecessary additives  
in the list of ingredients, such as sugar,  
lactose, dyes, or flavors? 
A few additives may be unavoidable, but in general,  
fewer is better. 
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Some vitamins and herbs  
can compete with each other  
for absorption and interfere  
with certain medications, says 
Torkos. To avoid doing more  
harm than good, it’s crucial to  
talk to your health care provider 
about everything you’re taking. 
Keep these important contraindi-
cations in mind: 

If you’re taking a blood thinner, 
avoid supplements that have an 
additional blood-thinning effect, 
such as vitamin E, high doses of 
omega-3 fatty acids, and Ginkgo 
biloba. It’s also smart to avoid 
vitamin K, which can affect how 
certain medications work.

If you’re planning on spending 
long periods of time in the sun, 
avoid St. John’s wort, niacin, and 
vitamin B3, which all increase  
photosensitivity and may cause 
sun-related skin reactions, such  
as rashes, says Torkos.

If you suffer from small intesti-
nal bacterial overgrowth, avoid 
probiotics and prebiotics. They 
may overcrowd your gut with 
bacteria and make your gas prob-
lems worse, says Gerard Guillory, 
MD, an integrative physician who 
specializes in irritable bowel syn-
drome and leaky gut.

Q
A

Are there  
tricks for  
making  
supplements  
work better?

What are the most  
important contraindications  
I should know about?

10 STAND-OUT  
SUPPLEMENT  
COMPANIES
» American Health This specialty-supple-
ment manufacturer’s vitamin C formula is 
the result of years of research on enhanc-
ing vitamin C absorption, so the immune-
boosting, water-soluble vitamin can stay  
in white blood cells for up to 24 hours. 

» Boiron Environmental stewardship is  
a big focus for this company, which uses 
wild-harvested plant species and resupplies 
wild and organically farmed plants when-
ever possible. It also focuses on fair-trade 
practices and responsible packaging. 

» Country Life With one of the first facili-
ties in the industry to be registered by NSF 
International for Good Manufacturing Prac-
tices, this company maintains strict quality 
control for its gluten-free supplements. 

» Emergen-C This brand donates to causes 
that benefit both the community and the 
environment, such as Charity: Water, a 
nonprofit that brings clean, safe drinking 
water to rural communities worldwide.

» Gaia Herbs Looking for transparency? 
Through its “Meet your Herbs” platform, 
Gaia shares the results of its quality tests 
online. Type in the herb ID (found on the 
product packaging) to learn about individ-
ual ingredients in your supplement.

» MegaFood With a commitment to mak-
ing supplements from whole-food ingredi-
ents sourced from family-owned farms, all 
of MegaFood’s supplements are certified 
vegetarian and free from gluten, dairy, soy, 
GMOs, pesticides, and herbicides.

» New Chapter Quality ingredients are a 
top priority for this company: Its fish oil 
comes from sustainably sourced, wild-
caught Alaskan salmon, and its reishi mush-
room supplements have been DNA tested, 
ensuring you’re getting a beneficial strain. 

» NOW This family-owned company does 
more than 16,000 quality tests on materials 
and finished products each month to 
ensure all supplements are safe from con-
tamination and ingredient substitution. 

» Rainbow Light Bottles made from 
100-percent recycled materials are FDA-
approved and BPA-free, helping the com-
pany keep approximately 10 million plastic 
bottles from polluting waste streams and 
natural habitats each year.

» Solgar To make its supplements accessi-
ble to people with religious dietary restric-
tions, Solgar works with certification 
agencies to ensure some of its products 
have kosher and Halal certifications.38 
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Most supplements are more effective when you  

take them with a meal rather than on an empty 

stomach. “A balanced meal that includes protein, 

carbohydrates, and fat stimulates optimal acid 

secretion in the stomach, which is critical for 

extracting nutrients from your supplements  

and absorbing them,” says Lauri Wright, PhD,  

an assistant professor of nutrition at the Univer-

sity of South Florida College of Public Health. 

What’s more, some vitamins and minerals  

work exceptionally well when paired together. 

Here, Wright shares three ideal combos:

TAKE IRON WITH VITAMIN C. The acid in  

foods that contain vitamin C (think berries, 

citrus, or even apple cider vinegar) make  

iron easier to digest.

TAKE CALCIUM AND MAGNESIUM WITH  

VITAMIN D. Your body can’t absorb calcium  

or magnesium without sufficient vitamin D, 

which also enhances your kidneys’ ability  

to break down and recycle calcium that  

would otherwise be excreted. 

FAT-SOLUBLE VITAMINS (A, D, AND E)  

DISSOLVE IN FATS AND OILS. For better 

absorption, take them with foods that contain  

a small amount of healthful dietary fat, such  

as nuts, olive oil, or avocado.  


