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 w alk into any pharmacy, and the 
bottles of vitamins and supple-
ments occupy some serious 
shelf space. There’s an alphabet 

of choices from vitamin A to zinc. They come 
in tablets, capsules, liquids, and gummies, in 
formulations for men, women, kids, teens, 
seniors, and athletes. The bottles are usually 
located in a section next to the over-the-counter 
drugs for allergies, colds, and indigestion, which 
gives the supplements credibility by association. 
They are there, the labels attest, to address what-
ever health problems you’re worried about.

“Supports bone, colon, muscle, immune, and 
breast health.”

“Helps maintain a healthy heart.”

to  
Swallow
Hard  

Americans spend billions on
vitamin and mineral supplements every year.

most of that is wasted. 

pill overkill
The best nutrients 
for the human body 
come from fruits, 
vegetables, and 
other foods— 
not supplements. 
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But the beginning of our vitamin 
obsession actually began 5 decades ago, 
before there was much of a supplement 
industry at all.

America’s infatuation with supple-
ments started with Linus Pauling,  
a chemist and two-time Nobel Prize 
winner, who declared in 1970, based 
on scant evidence, that megadoses of 
vitamin C could prevent the common 
cold. His belief expanded to include 
vitamin C’s effect on many other condi-
tions—from cold sores to cancer—and 
then to the benefits of other vitamins, 
including A and E. “Daily vitamins 
had been out there for a long time, but 
they were basically the recommended 
daily doses,” says Paul Offit, chief of the 

division of infec-
tious diseases at 
Children’s Hospi-
tal of Philadel-
phia and author 
of a book about 
the supplement 
industry. “Pauling 
created the notion 
of megadoses. And 
that’s where you 
cross the line.” Once 
seen primarily as 
a way to fill the 
gaps of a poor diet, 

vitamins became imbued with magi-
cal medical powers. The supplement 
business exploded, setting off alarms at 
the US Food and Drug Administration, 
which pushed for stronger supervision 
of the products but never got it.

Today, the FDA has only limited 
oversight of vitamin manufacturing 
and marketing. The agency prohibits 
manufacturers from making direct 
health claims on labels and in advertis-
ing that supplements can treat or cure 
diseases. But manufacturers are allowed 
to use phrases like helps support, boosts, 
neutralizes, reduces risks, and other 
words that describe supposed benefits 
that improve body or organ function. 
It’s easy for consumers to view these 

“May reduce the risk of osteoporosis.”
“Supports urinary and bladder 

health.”
“Boosts energy and stamina levels.”
“Aids in the conversion of food into 

energy.”
The messages are compelling enough 

to persuade more than half of us to 
spend a total of $14 billion a year on 
these products, certain that we’re ensur-
ing our good health. Savvy consumers 
know that the industry has at times 
been criticized for its lack of quality 
control —sometimes what’s in the bottle 
isn’t exactly what’s promised on the 
label. But there’s a deeper issue: Even if 
what’s in the bottle is the same as what’s 
advertised, chances are we don’t need it 
and we’re wasting our money. 

Since 1999, the National Institutes  
of Health has invested $250 to  
$350 million a year on supplement 
research, most of it showing that 
supplements have little or no benefit. 
“The main focus of research has been 
on the ability of supplements to prevent 
chronic diseases in well-nourished 
adults,” says Eliseo Guallar, a professor 
of epidemiology at the Johns Hopkins 
Bloomberg School of Public Health. 
“So far there is no clear evidence that 
any supplement is effective, but there is 
evidence that some can be harmful.”

Yet so accepted are supplements as  
a keystone of a healthy lifestyle that for 
most of us, the word vitamin conjures 
an image of pills in bottles rather 
than the produce aisle at the super-
market. Vitamins, of course, are some 
of the chemical compounds in food 

that provide health benefits. Vitamin 
supplements are those compounds 
synthesized and isolated. Several forces 
have conspired to make supplemen-
tation the norm, including a large and 
powerful supplement industry and the 
medical profession itself.

Megadose Mania
The growing popularity of supple-
ments would be understandable if 
Americans were experiencing an 
increase in dietary-deficiency diseases 
or a steep decline in nutritional intake. 
But neither of those conditions apply. 
Moreover, those who arguably need 
supplements the least are the ones most 
likely to take them. According to the 
NIH, multivitamin use is more frequent 
among people with higher education 
levels, greater incomes, healthier life-
styles and diets, and lower BMIs. For 
many of them, taking a daily vitamin 
supplement is considered as much 
a part of a healthy lifestyle as eating 
whole grains and fresh produce. 

In fact, it’s precisely our wellness 
culture that perpetuates the promise 
of supplements. The old food pyramid 
as a diagram of healthy eating has 
given way to a dizzying parade of diets: 
gluten-free, carb-free, low-fat, dairy-
free, Paleo, vegetarian, vegan, plant-
based, raw food, clean eating. Many of 
these plans involve voluntarily limiting 
dietary variety, and the availability of 
supplements makes it easy to believe 
that it’s OK to forgo entire categories of 
nutritious food as long as you swallow 
one or more vitamin pills. 

orange alert
A 1,000 mg supplement 
of vitamin C provides as 
much of the vitamin as  
14 oranges—more than 
the body was meant to 
handle at one time. 
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customize supplements. Customers 
can request any combination of vita-
mins, which will then be “printed” in 
layers with the ingredients timed for 
release throughout the day.

Meanwhile, a power-
ful supplement lobby is 
pushing to keep sales 
robust. The Natural 
Products Association 
is lobbying for legisla-
tion that would make 
supplements eligible 
for purchase through 
tax-free flexible and 
health spending 
accounts. 

Healthier Than  
We Think
Today, vitamins and 
minerals are baked into 
breads and cereals. Vita-
min D is added to dairy products, and 
other vitamins are pumped into sports 
drinks. Thanks to this widespread food 
fortification, true vitamin and mineral 
deficiencies are rare in the United States.  

“As long as you’re healthy—you  
don’t have a medical condition that 
affects your ability to absorb food, for 
example—whatever you’re eating in 
America is probably providing enough 
of the vitamins you need, whether 
you’re eating out every day or you’re 
growing everything on your farm,” 
says Pieter Cohen, a Harvard inter-
nist. Most fast food, for instance, is 
too high in fat and sugar to be healthy, 
but because of the nutrients added to 

processed foods, it’s probably provid-
ing adequate vitamins and minerals. 

And, as nutritionists have long 
emphasized, food is the best source 
of the nutrients our bodies need to 

function and thrive. For 
one thing, “there are many 
components in food that 
we still haven’t identified 
that likely provide health 
benefits,” says Edward 
Saltzman, associate dean 
at the Friedman School 
of Nutrition Science and 
Policy at Tufts University. 
“If we haven’t identified 
them, we can’t put them 
in a supplement.” 

In addition, since many 
people taking supple-
ments are already getting 
most of the vitamins they 
need from the foods they 

eat, taking “extra” vitamins potentially 
provides more than the recommended 
daily levels, raising the question of 
possible vitamin overdose. “We’re not 
designed to take in large quantities 
of vitamins at once—quantities you 
would never get from food,” says Offit. 
“To get 1,000 mg of vitamin C, for 
example, you’d have to eat 14 oranges.” 
Not only does the human body 
not need that much vitamin C, but 
megadoses of even healthy nutrients 
can be harmful. On the other hand,  
it’s almost impossible to get too many 
vitamins from eating food. Nobody 
ever overdosed on vitamins from 
eating too much salad.

descriptions as proven benefits they can 
experience if they take the supplements. 
“Unlike drugs, dietary supplements are 
not subject to premarket safety testing 
or review by the FDA,” says Charles 
Bell, program director for Consumers 
Union, the policy and action division 
of Consumer Reports, and an advocate 
for dietary supplement safety. “Yet they 
appear in pharmacies and stores along-
side over-the-counter drugs that do 
have a safety review process. Consumers 
think if it wasn’t safe, it wouldn’t be on 
the shelf at Walgreen’s.” 

The industry continues to try to 
seduce today’s consumers with new 
products—special supplements to 
protect eyes from digital screens, 

formulas for athletes in training,  
vitamins for postmenopausal women or 
simply women feeling stressed. Clever 
packaging concepts make vitamins 
seem exciting. The supplements from 
Gwyneth Paltrow’s Goop Wellness 
line come in packets with names like 
“Why Am I So Effing Tired?” and “High 
School Genes” (for women who have 
trouble losing weight as they age).  
A company called Care/of has consum-
ers take a 5-minute online quiz about 
their lifestyle and health concerns, 
then produces a list of recommended 
supplements. Buyers can order monthly 
personalized vitamin packs.

Even more high-tech is Multiply 
Labs, which uses 3-D printing to 

super marketing
Vitamin companies try 
to persuade consumers 
that supplements will  
fix what ails them,  
from low energy to 
chronic disease.

 It’s almost 
impossible 

to get  
too many  
vitamins 

from eating 
food.  

Nobody 
overdoses 
from too 

much salad. 
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There are legitimate medical uses 
for supplements, and physicians learn 
about them in medical school. Vita-
min supplementation is required, for 
instance, for people who have had 
bariatric surgery for weight loss 
or have digestive disorders 
like Crohn’s disease and 
ulcerative colitis, which 
prevent them from 
absorbing enough 
nutrients from foods. 
Patients with anemia 
are prescribed iron, 
while those with oste-
oporosis are told to take 
calcium. Vegetarians and 
older adults sometimes need 
supplemental vitamin B12. All these 
uses are considered medically necessary 
and beneficial. 

But the supplement paradox persists, 
with healthy people who eat reason-
ably healthy diets taking vitamins and 
minerals they don’t need because they 
believe it will make them even healthier. 

One thing is certain: “We know that 
a diet with fruits and vegeta-

bles, whole grains, and lean 
protein may reduce your 
risk of dying from heart 
disease and increase 
your longevity, but 
there’s no science that 
says vitamin or mineral 

supplements without  
a healthy diet can,” says  

Joan Salge Blake, an associ-
ate clinical professor of nutrition 

at Boston University’s College of Health 
and Rehabilitation Services. “It’s called 
a supplement for a reason.”   

Evidence Ignored
Years after Pauling’s megadose craze 
became popular, studies began appear-
ing that not only questioned whether 
supplements were helpful but also 
indicated they could be risky.

In 1994, Finnish researchers reported 
a landmark study of 29,000 male 
smokers at high risk of cancer and heart 
disease, some of whom received high 
doses of vitamin E and beta-carotene, 
two supplements Pauling had advo-
cated taking in megadoses. Results 
showed that the former smokers on the 
antioxidant regimen were more likely to 
develop lung cancer and heart disease. 

A slew of other large, well-designed 
studies have drawn similar conclusions 
about supplements. In 2007, National 
Cancer Institute researchers found that 
among some 11,000 men, those who 
took multivitamins daily were twice 
as likely to die of prostate cancer. A 
2011 Women’s Health Initiative study 
showed that taking calcium (with or 
without vitamin D) increased the risk of 
cardiovascular events. The same year, 
University of Minnesota researchers 
evaluating data on 39,000 women 
found that those who took a vitamin and 
mineral supplement were at greater risk 
of an early death than those who didn’t. 

Four years ago,  Annals of Internal 
Medicine, a prominent medical journal, 
published three articles and an editorial 
addressing the role of vitamin and 
mineral supplements. The conclusion  
is summed up in the journal’s edito-
rial title: “Enough Is Enough: Stop 
Wasting Money on Vitamin and 

Mineral Supplements.” The message 
to the journal’s physician audience was 
clear: Don’t recommend supplements 
to your well patients. But these efforts 
haven’t stopped doctors. According to 
Consumer Reports, 43% of people who 
regularly take at least one supplement 
were advised to do so by a doctor. 

One supplement many doctors are 
now recommending is vitamin D. 
Essential for healthy bones, the vitamin 
became popular when studies seemed 
to indicate that low levels were linked 
to a greater risk of cancer, heart attacks, 
infections, Alzheimer’s disease, autoim-
mune disease, depression, and obesity. 
Raising blood levels of vitamin D with 
supplements, the thinking went, might 
help prevent these conditions. 

Although no cause and effect has 
been proven, many doctors began 
prescribing the vitamin in large doses. 
In fact, megadoses of vitamin D can 
lead to hypercalcemia, a buildup of 
calcium in the blood, which can cause 
high blood pressure, bone loss, and 
kidney damage. Some studies have 
linked high blood levels of vitamin D to 
deaths from cardiovascular disease. Yet 
according to the Council for Responsi-
ble Nutrition, an industry organization, 
D is now the second-most-popular 
vitamin supplement, after daily multivi-
tamins. An estimated 37% of American 
adults take extra D, many urged by 
their physicians. The irony is that the 
body makes vitamin D on its own, from 
sunlight. And it’s nearly impossible for 
the body to get too much vitamin D 
from the sun.

For more information 
about supplements, go to 
prevention.com/premium, 

where a medical expert 
will answer your  

questions.

an empty prescription
More than 40% of 
people who regularly 
take supplements  
say their doctors  
recommended them.


