Stengler Speaks: Why You Can't Believe Anti-Antioxidant Findings

Is it déjà vu or is this becoming a familiar pattern? Mainstream medicine commits to a supposedly "serious" study on the efficacy of natural medicine and concludes it doesn't work... but on further investigation, it turns out that the methodology of the study is what is questionable. This time it was an article in the February 28, 2007, issue of the Journal of the American Medical Association, which slammed antioxidants -- vitamins E and A and beta-carotene in particular. The authors' claim that these supplements not only don't help your health but also may actually hasten death made lots of headlines -- but upon close analysis, says one of our most knowledgeable experts in natural medicine, neither the study nor the results make much sense.

Mark Stengler, ND, author of Bottom Line Natural Healing newsletter and author of The Natural Physician's Healing Therapies (Bottom Line Books), was already familiar with and dismayed by the study when I called to ask him about the findings. Having analyzed it closely already, he told me that this study is a classic example of slanted research -- in other words, he suspects researchers set up the study so it would confirm what they already believed, which was that supplements are a lot of hooey. He said, in spite of the study, his experience demonstrates the importance and efficacy of antioxidants. He also shared further thoughts about the research...

IS THIS A WAY TO SET UP A STUDY? 

The study was done by the Center for Clinical Intervention Research at Copenhagen University Hospital in Denmark, where researchers conducted a meta-analysis of 68 previous antioxidant studies involving more than 200,000 participants. The researchers concluded that taking beta-carotene in supplement form -- and also vitamins A and E, which millions of Americans take to enhance their health -- may raise the risk of death. But they didn't identify any mechanism that might have been responsible for this alleged lethal effect, saying vaguely only that "by eliminating free radicals from our organism, we interfere with some essential defensive mechanisms..."

Dr. Stengler says a limitation of the research was the merging for the meta-analysis of studies that were far too diverse, including too many different combinations, types of antioxidants (likely from various brands), and too many different groups of people over different periods of time. He says conclusions achieved this way are meaningless -- it's like comparing people who eat three apples every day with those who had a banana once last month, and relating their "fruit eating" behavior to their health a few weeks from now. He also finds it curious that researchers selected fewer than 10% of the more than 800 general antioxidant studies available to them -- and they mostly chose critical ones. 

Other specific limitations of the study include...

· Some supplement dosages were not representative of a typical supplement regimen. For example, one study included people who took a single dose of 200,000 IU of vitamin A -- an unrealistically large dosage. 

· The study included a pool of people whose health was compromised even before they began taking supplements. A majority of the 232,606 in this pool had medical issues including skin cancers, hepatitis, gastritis, diabetes, heart disease or some other serious ailment -- or they were elderly. This obviously had a negative influence on outcomes.

· The mean duration of the selected studies was 2.7 years, which, says Dr. Stengler, is not long enough to support conclusions about effects on mortality (especially among the sick population).

WHY YOU SHOULDN'T STOP TAKING YOUR VITAMINS 

On the other hand, an overwhelming body of evidence demonstrates the efficacy of antioxidants in supporting health. Taken at proper doses antioxidants are known to possess potent cardiovascular benefits and can help combat cancer risks and degenerative diseases of aging, while also supporting immune system strength. Here's what Dr. Stengler had to say about the three supplements of which researchers were especially critical...

Beta-carotene and Vitamin A. Carotenoids, including beta-carotene, are converted into vitamin A, which is vital for growth, development and proper immune function, while a deficiency of this nutrient has been linked to health problems such as dry eye, blindness, impaired growth and lowered resistance to infection.

Dr. Stengler's recommendation: It has long been recognized that taken over prolonged periods and/or in large doses, vitamin A can be toxic. The RDA (recommended daily allowance) of vitamin A is 2,310 IU for women, and 3,000 IU for men. Though some people safely take higher doses, you should only do so under the supervision of a trained professional. 

Vitamin E. This powerful antioxidant is a free radical fighter that protects red blood cells and also has an anti-clotting effect. It can be helpful for the prevention of cardiovascular disease, Alzheimer's disease and prostate cancer. 

Dr. Stengler's recommendation: He chooses blends that include both tocopherols and tocotrienols, which work synergistically for optimal health benefits. (Many vitamin formulae include only alpha-tocopherol.) Avoid the synthetic form of vitamin E, dl-tocopherol, as opposed to the natural form d-tocopherol (natural contains the "d" in the product or ingredient name, the synthetic contains the "dl" on the label). Fortunately, Dr. Stengler says he doubts one can even find synthetic vitamin E in health food stores today. 

JUST ADD SALT

When a sensationalist study like this one hits the headlines, take it with a heavy sprinkling of salt. The fact that mainstream medical researchers are starting to research natural therapies is a good thing, but in doing so they need to hold themselves to a higher scientific standard than studies to date have demonstrated. We'll continue to cover this ongoing area of research in Daily Health News with our own critical eye -- and in the meantime, readers can rest assured that for most people, barring any unique health issues, it's fine to take regular doses of these nutrients.
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