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Abstract 
Although whole food nutrition will likely influence physical health more than 
any other lifestyle component besides exercise, the use of dietary supplements 
among men and women continues to be high. Due to this fact, it is imperative 
that healthcare professionals understand how supplements may impact 
overall health and wellness of their patients. With the majority of adults tak-
ing some form of dietary supplements and many concomitantly taking pre-
scription medications, healthcare providers should be conscientious of ad-
verse effects and interactions that may occur between dietary supplements 
and prescription drugs. As many consumers are misled by false marketing, 
healthcare providers should encourage them to be wary of exaggerated claims 
and direct them to products that are scientifically supported and safe. Con-
tinuing education for healthcare providers on dietary supplements is crucial, 
with new dietary supplement products constantly reaching the markets, in 
addition to new findings being made through clinical research and case stu-
dies. While some dietary supplements provide no meaningful benefit, many 
dietary supplements have been identified that can be used to ameliorate nu-
tritional deficiencies and reduce the risk of some common health conditions. 
Others can serve to improve mental and physical performance, while truly 
enhancing health. This article presents relevant information on dietary sup-
plements that will be useful to the healthcare professional. 
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1. Introduction 

Healthcare providers are often asked nutrition-specific questions by their pa-
tients. While many understand the importance of whole food nutrition in im-
proving overall health, most do not feel comfortable providing nutrition-related 
advice and often refer patients to a registered dietitian/nutritionist for consulta-
tion, which is a wise decision. The dilemma arises when patients inquire about 
the use of specific dietary supplements. Most healthcare providers know little 
about such products and are not certain as to whom they can refer patients to, as 
no one educational discipline trains students in this particular area. Clearly, 
healthcare providers must take it upon themselves to learn as much as possible, 
so they can at least be armed with the essential information to help their pa-
tients. As the use of dietary supplements reaches an all-time high, it is imperative 
that healthcare professionals understand how supplements may impact the over-
all health and wellness of their patients. 

Established by the United States Congress, The Dietary Supplement Health 
and Education Act of 1994 (DSHEA) defines dietary supplements as products 
that are intended to supplement a diet [1]. These products may contain vita-
mins, minerals, amino acids, botanicals, and herbs. According to the 2019 pub-
lication of the Consumer Survey on Dietary Supplements, which is conducted 
annually by the Council for Responsible Nutrition, 77% of U.S. adults take die-
tary supplements [2]. The highest usage (81%) was reported from ages 35 - 54 
years old, with second highest usage being 70% among 18 - 34 year-old adults. 
Usage was very similar between males and females. Vitamins and minerals con-
tinue to be the most consumed dietary supplement, with 76% of respondents 
taking them during the past year. This was followed by specialty supplements 
(40%), herbal and botanicals (39%), sports nutrition supplements (28%), and 
weight management supplements (17%). Supplements were often consumed to 
fill nutrient gaps or for energy, immune health, healthy aging, or heart health. 
Based on these statistics, healthcare providers should be at least somewhat fa-
miliar with dietary supplements in order to guide patients in making informed 
decisions. 

2. Dietary Supplements and the Healthcare Provider 

All healthcare providers who engage in direct patient care are in a unique posi-
tion to share valuable information with their patients regarding nutrition, in-
cluding dietary supplementation. In the United States, micronutrient deficien-
cies (low levels of certain vitamins and minerals) are common. Analyses of The 
National Health and Nutrition Examination Survey (NHANES) intake data have 
repeatedly identified micronutrient deficiencies and inadequacies within the US 
population and the amelioration of dietary shortcomings through multivita-
min-mineral supplements [3] [4] [5]. The Dietary Guidelines Advisory Com-
mittee to the US Department of Health and Human Services and Agriculture has 
identified the following nutrients as generally deficient in the adult population: 
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vitamins A, C, D and E, as well as choline, calcium, magnesium, iron, and potas-
sium [6] [7]. In the lay press, we most frequently hear of iron, zinc, vitamin B12, 
and vitamin D as the nutrients in which the greatest number of people are defi-
cient, potentially leading to metabolic-related health problems. 

In addition to dietary intake data, results of blood tests may also be used to 
identify deficiencies. Biochemical data from 2003-2006 NHANES found that 
31% of Americans were at risk of anemia or a nutritional deficiency for at least 
one vitamin, with the risk greatly decreasing when a multivitamin-mineral sup-
plement was consumed [8]. Analysis of aggregate biochemical data from 
2001-2012 showed the risks of deficiency for vitamins B6, B12, C, and D were 
decreased by well over half with regular multivitamin-mineral supplementation 
[3]. However, a small risk of exceeding the upper limits for some micronutrients 
was also observed. Healthcare providers should first and foremost discuss the im-
portance of a healthy, whole food nutrition plan with their patients and ideally re-
fer them to a registered dietician for further guidance. Multivitamin-mineral sup-
plements can then be recommended with more certainty/confidence to ameli-
orate any nutritional deficiencies that may remain. 

Although dietary supplements, by definition, are intended to remedy nutri-
tional shortcomings, many people take dietary supplements to prevent or treat 
health conditions [9]. Healthcare providers must, therefore, be knowledgeable 
about dietary supplements beyond their basic nutritional utility. Unfortunately, 
it is well known and understood that education of healthcare providers in the 
area of nutrition is lacking, and education on dietary supplements is severely 
lacking or perhaps nonexistent in most cases [10] [11] [12] [13]. During the 
25-year period following the enactment of DSHEA, the dietary supplement 
market size increased from $4 billion to $40 billion [14]. Considering this fact, it 
is important that healthcare providers receive some essential education on die-
tary supplements and stay abreast of the activities and trends in the dietary sup-
plement industry in general, as this industry is always expanding. This may in-
volve self-study and/or the attendance and participation in webinars and work-
shops specific to dietary supplements and delivered by someone with a great deal 
of expertise in this area. 

3. Possible Adverse Events, Supplement-Drug  
Interactions, and Reporting 

With the majority of adults taking some form of dietary supplements and many 
concomitantly taking prescription medications [15], healthcare providers should 
be conscientious of adverse effects [16] [17] [18] and interactions that may occur 
between dietary supplements and prescription drugs [19] [20]. The risk of ad-
verse events and interactions increases with comorbidities and increasing 
number of prescription drugs [21]. Unfortunately, most patients do not volunta-
rily disclose dietary supplement use. Thus, it is critical that healthcare providers 
initiate the conversation with their patients and encourage them to bring the 
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original packaging of all supplements they are taking to office visits. One study 
found that thousands of patients are seen each year in emergency rooms or are 
hospitalized due to unexpected dietary supplement adverse events [18]. Among 
the reviewed cases, cardiac symptoms were reported with the consumption of 
some weight-loss and energy supplements, while gastrointestinal issues were re-
ported for iron and potassium. Another study noted serious cardiovascular, ga-
strointestinal, and nervous issues with adverse events most common for weight 
loss and glycemic products [17]. Some dietary supplements may also alter the 
effectiveness of some prescription drugs. For example, vitamin K can interfere 
with warfarin in preventing blood clots, which can be life threatening for some 
patients [22]. Additionally, tyramine found in aged cheeses and some supple-
ments may cause high blood pressure for patients taking monoamine oxidase 
inhibitors (MAOIs) [23]. St. John’s Wort can interfere with the metabolism of 
many prescribed medications and therefore has serious clinical implications 
[20]. 

New products constantly reaching the markets, in addition to new findings 
from clinical research and case studies on dietary supplement and drug interac-
tions, necessitates continuous education on dietary supplements for healthcare 
providers [16]. In 2004, the US Food and Drug Administration’s (FDA) Center 
for Food Safety and Applied Nutrition (CFSAN) introduced the CFSAN Adverse 
Event Reporting System (CAERS) to monitor adverse effects for dietary supple-
ments [24]. In order to assist with pharmacovigilance (also known as drug safe-
ty), a useful database resource based on the CFSAN system has been developed 
for dietary supplements [25]. Healthcare providers may subscribe to publica-
tions such as Nutraceuticals World, Natural Products Insider, or Nutrition Ex-
amination Research Digest (NERD) to keep up to date on the industry and can 
search for studies registered on clinicaltrials.gov. Additional dietary supplement 
resources, drug interaction databases, and texts are summarized by the Ameri-
can Dietetic Association [26] and the publication by Asher [19]. 

During health conversations with patients, physicians may become aware of 
adverse effects potentially associated with dietary supplements. Should this oc-
cur, patients should be encouraged to stop taking the supplement to determine if 
a side effect disappears [16]. If an adverse event is linked to a particular supple-
ment, reporting the event, while not required, is important. For any safety con-
cerns, consumers and healthcare workers should complete a safety report 
through the Safety Reporting Portal provided by the FDA [10]. While reporting 
is voluntary for providers and consumers, the Dietary Supplement and Nonpre-
scription Drug Consumer Protection Act requires manufactures to report severe 
post market adverse events [27]. 

4. Dietary Supplement Oversight and Research 

The DSHEA provided the US Food and Drug Administration (FDA) the author-
ity to oversee the quality, safety, and labeling of supplements [1]. Later, the Pub-
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lic Health and Security and Bioterrorism Preparedness and Response Act re-
quired all food and supplement manufacturers to register with the FDA [28]. 
The FDA has the authority to recall adulterated food and dietary supplements as 
well as foods and supplements with inadequate allergen labels [1] [29] [30]. Ad-
ditionally, the FDA can recall a post-marketed product if it is deemed unsafe. 
Unlike drug manufacturers, dietary supplement companies are not required to 
provide evidence of effectiveness before a supplement can be brought to the 
public market, thus they are regulated “post market.” The requirements for 
proof of safety and efficacy are also less rigorous than for prescription drugs 
[16]. While regulations are in place to protect patients, healthcare providers 
need to provide guidance to help them make informed decisions. This is partic-
ularly important because many consumers fall prey to false marketing and 
should be encouraged to be wary of exaggerated claims. 

While dietary supplement companies cannot claim that their products “diag-
nose, cure, mitigate, treat, or prevent a disease”, they can make certain health 
claims, viz., structure-function claims [31]. The FDA supports claims with Sig-
nificant Scientific Agreement (SSA), including the use of calcium and vitamin D 
for osteoporosis, as well as folic acid for neural tube defect [32]. Another exam-
ple is that of eicosapentaenoic acid (EPA) and docosahexaenoic (DHA) omega-3 
fatty acids reducing the risk of hypertension and cardiovascular disease [33]. The 
FTC monitors dietary supplement claims in advertising; however, dietary 
supplements companies continue to tout illegal, unproven assertions [34]. In 
2012, a review of 127 weight-loss dietary supplements found that 20% had made 
illegal claims [35]. In addition to health claims, patients need to be aware of the 
possibility that hazardous materials, such as contaminants and prescription 
drugs may be present in some supplements [36]. 

Research is rapidly expanding, as the marketplace is increasing internationally 
[37]. As supplement demand develops, the need for scientific research also in-
creases. Scientists agree that more scientific research on the potential health 
benefits and risks of dietary supplements is needed; however, there is no con-
sensus on methodology or priorities [38] [39]. Generally, all can agree that qual-
ity, safety, and efficacy should be top priorities. Some dietary supplement com-
panies also support research, either through funding of studies or providing 
products for investigation [40]. Like prescription drugs, the FDA Amendments 
Act of 2007 (FDAAA) requires certain dietary supplement studies to be regis-
tered as clinical trials [41]. However, differences exist between prescription drug 
and dietary supplement trials (e.g., number of studies registered, study popula-
tion characteristics) [42]. While dietary supplement studies are not typically as 
large as drug studies (often due to the cost associated with running a large clini-
cal trial), a review of the literature confirms that there are certainly many 
well-designed dietary supplement studies. The United States government also 
supports dietary supplement research; The National Institute of Health’s (NIH) 
Office of Dietary Supplements (ODS) aims to support dietary supplement re-
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search and knowledge and funded $10.4 million of research in FY 2019 [43]. 
These studies may be accessed through the NIH database and PubMed. 

5. Scientifically Supported Dietary Supplements 

Although many dietary supplements may be considered unnecessary and have 
little to no evidence supporting their use, there do exist many products with 
proven efficacy. This has been borne out through both well-controlled human 
studies, in addition to years of anecdotal experience with individuals consuming 
the products. A brief sample of those dietary supplements is presented below. 

5.1. Anti-Inflammatory Agents 

A variety of dietary supplements have evidence indicating a reduction in in-
flammation. These including omega-3 fatty acids/fish oil [44], alpha lipoic acid 
[45], tart cherry [46], methylsulfonylmethane (MSM) [47], and ginger root [48], 
among others [49] [50]. 

5.2. Calcium 

Calcium consumption can reduce the risk of osteoporosis [51]. Those at risk for 
calcium deficiency include individuals who do not consume dairy products and 
women with low estrogen levels. The daily recommended intake varies with age 
and the upper limits should be followed. Consuming too much calcium can have 
adverse health effects including renal insufficiency, vascular and soft tissue calci-
fication, hypercalciuria (excess calcium in urine), and kidney stones. 

5.3. Coenzyme Q10 

Coenzyme Q10 has been found to lower the risk of complications following car-
diac surgery and may help reduce the risk of cardiovascular disease, although 
further research is necessary [52] [53]. A meta-analysis found that Coenzyme 
Q10 can relieve statin-related muscle pain [54]. Coenzyme Q10 may also help 
prevent migraines [52]. 

5.4. Vitamin D 

Vitamin D consumption to reduce the risk of osteoporosis is scientifically sup-
ported [55]. Those at risk of vitamin D deficiency include breastfed infants, old-
er adults, people with limited sun exposure, people with a dark complexion, 
those with fat malabsorption issues, and individuals with obesity. Other uses for 
vitamin D, such as to reduce cancer risk and manage type II diabetes, do not 
have substantial scientific support to date. 

5.5. Eye Health 

The National Institutes of Health has funded two large clinical trials to treat 
age-related macular degeneration. A dietary supplement was developed from the 
first study, Age-Related Eye Disease Study (AREDS), which contained a combi-
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nation of vitamin C, vitamin E, beta-carotene, copper, and zinc. From the results 
of the second study, AREDS2, lutein and zeaxanthin were added to the supple-
ment formulation [56]. 

5.6. Folic Acid 

Folic acid, the dietary supplement and food fortifier form of folate, prevents 
neural tube defects and may help prevent cancer [57]. It is also being studied for 
potential benefits to a variety of health conditions including preterm birth, con-
genital birth defects, autism, heart disease, and stroke. Those at risk for folate 
inadequacy include women of childbearing age, people with alcohol use disord-
ers, and people with nutrient absorption disorders. 

5.7. Omega-3 Fatty Acids/Fish Oils 

The three main omega-3 fatty acids studied are alpha-linolenic acid (ALA), EPA, 
and DHA [58]. ALA is mostly found in plant oils, while EPA and DHA are 
found in animals, namely seafood or fish oil. The levels of EPA and DHA vary 
depending on fish type and whether they are farmed or wild. Overall, research 
suggests that omega-3 consumption may improve metabolic health and may re-
duce the risk of cardiovascular disease. Additionally, omega-3s may also be 
beneficial and are being researched for other conditions, including reducing 
cancer risk and macular degeneration. 

5.8. Prebiotic and Probiotics 

Probiotics are live microorganisms, whereas prebiotics is fermented products 
that alter the gut microbiome [59] [60]. Probiotics can help with atopic dermati-
tis and some digestive issues but have not been shown to have major benefits in 
the healthy general population [59]. The effectiveness of probiotics is dependent 
upon the strain of bacteria used, the amount taken, and the duration of use. In-
dividuals with irritable bowel syndrome (IBS) may find some relief through pro-
biotics depending on their symptoms. Prebiotics has been shown to improve 
symptoms of traveler’s diarrhea, while probiotics improved symptoms of acute 
diarrhea caused by antibiotics. Probiotics may also help with other medical con-
ditions such as obesity and hypercholesterolemia (high cholesterol), but research 
is inconclusive. 

5.9. Summary 

The above is simply a brief example of some dietary supplements that have been 
shown to have efficacy for general purposes. Many more examples can be found 
by searching the medical databases, both for general health and for specific 
health conditions and sporting activities. For example, beetroot extract has re-
ceived considerable attention in recent years as an aid to both lower blood pres-
sure [61] in those with hypertension and to improve athletic performance [62]. 
Creatine monohydrate is another example, which has literally hundreds of stu-
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dies supporting its efficacy for athletic performance [63], with others highlight-
ing the benefits of this agent in treating certain diseases [64] [65]. 

Guiding patients through the complex options available in today’s dietary 
supplement market requires in-depth knowledge of functional foods, dietary 
supplements, and nutraceuticals. When determining the cogency of using 
dietary supplement, cost of supplements must be considered alongside need, ef-
ficacy, and medication options. First and foremost, however, should be safety, 
including whether consuming the supplement would put the patient at a 
significant risk of adverse effects or interactions with medications they may be 
taking. If one or more dietary supplements are to be used, it should be deter-
mined that the dosage of each ingredient (taking into account diet and the indi-
vidual’s health) falls within safe daily intake recommendations. 

6. Conclusion 

It is important for healthcare professionals to maintain at least a basic under-
standing of dietary supplements, in order to better communicate with their pa-
tients who are using these products. Armed with a more in-depth knowledge of 
supplements, providers can better assist patients in weighing the potential bene-
fits and risks. Should adverse events occur, healthcare providers should guide 
patients in reporting these, in an attempt to make the dietary supplement market 
safer. Those interested in additional information about specific supplements, can 
utilize the ODS website, Dietary Supplement Label Database, and other re-
sources outlined by the ADA and the publication by Asher [19] [26] [66] [67]. 
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