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VITAMINS: These are organic compounds the body needs  
for normal growth and metabolism. These are all the “letter” 
vitamins, such as vitamin A and D. 

MINERALS: Minerals are inorganic elements, such as calcium 
and magnesium, that the body requires for normal health. 
Your body can’t make these, so you need to get them through 
your diet.

BOTANICALS: These include ingredients from plant leaves, 
flowers, roots, seeds, or bark.

AMINO ACIDS: Amino acids are the building blocks of all 
proteins. There are hundreds of amino acids on the planet,  
but only 20 in the human body. Eight of those amino acids 
cannot be manufactured by your body’s cells, making them 
essential to get through your diet.

ENZYMES: Think of these as catalysts, like a key in a lock, that 
you need to unlock specific chemical reactions in the body, 
including digestive functions and cellular metabolism. 

ORGAN TISSUES AND GLANDULARS: These support the body’s 
systems, such as metabolism and energy creation, that are 
governed by the endocrine system. 

METABOLITES, CONSTITUENTS, AND EXTRACTS: This is a 
catchall category for supplements synthesized or produced 
from whole ingredients. These include omega-3s, botanical 
extracts, and metabolites—something your body produces 
during normal metabolism but, in a supplement form, may 
help boost normal function. You see these ingredients a lot in 
sports nutrition supplements, such as creatine monohydrate,  
a metabolite of the organic acid creatine (prevalent in raw fish 
and meat) that’s used to supply energy to your body’s cells, 
especially muscles.   –Fran Schoenwetter

What to know—and 
your top supplement 
questions answered.

BY TODD RUNESTAD; ILLUSTRATIONS BY KATIE EBERTS

You probably have some questions about supplements, as you should. Being a savvy consumer means learning as much as 
you can about products in order to make your best purchasing decisions. Welcome to our crash course on supplements, 
where we answer your top questions about popular health boosters. Go to deliciousliving.com/suppsguide for our 

expanded Q&A and to learn even more about this important health category.

Q: JUST WHAT IS A DIETARY SUPPLEMENT? 

The Dietary Supplement Health and Education Act (DSHEA) of 1994 created the definition of supplements, cementing this 
unique class of foods. Dietary supplements must be ingested through the mouth—whether as a pill, tablet, capsule, softgel, 
chewy gummy, chewable tablet, melt-away, powder, drink, or bar. And the kinds of ingredients included can be wide ranging, 
indeed. Here’s a look at the main types of ingredients in supplement products, all of which are regulated by the law:
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Q: IS IT OK TO TAKE A SUPPLEMENT  
ONE DAY BUT NOT THE NEXT? 

That depends, says Michael Holick, PhD, MD, author of The Vitamin D 
Solution (Penguin, 2010), For example, vitamin D is stored in fat cells so 
you don’t have to take it every day. Maintenance supplements, however, 
such as multivitamins, calcium, or ginseng, should be taken daily—as 
should any supp taken for long-term therapeutic effects. “There are some 
supplements that may be used acutely for specific effects, and those don’t 
have to be taken on a daily basis,” says Gene Bruno, provost at Huntington 
College of Health Sciences. “For example, valerian taken for better sleep or 
L-theanine taken for stress relief generally do not need to be taken daily.”

Q: HOW LONG 
SHOULD I TAKE  
A SUPPLEMENT  
BEFORE DECIDING IF 
IT WORKS OR NOT? 
The answer to this question 
depends on two things: the 
supplement and the expected 
outcome. For example, joint-
health ingredients glucosamine 
and chondroitin usually take  
six to eight weeks before they  
start to work. Melatonin, on  
the other hand, generally starts  
to work within the first week  
or even the first day.

Q: WHAT ARE THE FORMS?

Q: HOW LONG DO 
SUPPLEMENTS STAY 
IN MY SYSTEM? 

Nutraceuticals (a food or supp that 
contains health-giving additives) 
differ significantly in the amount 
of time the active ingredient(s) 
remains in your body. Water-
soluble nutrients, such as vitamin 
C, generally will be metabolized 
and leave the body the same day of 
use or even within a few hours after 
consumption. Fat-soluble nutrients, 
such as vitamin A, can be stored in 
the liver for weeks and distributed 
to body tissues as needed. 

The outer shells of capsules are made from either 
gelatin or a starch, such as carrageenan (from 
seaweed) or pullulan (fermented from tapioca). 
Capsules also require flow (anticaking) agents  
to keep the ingredients from clumping together.

In addition to the active ingredients, excipients* 
and binders are added to tablets to allow them  
to compress and then disintegrate when ingested. 
Typical ingredients include xanthan gum and 
microcrystalline cellulose.

The main nonactive ingredient is gelatin, typically 
from a cow or pig source, but can be fish-based or 
vegetarian. Gel caps are easy to swallow and have 
great nutrient absorption—and they contain  
fewer non-nutritive excipients than tablets. 

Originally designed to make it more pleasant for 
kids to take vitamins, gummies are now adult-
appropriate, too. There are two types: those made 
with gelatin and those made with fruit pectin. 
Most contain added sugars for taste, which range 
from juice concentrates to artificial sweeteners.

Powder supplements contain a flow agent (such as 
magnesium stearate, silicon dioxide, or rice husks) 
to prevent ingredient clumping. Some agents and 
additives are chosen based on active ingredients. For 
example, bitter-masking agents and sweeteners are 
added to improve the taste of some protein powders.

*ex-cip-i-ent / ikˈsipēənt/ (noun):  
an inactive substance that serves as the vehicle  
or medium for a drug or other active substance.
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Q: WHICH ARE MOST POPULAR?
These were the top 10 most popular supplements 
of 2014, according to SPINS, a consumer 
insights agency for the natural, organic, and 
specialty products industry. 

PROBIOTICS: Live, active bacteria taken for 
digestive health and immunity. 

PROTEIN: Taken most often in powder form. 
Whey, as well as plant proteins, which are based 
on ingredients such as peas and flaxseed, are 
popular for satiety and building muscle. 

OMEGA-3S: Fish oil, DHA, and flaxseed taken 
for everything from cardio and brain benefit to 
healthy hair and nails. 

WHOLE-FOOD CONCENTRATE: An efficient way 
to consume nutrient-dense foods, such as a 
dehydrated, powder form of condensed fruits 
and/or vegetables to add to a drink or smoothie. 

MULTIVITAMIN: Several essential vitamins  
(or vitamins and minerals) together in one  
tablet or capsule. 

VITAMIN C: A water-soluble antioxidant taken  
to strengthen connective tissue and promote 
good skin and arteries. 

TURMERIC: The curcumin component of this 
herb may reduce chronic inflammation. 

CALCIUM AND MAGNESIUM: Taken primarily  
for bone health, though magnesium is also  
taken for stress relief and to assist many other  
metabolic reactions. 

VITAMIN D: A nutrient hard to get through  
food alone, taken to make cells function more 
efficiently, promote energy, and treat depression. 

SPIRULINA: In powder or tablet form, this 
nutrient-dense blue-green algae is a good source 
of protein, B vitamins, iron, and copper. 

Q: WHAT’S THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN THE RDA, DRI, AND DV 
FOR A VITAMIN OR MINERAL?

NOTHING. The old-school Recommended Daily Allowance (RDA) and its updated equivalents,  
the Dietary Reference Intake (DRI) and Daily Value (DV), all mean the same thing: the minimum 
amount of a nutrient the general population needs to stave off a deficiency disease. For example,  
most healthy people need 90 mg per day of vitamin C in order to not get scurvy.

Top reasons people  
take supplements

Source: Council for Responsible 
Nutrition (CRN), 2014 Consumer 
Survey on Dietary Supplements 
conducted by Ipsos Public Affairs

Healthy habits 
reported by 
supplement users 

Q: WHO TAKES SUPPLEMENTS? 

90% of supplement users 
say they read and follow the 
directions on supplement labels.

70%  
get a good 
night’s 
sleep

86%   
try to eat a 
balanced diet

78%   
do not smoke

75%   
visit their doctor regularly

66%  
maintain  
a healthy 
weight

67%  
exercise 
regularly

71%  
of U.S. adult 

women  

65%  
of U.S. adult  

men
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Q: HOW MUCH 
SHOULD I BE GETTING? 

We asked Michael Murray, ND, 
author of The Encyclopedia of Natural 
Medicine (Atria, 2012) for 
recommended intake levels of 
important nutrients. Murray advises 
reading labels to find a multivitamin 
formula that contains vitamins and 
minerals in these ranges. “Be aware 
that you will not find a formula that 
provides all of these nutrients at these 
levels in one pill—it would simply  
be too big. You would need to take  
at least three to six tablets per day to 
meet all these levels,” Murray says. 
“While many one-a-day supplements 
provide good levels of vitamins, they 
tend to be insufficient in minerals. 
Your body needs the minerals just  
as much as it needs the vitamins— 
the two work hand-in-hand.”

Here are optimum intake  
ranges to guide you in selecting  
a high-quality multivitamin. 

VITAMINS OPTIMUM DOSE

Vitamin A (retinol)* ..............2,500–5,000 IU
Vitamin A (from beta-carotene)
..............................................5,000–25,000 IU
Vitamin B1 (thiamin) ...................10–100 mg
Vitamin B2 (riboflavin) ..................10–50 mg
Vitamin B3 (niacin) ......................10–100 mg
Vitamin B5 (pantothenic acid) ....25–100 mg
Vitamin B6 (pyridoxine) ..............25–100 mg
Vitamin B12 (methylcobalamin) .....400 mcg
Vitamin C (ascorbic acid) ........250–1,000 mg
Vitamin D** ...........................1,000–2,000 IU
Vitamin E (mixed tocopherols) ...100–200 IU
Vitamin K1 or K2 ....................... 60–300 mcg
Niacinamide ...................................10–30 mg
Biotin ........................................ 100–300 mcg
Folic acid ..........................................400 mcg
Choline .........................................10–100 mg
Inositol .........................................10–100 mg

MINERALS OPTIMUM DOSE

Boron .................................................1–6 mg
Calcium ...................................250–1,000 mg
Chromium ................................ 200–400 mcg
Copper ...............................................1–2 mg
Iodine ......................................... 50–150 mcg
Iron*** ...........................................15–30 mg
Magnesium ................................250–500 mg
Manganese ........................................3–5 mg
Molybdenum ............................... 10–25 mcg
Potassium ................................................****
Selenium .................................. 100–200 mcg
Silica .................................................1–25 mg
Vanadium................................... 50–100 mcg
Zinc .................................................15–30 mg

* Women of childbearing age who may become pregnant should not take more than 2,500 IU of 
retinol daily because of the possible risk of birth defects.

** Elderly people in nursing homes living in northern latitudes should supplement at the high range.

*** Men, as well as post-menopausal  
women, rarely need supplemental iron.
**** The FDA restricts the amount of  
potassium in supplements to 99 mg.  
Potassium needs are best met through diet. 

Q. CAN I BE HEALTHY WITHOUT TAKING SUPPLEMENTS?

America’s mainstream health model recognizes only two states of being: diseased  
and healthy. But there is a vast difference between the minimum amount of a 
nutrient required so you don’t get sick and the maximum amount you might  
want to get in order to function optimally—because there’s more to living in  
a state of vitality than just not being sick. 

“It is the goal of optimal health that drives people to take nutritional 
supplements,” says Murray, ND. “If someone believes optimum nutrition  
simply means a level that provides no obvious signs of nutrient deficiency, their 
answer to whether supplementation is necessary is going to be different from 
someone who thinks of optimum nutrition as the level of nutrition that will  
allow a person to function at the highest degree possible with vitality, energy,  
and enthusiasm for living.”

Q. ARE PROBIOTICS 
SOMETHING I SHOULD 
TAKE LONG-TERM OR 
ONLY IMMEDIATELY AFTER 
TAKING AN ANTIBIOTIC?

Probiotics typically move through the 
gut and must be replenished regularly, 
so everyone (except for those with 
severely compromised immune systems) 
can and should consume them every 
day. More probiotics are being 
recommended simply as a part of a 
healthful diet. “Whether consumed  
through a supplement or fortified foods, 
consumers should be making probiotics 
a part of their daily life,” says Mike 
Bush, vice president of the International 
Probiotics Association. 
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Yes, some of them can. St. John’s wort is the most common example. This popular herb is often 
taken for mild depression, but it can also increase the metabolism of or reduce the blood 
concentrations of many prescribed drugs. 

For example, St. John’s wort may increase the metabolism of oral contraceptive estrogens, 
prolong narcotic-induced sleep time, change the effects of some antihypertensive drugs, and 
decrease the effects of Xanax, says Bruno. As you can see, it is vital that you discuss your use of  
St. John’s wort with your physician if he/she is prescribing you pharmaceuticals of any kind.  
Most other medicinal herbs—including echinacea, garlic, gingko, ginseng, goldenseal, and milk 
thistle—don’t regularly interfere with prescribed medications; in 2012 German researchers 
concluded that these six botanicals produce no adverse effects when interacting with pharmaceuticals. 

Foods can interact with prescribed medications, too. The most notorious example is grapefruit 
juice, which inhibits the liver detoxification of certain drugs in the intestines and—to a lesser 
extent in the liver—making them more powerful.  

Another problem, however, is that some prescribed drugs can interfere with or deplete the body 
of some essential nutrients. A common example is statins, which are taken to lower cholesterol 
levels. Some research suggests that statins deplete the body of coenzyme Q10. 

Q: CAN SUPPLEMENTS INTERACT WITH PRESCRIBED MEDICATIONS? 

For answers to more common  
supplement questions, go to

deliciousliving.com/suppsguide

Q. CAN I TRUST THE HEALTH CLAIMS MADE ON  
A SUPPLEMENT BOX?

Supplements are officially regulated as foods, not as pharmaceutical drugs. This  
is why you’ll often hear people say that supplements are unregulated. That’s not 
true—it’s just different. According to the FDA, only drugs can treat diseases; 
therefore a supplement can’t legally claim to treat a disease, such as diabetes or  
heart disease. Supplements have their own class of claims, which are called  
“structure and function” claims. 

What this means is that supplement makers are allowed to communicate a 
possible health effect on the structure of an organ or the function of a part of the 
body’s physiology. So you won’t see words on a bottle of glucosamine and 
chondroitin saying, “This joint-health formula cures arthritic pain,” but you might 
see something like, “This formula supports joint health.” In some cases, research 
shows a joint-health formula can, indeed, cure joint pain—but according to the  
law, the manufacturer can’t say that, specifically.   

At Delicious Living, we have a Standards Department that reviews all advertisers, 
including supplement companies, to verify their claims are valid and true. 
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START HERE
How old are you?

UNDER AGE 40

40–55 YEARS OLD

OVER AGE 55

Planning  

to get 

pregnant?

Want  
more  

energy?

Want  
to lose 

weight?

Have a wedding  
reception, class  

reunion, or special  
occasion approaching?

Concerned 
about  
bone  

health?

Have a 

family 

history  

of cardiac 

disease?

Consider  

taking a 

protein 

supplement

Do you have 

trouble sleeping?Consider taking a  

 protein supplement 

and/or 7-KETO-DHEA

Consider 
taking a  

vitamin K2 
and/or 

magnesium 
calcium

Consider 
taking 

Vitamin K2, 
magnesium, 
omega-3s 

and/or  
CoQ10

Do you want 
better-looking skin?

Take a  
multivitamin 
with folate 

and consider 
taking 

omega-3s 
and/or 

probiotics

Consider 
taking 

melatonin  
and  

magnesium

Do you 
bring your 
laptop to 

bed?

Consider 
taking a daily 

multivitamin
with minerals

Turn it off 

earlier and...

Losing 
muscle?

Try branched-chain 

amino acids (BCAAs) 

Consider taking  
collagen, ECGC from 

green tea, and/or biotin

Do you 
live with 
a good 
cook?You should get a 

good blender and…

Consider taking  

a nutritional 

greens powder Focus on 
fresh foods!

I’m a 
guy

Willing to 

take a daily 

pill?

Keep on 
doing 
what 
you’re 
doing!

Do you have a 

good blender?


