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Should Vitamins be Treated as Drugs?

Vitamins are a group of chemicals that are ab-
solutely necessary for normal growth, develop-
ment, and function of our bodies, but we cannot
make vitamins on our own. Instead, we must -
get our vitamins through foods we eat or supple- Dietary sypplome
ments that we take. According to a recent study, — ' : ’;"gmms' v';“‘"'
more than 33% of people living in North Ameri- 1 e
ca take vitamin supplements, but only about
60% of people that use the supplements tell il 2
their doctor about it. e _ &

Since all vitamins have pharmacologic activi- >,
ty, they can interact with other medications,
and they can cause serious adverse effects when
taken in high doses. In a recent survey of par-
ents who brought their children to an emergen-
cy department, out of 33% of children that were
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taking vitamins, researchers identified potential
interactions with their medications. A common
example of such an interaction involves an in-
creased risk of liver damage when acetamino-
phen (Tylenol) and vitamin C were taken to-
gether.

A number of immediate side effects and long-
term associations have been documented with
use of high doses of common vitamins including
vitamins A, E, C, and the B vitamins folic acid,
pyridoxine (B6), and niacin. A few of these are
described in the table. Due to the possibility for

drug interactions and adverse effects, many peo-
ple would like vitamins be regulated more
strictly by the government and be treated more
like drugs.

Currently, in the United States, vitamins are
considered by the Food and Drug Administra-
tion (FDA) to be dietary supplements. Under
this designation, vitamin manufacturers do not
need to register their products with the FDA,
nor do they need FDA approval to sell them.
Furthermore, vitamin manufacturers do not
need to include “negative” information along
with the products to warn consumers of possible
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side effects or outline doses that are considered
safe.

In contrast, if vitamins were regulated as
over-the-counter drugs, manufacturers would
need to prove that their products meet certain
standards for safety and effectiveness. Vitamins
would then need to be produced in facilities that
comply with current good manufacturing pro-
cesses. Furthermore, the manufacturer could
only market the product with the specific formu-
lation and specifications that were approved by
the FDA. The FDA would make certain that the
label contained truthful and accurate safety in-
formation.

Recently, concerns over vitamin safety rose to
a new level in Canada when food fortification
regulations changed. The new policy will now al-
low food manufacturers to add vitamins to foods
— including “junk” foods like chips and bever-
ages. This 1s especially worrisome since it will
boost consumption of vitamins, most likely lead-
ing to additional toxicities and interactions. Fur-
thermore, this type of supplementation conveys
the wrong message, especially to children and
youth, who may begin to view fortified junk
foods as “healthy”.

The debate over how to best classify vitamins
is not likely to go away any time soon. For now,
it is important for consumers to realize that too
much of a good thing — even vitamins—can be
harmful. You should always tell your healthcare
provider about all the supplements that you use,
and take only the dosage that he or she recom-
mends.

IMMEDIATE SIDE EFFECTS

Vitamin A

Blurred vision
Headache
Nausea and vomiting

Vitamin E

Bleeding
Gastrointestinal upset
Emotional disturbances
Vitamin C

Diarrhea

Headache
Heartburn

Folic Acid
Irritability
Nausea
Niacin
Flushing

Gastrointestinal upset
Headache

Pyridoxine

Breast soreness or

enlargement
Gastrointestinal upset
Headache
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LONG-TERM ASSOCIATIONS

Bone fracture
Liver damage
Lung cancer
Stomach cancer

Breast cancer
Heart failure
Prostate Cancer

Blocked arteries
Stroke

Coronary events
Prostate cancer

Gout
Impaired blood sugar
Liver damage

Nerve pain

Rosacea (inflammatory skin
condition)

Sunburn
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