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-Analysns of antnoxndant pllls’ benefits may be hard to swallow

New report suggests there aren't any,
but methodology is under scrutiny

Bthzaheth Weise

ln a finding already Feneratmg
niTovesy I the plement -
a o es in-
volving almost a. rof a million
people wor!dwr has found that
opular antioxidant
Healﬂl such as vitamins
, A, C and E and beta
carotene don't appear to have any
hegr?‘ bs;ﬁﬁ Bf the analysis
e of the even
suggests vitamins A and E and beta
carotene in pill form actually ap-
pear to increase death rates.
The is, published in today’s
Journal o

of the Amencan Medical

Association, found that the risk of
death increased 7% for people who
took beta carotene, 16% for those
who took vitamin A and 4% for
those who took vitamin E.

“The results ... were sh
to us; we didn't e)égect this,” s
Christian Gluud of Copenhagen
Trial Unit, a non-profit center for
clinical research in Denmark.

The researchers performed a
meta-analysis, combing findings
from 68 randomized trials from
1977 to 2005 involving 232,606
people who took a wide variety of

supplement doses. The technique ¢

requires careful weighing and
analysis of the results of a large
number of studies designed and

carried out in dlﬂ'erent . The
researchers divided the studies into
s: those that were well
desngned ﬁow-blas) and those they
believed were not well desi d
g’r&*m) and so noghag % e
proportion of ias
studies were financed by th
plement industry, Gluud says
But Balz Frei, a bnochetmst who
studies antioxidants at Linus Pau-
ling Institute at Oregon State Uni-
vem in Corvallis, says Gluud's
e inherently was biased
asamstanuwudants “The high-bias in
papers show a 9% decrease in
deaths, and the low-bias papers
find a 5% increase. The scientific
way would have been to include all
;he studies they reviewed.”
However, David Schardt, a nutri-
uomstwuhcormnggoup Center
for Science in the Public Interest,
says making those distinctions is

well accepted in this kind of statis- -
tical research. Though the death
rates overall were 5%, what's more
mter that the study didn't

"lf people were a?l;s living longer
because they were- taking antioxi-
dants, you would have seen it.”
jeffr Blumberg, head of an
antioxidant research lab at Tufts
University, says he doesn’t under-
stand how antioxidants given in pill
form can be harmful when excel—
lent evxdence shows thata ((illet rich
ods containing antioxidants is

healthfu] And antioxidants may
not increase life span, but rodent
studies have shown they do in-
crease “the health

Gluud the ottom line is
people to eata varied diet, ex-
ercise and not overdo
“The moment we think we can buy
longevity, we are fooled.”

About the research

did this come up with fin thatare
g Sy i sty come up withflogs
- A: It's a meta-analysis — — not a study — of 68 randomized trials.

Using statisti roius metheds, meta-analyses are supposed
msggseontd mabroadrangeof studtes that might not
be readily apparent in any individual study.

Q;Whyis it controversial?

A: Meta-analyses are always potentially controversial because
the researchers have to make so many decisions about what data
to include and how to weigh it. Critics of this analysis say the
researchers were biased in which studies they %aeve the most
weight to and which they considered less reliab

Q@ Aside from the eontmversx what is the take-home

message here?

A: Lead researcher Christian Gluud lt's this: Eat a varied
diet with lots of vegetables, fruits and whole grains, get exercise
andleada life. Pills can't make up for unhealthful living.
“We need very good evidence before advising anyone to put
anything in their mouth,” he says.




