
Sup ple ments are a multi-bil lion dol lar in dus try. But, un like phar ma ceu ti cal com pa nies, man u fac- 
tur ers don’t have to prove their prod ucts are ef fec tive, only that they are safe – and that’s for new
sup ple ments only.

We wanted to know which sup ple ments are worth our at ten tion (and money) so we asked six sci- 
en tists –

ex perts in ev ery thing from pub lic health to ex er cise phys i ol ogy – to name a sup ple ment they take
each day and why they take it. Here is what they said.

Turmeric
Si mon Bishop, lec turer in pub lic health and pri mary care, Ban gor Univer sity
Turmeric is more fa mil iar as an in gre di ent in South Asian cook ing, adding an earthy warmth and

fra grance to cur ried dishes, but, in re cent years, it has also gar nered at ten tion for its po ten tial health
ben e fits. I have been tak ing ground turmeric root as a di etary sup ple ment for about two years, but I
have been in ter ested in its use in Ayurvedic medicine for far longer.

Turmeric is used as a tra di tional rem edy in many parts of Asia to re duce in flam ma tion and help
wounds heal. Now, mount ing ev i dence sug gests that cur cumin, a sub stance in turmeric, may also
help to pro tect against a range of dis eases, in clud ing rheuma toid arthri tis, car dio vas cu lar dis ease, de- 
men tia and some can cers.

The ef fec tive ness of diet sup ple ments is largely un proven but that does not stop mil -
lions of peo ple tak ing them each day. We asked the ex perts what they use and why
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The ev i dence un der pin ning these claims of health-giv ing prop er ties is not con clu sive, but it is
com pelling enough for me to con tinue to take turmeric each morn ing, along with my first cup of cof- 
fee – an other habit that may help me live a bit longer.

Vi ta min D
Graeme Close, pro fes sor of hu man phys i ol ogy, Liv er pool John Moores Univer sity
Vi ta min D is a pe cu liar vi ta min in that it is syn the sised in our bod ies with the aid of sun light, so

peo ple who live in cold coun tries, or who spend a lot of time in doors, are at risk of a de fi ciency. Peo- 
ple with darker skin tone are also more at risk of vi ta min D de fi ciency as me lanin slows down skin
pro duc tion of vi ta min D. It is es ti mated that about a bil lion peo ple are de fi cient in the vi ta min.

Most peo ple are aware we need enough vi ta min D to main tain healthy bones, but, over the past
few years, sci en tists have be come in creas ingly aware of other im por tant roles of vi ta min D. We now
be lieve vi ta min D de fi cien cies can re sult in a less ef fi cient im mune sys tem, im paired mus cle func tion
and re gen er a tion, and even de pres sion.

Vi ta min D is one of the cheap est sup ple ments and is a re ally sim ple de fi ciency to cor rect. I used to
test my self for de fi cien cies, but now – be cause I live in the UK where sun light is scarce be tween Oc to- 
ber and April, and it doesn’t con tain enough UVB ra di a tion dur ing these cold months – I sup ple ment
with a dose of 50 mi cro grams, daily, through out the win ter. I also ad vise the elite ath letes that I pro- 
vide nu tri tion sup port to, to do the same.

Pro bi otic
Justin Roberts, se nior lec turer in sport and ex er cise nu tri tion, Anglia Ruskin Univer sity
Hav ing di verse ben e fi cial gut bac te ria is im por tant for your phys i cal and men tal health. How ever,

the balance of bac te rial species can be dis rupted by poor diet, be ing phys i cally in ac tive and be ing un- 
der con stant stress. One way to sup port the health of the gut is to con sume di etary pro bi otics (live
bac te ria and yeasts), such as yo ghurt, ke fir and kom bucha.

I first came across pro bi otics af ter years of triathlon train ing, of ten ex pe ri enc ing gas troin testi nal
symp toms – such as nau sea and stom ach cramps – af ter train ing and races. I was also more sus cep ti- 
ble to colds. Af ter re search ing the area, I was sur prised at how many peo ple ex pe ri ence sim i lar gas- 
troin testi nal prob lems af ter ex er cise. Now I have found that tak ing a pro bi otic reg u larly lessens my
symp toms af ter train ing and ben e fits my gen eral health.

A re cent study we con ducted showed tak ing a pro bi otic in the evening with food, over 12 weeks of
ex er cise train ing, re duced gas troin testi nal prob lems in novice triath letes.

There is also a wealth of re search sup port ing the use of pro bi otics for gen eral health ben e fits, in- 
clud ing im prov ing in testi nal health, en hanc ing the im mune re sponse and re duc ing serum choles- 
terol.

Pre bi otic
Neil Wil liams, lec turer in ex er cise phys i ol ogy and nu tri tion, Not ting ham Trent Univer sity
Pre bi otics are non-di gestible car bo hy drates that act as a “fer tiliser” to in crease the growth and ac- 

tiv ity of ben e fi cial bac te ria in the gut. This is turn can have pos i tive ef fects on in flam ma tion and im- 
mune func tion, meta bolic syn drome, in crease min eral ab sorp tion, re duce trav eller’s di ar rhoea and
im prove gut health.

I first came across pre bi otics in my re search to tar get the gut mi cro biota in ath letes suf fer ing from
ex er cise-in duced asthma. Pre vi ous re search had shown asthma pa tients to have al tered gut mi cro- 
biota, and feed ing pre bi otics to mice had been shown to im prove their al ler gic asthma. Tak ing this as



our launch ing point, we showed that tak ing pre bi otics for three weeks could re duce the sever ity of ex- 
er cise-in duced asthma in adults by 40 per cent. Par tic i pants in our study also noted im prove ments in
eczema and al ler gic symp toms.

I add pre bi otic pow der to my cof fee ev ery morn ing. I have found it re duces my hayfever symp- 
toms in the sum mer and my like li hood of get ting colds in the win ter.

Omega 3
Haleh Mo ravej, se nior lec turer in nu tri tional sciences, Manch ester Met ro pol i tan Univer sity
I started tak ing omega 3 af ter at tend ing a Nu tri tion So ci ety win ter con fer ence in 2016. The sci en- 

tific ev i dence that omega 3 could im prove my brain func tion, pre vent mood dis or ders and help to
pre vent Alzheimer’s dis ease was over whelm ing. Af ter analysing my diet it was ob vi ous that I wasn’t
get ting enough omega 3 fatty acids. A healthy adult should get a min i mum of 250-500mg, daily.

Omega 3 is a form of fatty acid. It comes in many forms, two of which are very im por tant for brain
devel op ment and men tal health: EPA and DHA. These types are pri mar ily found in fish. An other type
of omega 3 – ALA (al pha-linolenic acid) – is found in plant-based foods, such as nuts and seeds, in- 
clud ing wal nuts and flax seeds. Due to my busy sched ule as a lec turer, dur ing term time my diet is not
as var ied and en riched with omega 3 fatty acids as I would like, forc ing me to choose a sup ple ment. I
take one 1,200mg cap sule, daily.

Noth ing but real food
Tim Spec tor, pro fes sor of ge netic epi demi ol ogy, King’s Col lege Lon don
I used to take sup ple ments, but six years ago I changed my mind. Af ter re search ing my book I re- 

alised the clin i cal stud ies, when prop erly car ried out and in de pen dent of the man u fac tur ers, clearly
showed they didn’t work, and in many cases could be harm ful. Stud ies of mul ti vi ta mins show reg u lar
users are more likely to die of can cer or heart dis ease, for ex am ple. The only ex cep tion is sup ple ments
for pre vent ing blind ness due to mac u lar de gen er a tion, where ran domised tri als have been gen er ally
pos i tive for a mi nor ef fect with a mix ture of an tiox i dants.

In many cases, there is some ex per i men tal ev i dence these chem i cals in sup ple ments work nat u- 
rally in the body or as foods, but no good ev i dence that when given in con cen trated form as tablets
they have any ben e fit. Re cent ev i dence shows high doses of some sup ple ments can even be harm ful –
a case in point be ing cal cium and vi ta min D. Rather than tak ing ex pen sive and in ef fec tive syn thetic
prod ucts, we should get all the nu tri ents, mi crobes and vi ta mins we need from eat ing a range of real
foods, as evo lu tion and

na ture in tended. This ar ti cle first ap peared on The Con ver sa tion (the con ver sa tion.com)


