What To Look For in a Vitamin Supplement
By Jill Kiesow and Michelle Buchanan
In a perfect world, all necessary nutrients would come from a complete, well-balanced diet. Unfortunately, with today’s processed and refined foods, crops grown in depleted soil and shipped over long distances, and often poor dietary choices, most people do not get the more than 40 nutrients needed every day. Supplementing your diet with a multivitamin or prenatal vitamin can help fill in the gaps left by diet. But with all the supplements available, it can be hard to find an all-in-one vitamin that actually offers everything you need – with nothing you don’t want. 
We know natural is better, but what exactly does “natural” mean when it comes to supplements? Many vitamin supplements are synthetic, manufactured through a chemical process rather than derived from natural sources. Whole nutrients naturally work together, so dividing or creating a synthetic (chemical) vitamin reduces its potency and effectiveness, and introduces synthetic substances into the body. Even vitamins labeled as natural need only contain 10% natural ingredients. Low-cost supplements often contain binders, fillers, solvents, and toxins – including such unsavory substances as derivatives of coal tar – which may in fact occur naturally, but are far from desired. When shopping for supplements, keep in mind the old adage “you get what you pay for.”
To help identify quality natural supplements, read the ingredients listing the source of the vitamins. Look for supplements that list the source of each nutrient and for recognizable, food-based nutrients (sourced from vegetables and fruits for example). Vitamin E supplements labeled with “d-” are preferred over the “dl-” form indicating synthetic. The word “chelate” following a mineral is desirable, as these are more easily absorbed by the body. 

Also look for a short, pronounceable list of “inactive” ingredients. Some supplements may  include allergens like fish, soy, wheat, and dairy (lactose monohydrate), as well as unnecessary and potentially harmful substances such as hydrogenated oils, artificial food coloring, sweeteners (glucose, fructose, dextrose, sucrose), preservatives, flavorings, and starch (often listed as corn starch or modified food starch). 
In addition to ingredients (both micronutrients and inactive ingredients), also consider the dosage of your supplements. Though it is an attractive premise, it is hard for the body to get everything it needs from a once-daily vitamin; such a pill would be enormous. The body responds better to at least two doses through the day, providing a consistent nutrient and antioxidant supply.

Don’t be taken in by colorful labels and commercials boasting cure-alls and healthy-looking people. Arm yourself with the knowledge needed to make informed choices about your supplements – and your health. Following is a general list of what to look for.
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Desirable: 
● food-based and other easily recognizable sources of nutrients.
● bottles labeled with USP on the ingredient list. The United States Pharmacopeia sets the gold standard for supplements, signifying the highest quality of raw materials and manufacturing processes available in vitamin supplements.
● chelated minerals (eg. magnesium chelate) are more easily absorbed. 
● vitamin A from beta-carotene  is non-toxic and the body converts only what it needs to vitamin A. Mixed carotenes provide a full range of nutrients. 50% vitamin A from beta-carotene indicates a higher quality supplement.
● vitamin E listed as d-tocopheryl and other mixed tocopheryls. These are natural sources. 

● calcium listed as calcium citrate and calcium lactate which are more easily absorbed by the body.
Try to avoid:

■ artificial colors such as Yellow #5 or #6, Red #40, and Blue #2.
■ additives like starch (including corn starch and modified food starch), sugar, hydrogenated oils, and common allergens like wheat, soy, and dairy. 

■ vitamin A from 100% palmitate: Over time, high levels of vitamin A from palmitate may become toxic and be stored in the liver and fatty tissue and may increase risks of osteoporosis.
■ vitamin E listed as dl-tocopheryl. The dl- designation indicates synthetic (chemical).
■ calcium carbonate. Often found in cheaper vitamins, it is very hard for the body to assimilate. 

■ inorganic minerals ending in: carbonate, oxide, sulfate, chloride, hydroxide, iodide, phosphate, selenate, selenite, and colloidals. These are hard for the body to absorb.
■ products containing sodium selenate, BHT, sodium benzoate, and sodium borate.
■ labels containing acetate, bitartrate, chloride, gluconate, hydrochloride, nitrate, and succinate. These indicate synthetic sources with salt added to increase a nutrient’s stability. 
■ anything “hydrogenated” or “partially hydrogenated.” Hydrogenation converts healthy unsaturated fats into unhealthy saturated fats, causing trans fat. Trans fats are unhealthy, raising “bad” cholesterol and lowering “good” cholesterol.
For Example: 

Centrum® has only 29% of vitamin A from beta carotene. Calcium, magnesium, zinc, and vitamin E are from inferior sources (calcium carbonate, magnesium oxide, zinc oxide and dl-alpha tocopheryl, respectively). Centrum also contains nickel, tin, starch, artificial coloring, added sources of sodium, BHT (potentially harmful substance used as a preservative), sucrose, and milk.

One-A-Day® has just 20% of vitamin A from beta-carotene; calcium, magnesium, vitamin E, and zinc are from poor sources; and contains corn starch, dextrose, glucose, artificial colors, sodium selenate (potentially “extremely hazardous material”), soy, and fish.

