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TURNING OVER A NEW LEAF
NEW LEAF


More and more people are turning to nutritional supplements to help with chronic illnesses such as cancer, heart disease and diabetes. 

Pill cameras that can be gulped down and capture images of your intestines to detect tumors or other problems, targeted medications that block the growth and spread of cancer on a molecular level, prosthetic legs for amputees outfitted with Bluetooth technology .... There’s no doubt about it — we’re in the midst of a veritable explosion of new medical innovations to treat illness, injury and even aging.

As exciting as all of this is, there is growing consumer dissatisfaction with conventional Western medicine, says Stephen Sinatra, MD, FACC, FACN, CNS, an integrative cardiologist and author of “The Sinatra Solution, Metabolic Cardiology.” “There are many reasons for the increased popularity of alternative medicine, including patient dissatisfaction with ineffective conventional treatments, pharmacological drug side effects and the high price of medications. Perhaps most important is the fact that traditional medicine has become too impersonal with the involvement of high-tech modalities and time-limited office visits,” he adds.

Although many types of alternative treatments are becoming more mainstream, one that has grown rapidly in popularity over the past decade is the use of dietary supplements, especially among those with chronic illness. According to a research study performed by the National Cancer Institute in Bethesda Maryland and published in the March 2008 Journal of the American Dietetic Association, of more than 9,000 persons (with and without cancer) surveyed, those who reported having a chronic illness were 82 percent more likely than those without a chronic disease to be using two or more supplements.

And, while many doctors remain opposed to the use of supplements for those with chronic diseases, others are becoming “open-minded skeptics” when it comes to taking them, says Shawn Talbott, PhD, a nutritional biochemist and author of “The Health Professional’s Guide to Dietary Supplements.” “Physicians are more willing to listen to the evidence for a particular ingredient or product. If the evidence for the use of a particular supplement is strong (which is becoming less rare than it used to be), then physicians are willing to let their patients give it a try.”

Even so, there’s a long way to go in developing science-based evidence when it comes to dietary supplements. Much more research needs to be done to definitively state which supplements are helpful for which conditions — and how much of them to take. But, that research is slow going, says Philip Harvey, PhD, RD, FACN, CNS, and Chief Scientific Officer of Max Muscle. “The majority of government funding goes to non-supplement research,” he claims.

Even if research backed the use of certain supplements, there remain worries among physicians about those with chronic illnesses who are taking both prescription medications and dietary supplements for their condition. “Interactions between drugs and supplements are possible,” says Talbott, “but they can either be negative, such as St. John’s Wort interfering with oral contraceptives or Ginkgo interfering with blood thinners, or positive.” 

A positive effect of taking a supplement that lowers blood sugar is that you might be able to reduce your insulin or oral hypoglycemic medications, he adds.

Despite the issues that remain unresolved, an increasing number of health professionals are blending traditional and alternative medicine to help alleviate stress, reduce pain and anxiety, manage symptoms, and promote a feeling of well being for their patients. Dr. Sinatra is one of these professionals, offering both traditional and alternative therapies for his patients with heart disease. “Many of the practices we now call alternative are actually mainstream healing methods that we’ve abandoned in our age of technology,” he says.

In other words, for those with chronic illness, there may be a place for both dietary supplements and prescription drugs.

THE SUPPLEMENTS
There are a variety of supplements that may be beneficial for those with certain chronic illnesses. Some of these are:

Diabetes
Alpha-lipoic acid (ALA) is an antioxidant, meaning that it assists with protecting against cellular damage. It may help to lower blood glucose levels and also lessen diabetic neuropathy (nerve disorder related to diabetes). Those who take ALA should monitor their blood sugar levels carefully.

Chromium is an essential trace mineral, meaning that we must have small amounts of it for our bodies to function properly. Chromium may help to lower the blood sugar. Those who take chromium should monitor their blood sugar levels carefully.

Omega-3 fatty acids may help to reduce the risk of heart disease in persons with type 2 diabetes.

Other supplements being studied for diabetes-related effects are magnesium, ginseng, vanadium, bitter melon, prickly pear cactus and fenugreek.

Cancer
Herbs and other supplements, especially antioxidant supplements, may interfere with chemotherapeutic drugs by protecting the tumor cells in addition to healthy cells. Patients on chemotherapy are advised to avoid the use of supplements during and a week before chemotherapy. Supplements that may be beneficial for cancer include:

Ginger has been used for more than 2,000 years to aid in digestion and treat nausea, diarrhea and stomach upset. It is recommended by health care professionals to help prevent or treat nausea associated with cancer chemotherapy.

Cordyceps is a fungus that grows on caterpillar larvae. It’s thought to be an immune stimulant and is used by many to combat chemotherapy fatigue. 

Rhodiola is used to help fight depression, improve sleep, improve physical endurance, and reduce fatigue.


Heart Disease
Omega-3 fatty acids help to reduce heart rhythm disturbances.

CoQ10 is believed to help produce energy in all cells of the body, including heart cells. It may assist in counteracting the muscle damage caused from the statin drugs many heart patients use for high cholesterol, such as Lipitor and Zocor.

Resveratrol is found in the skin and seeds of grapes used to make wine. It’s thought to be heart healthy because it raises HDL (good cholesterol), inhibits the formation of blood clots, and helps to prevent artery damage caused by high levels of LDL (bad cholesterol).

TIPS FOR USING SUPPLEMENTS
Are you currently taking prescription medications for chronic illness and considering adding dietary supplements? If so, here are some tips:

Consult a good resource to learn all you can about the supplement. Good resources include The Health Professional’s Guide to Dietary Supplements, by Shawn Talbott, PhD, as well as Web sites www.naturalstandard.com and Memorial Sloan-Kettering Cancer Center’s site, www.mskcc.org .

Choose your brand carefully. For information about how your dietary supplement measures up, log on to www.consumerlab.com for independent lab results of thousands of dietary supplements.

Let your health care provider know which dietary supplements you’re taking so that he or she can check whether it interferes with prescription drugs you may be using. MS&F
