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Food for Thought Go easy on vitamin E pills 


LESLIE BECK Over the past 15 years, vitamin E supplements have become a common addition to many medicine cabinets. That's not surprising for a nutrient touted as helping prevent heart disease, cancer, cataracts and even Alzheimer's disease. 

Yet recent reports that vitamin E is not the cure-all we once thought it to be, and that it may even cause harm, have prompted many people to toss their bottles of it into the trash bin. 

The most recent study, published last week in the Journal of the American Medical Association, adds to the disappointing findings about vitamin E's role in health. Researchers from Harvard Medical School found that 600 international units of vitamin E, taken every other day, provided no overall benefit for protection against heart attack, stroke or cancer among almost 40,000 healthy American women aged 45 or older. 

Despite such findings, the nutrient holds an important place in our diets, and healthy men and women require 15 milligrams (22.5 IU) of it a day.Vitamin E is a fat-soluble substance that exists in eight different chemical forms, each with its own biological activity in the body. The predominant form in humans, called alpha-tocopherol, is a potent antioxidant that acts to protect cells against the effects of "free radicals," potentially damaging by-products of metabolism that are thought to increase oxidative stress associated with many diseases. In particular, free radicals reacting with low-density lipoprotein, the so-called bad cholesterol, might promote blocked arteries and lead to heart attacks. So, some researchers believe vitamin E's antioxidant properties might help prevent or delay heart disease. 

It's also thought that vitamin E might guard against cancer by protecting cell membranes from damage and boosting immune function. 

Observational studies have found a link between vitamin E intake from foods and supplements and a lower risk of heart attack and cancers of the prostate, breast and colon. But findings from randomized, controlled trials -- the gold standard of scientific evidence -- have failed to find such benefits. 

In fact, some trials have found high-dose vitamin E supplements may actually cause health problems in people with existing heart disease. Earlier this year, researchers from the Johns Hopkins School of Medicine in Baltimore published a meta-analysis that compiled data from 19 studies conducted on more than 135,000 men and women who took 17 to 2000 IU of vitamin E a day. 

Those who took high-dose supplements (400 IU or more) for one year had roughly a 4-per-cent higher death rate than people who took placebos. That amounted to an extra 39 deaths for every 10,000 people who were taking vitamin E. 

The authors concluded high-dose vitamin E supplements should be avoided. However, the trials in this analysis that tested high-dose supplements were conducted in adults with chronic disease; in other words, the results may not apply to healthy people. 

The Hope-Too study, a Canadian-led randomized, controlled trial published in March 2005, tested whether vitamin E could prevent heart attack, stroke or cancer in 7,000 older men and women with existing cardiovascular disease or diabetes. Participants were given 400 IU of vitamin E or a placebo for seven years. At the end of the study, there were no differences in heart attacks, strokes or cancer between the two groups. And this study found vitamin E users were 13 per cent more likely to suffer heart failure, in which the heart's ability to pump blood is weakened. 

How vitamin E might increase heart failure, or the risk of dying, is unclear. It's possible high doses might cause oxidative stress instead of reducing it. Excess vitamin E also might displace other fat-soluble nutrients, disrupting the body's natural balance of antioxidants. Some researchers believe other forms of vitamin E -- such as gamma-tocopherol found in walnuts, pecans and sesame oil -- may be more important for cancer prevention than alpha-tocopherol (the main type of vitamin E found in supplements). 

Despite the compelling findings of "no benefit" in preventing or treating heart disease, not all researchers are giving up on vitamin E supplements. Scientists from the U.S. National Cancer Institute are in the process of determining whether men who take 400 IU each day have a lower risk of prostate cancer. 

Research also has linked a daily dose of vitamin E (400 IU), taken with beta carotene, vitamin C, zinc and copper, to a reduced risk of progression of age-related macular degeneration in people over 55. (Macular degeneration is the leading cause of blindness in older adults.) And there's evidence that vitamin E in foods -- and also when taken as a supplement (400 to 800 IU) in combination with vitamin C (500 to 1000 mg) -- can lower the risk of Alzheimer's disease in healthy older adults. However, randomized, controlled trials are needed to confirm these observational findings. 

What's my advice? Get the vitamin E you need by eating a variety of foods. The best food sources for meeting the daily requirement are vegetable oils, nuts, seeds and leafy green vegetables. 

If you have cardiovascular disease or diabetes, avoid high-dose vitamin E supplements. If you do take a supplement, take no more than 100 IU a day (the meta-analysis found no harm at 100 IU). 

If you don't have heart disease or diabetes? At this time, there's no good evidence to warrant popping a vitamin E pill to prevent heart disease or cancer, at least not in women. (The ongoing Physicians' Health Study is expected to provide answers about the role of vitamin E and the prevention of heart disease in men in 2008.) In the meantime, a diet low in saturated and trans fats and loaded with whole grains, fruits, vegetables and nuts remains a good bet. 

Leslie Beck, a Toronto-based dietitian at the Medcan Clinic, is on CTV's Canada AM every Wednesday. Vitamin E in foods The recommended daily dosage of vitamin E for adults is 22.5 International Units. 

Natural source vitamin E in IUs. Wheat germ oil 1 tbsp. 30 Sunflower seeds, dry roasted 1 ounce 11 Almonds, dry roasted 1 ounce 11 Sunflower oil 1 tbsp. 8 24 Hazelnuts, dry roasted 1 ounce 6 Soy beverage 1 cup 5 Mixed nuts (with peanuts), dry roasted 1 cup 5 Tomato sauce, canned 1/2 cup 4 Canola oil 1 tbsp. 4 Papaya 1 medium 3 Olive oil 1 tbsp. 3 Spinach, cooked 1/2 cup 3 Beet greens, cooked 1/2 cup 2 Broccoli, cooked 1/2 cup 2 

