Reply of John R. Miller

 International Vice-President of Science & Technology

In the issue of the Journal of the American Medical Association (JAMA – 28 February 2007, Volume 297, No. 8, pgs 842-857) there is an article that suggests that antioxidants offer no value for health protection and disease prevention.  The article is seriously flawed and draws inappropriate conclusions. I expect that it will get some press coverage around the world and wanted to prepare you all with our response to the study should it arise in your marketplace.  I’ve also included some comments and statements from the Council for Responsible Nutrition (CRN) and individuals with appropriate scientific credentials.
Here are our initial comments:
 
1. Despite what this review might have you believe there is a huge body of scientific evidence from multiple disciplines that show beyond a doubt that diets rich in whole food antioxidants are health protective and disease preventive. 

2. The study published in JAMA is flawed in that it attempts to mix extremely diverse pools of data from many different studies and protocols into one summary conclusion.  This process, known as meta-analysis, can be meaningful when used on studies with similar criteria, similar study populations or points of investigation. Such analysis has been proven ineffective and inappropriate when applied to the broad context and diverse study groups as used in the paper. 

3. Criticism of the study has already been substantial from both within the scientific community and the nutritional supplement community. Meir Stampfer, Professor of Nutrition and Epidemiology at the Harvard School of Public Health, stated that the studies reviewed were too different to pool them into one. “This study does not advance our understanding, and could easily lead to misinterpretation of the data”. 

4. Though the researchers involved in this study come to the conclusion that antioxidant supplements might even be harmful that could not possibly be the case.  When each of the studies reviewed is looked at separately none of them came to the conclusion of possible harm.  If they had they would have been halted before completion.  None of them were. 

5. Though this study would have the reader believe that it is about disease prevention it is not. Many of the diverse populations studied were already suffering from one or more diseases.  In such instances where disease states already exist or the study population is already at high risk of disease, the outcome should not be applied to a healthy population. The study authors acknowledge that their results are in conflict with the large data base of other studies that have shown beneficial effects for supplemental antioxidants for disease prevention in healthy populations. 

6. Once again these studies look to apply a pharmaceutical “dose response” relationship to individual nutrients used in isolation. For example, 68 of the trials reviewed look at synthetic beta carotene in isolation. It is a well established fact that beta carotene does not work unilaterally in the body but rather in concert with one or several of it’s relative carotenoids normally present in the human diet and involved in human nutrition. 

 
