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Beta caro t e n efo und ineffe c tive aga i nst disease
________________________________________________

Enthusiasm for pos sib ly harmful sup ple men t‘r an ahea dof the evidenc e,’ MD says
after U.S. studiesBY GINA KOLATA

Ne wYo rk Times Ser vice

Tw o large U.S. studies have fou nd that, con -
trary to the beliefs or hopes of the millio ns
of people who take it, beta carot ene is inef-
fe ctive in preve nting canc e ror heart dis ease.

In fact, one of the studie s fo und that it
ev en mig ht be harmful to some people.

He a lth offici als in the United States said
they hope this wil l spel l the end of the bet a-
carotene fad . The idea that a sim p le vit a-
min-supple men tcapsule mig ht fen dof f can -
cer and othe rdiseases, they said, sim p ly has
prov ed too good to be true.

"Wit h cle arly no ben efit and eve na hin t of
possib le harm, I can see no reason that an
in d ividu al shoul d take bet a carotene," said
Dr. Richard Kla usn er, directo r of the U.S.
Na t ion a l Canc e rInstitute, which financ e d
both studies.

Be ta carot ene is a natur ally occur ring
subs tanc e in fruit s and vege table s that is
conv erted to vit amin A  in the body. The
in stitute recom mends that, rat her than rely-
ing on sup ple men t s ,people eat low-fat die ts
with ple nty of fruit s and vege table sbecaus e
the hun dre ds of sub stanc es co mbin ed in
thos eit ems mig ht be produ cing the disease
prot e ction that has been sou ght in bet a
carotene.

People in the United States spend $3. 5-
bil lio n (U. S.) a year on vit amin and mine r al
supple men t s ,said Dr. Annette Dickinson, di-
re ctor of scie nce and reg ula tor y af fairs at the
Coun cil for Responsib le Nu t rit ion, a trade
associ a t io nof sup ple men tma n ufacture rs.

Howeve r, the health cla ims for many of
thes esupple men t shave not been ver ifie d by
rigo rou sscie ntific inve s tig a t ion and the U.S.
Food and Drug Adm inist r ation is not em-
powe red to reg ula te cla ims that vit amin
ma n ufacture rs make in adver tising and pro -
mo tio nal brochure s ex cept for thos e that
accompany the sup ple men t sthemselves on
ret ailers’ shelves.

One of the bet a-carot ene studies, the Phy-
si cia ns’ Health Study, inv olved 22,071 docto rs
randomly assig ned to take 50 mil l igrams of
beta carot ene or a dum my pil l ev ery other
day. The study ende dDec. 31, after 12 years,
with the con clu sio n that bet a-carot ene sup-
plem ents did not protect aga inst cancer or
heart dis ease.

The other study, the Bet a Carotene and
Re tinol Efficacy Trial (or Caret), test e dboth
beta carot ene, in a dos eof 30 mg a day, and
vitamin A, in a daily dos eof 25,000 int e r-

nation a l un its. The 18, 314 par ticipants in
this study took bet a carotene, vit amin A,
both or a placebo. Preli min ary studies had
hint e d that bet a carotene mig ht be especi-
ally effective in preve nting lung canc e rand
all the sub jects in the Caret study were at
high risk becau se they smoke dor had wor k-
ed with asbestos.

The study was halted Jan.10 – 21 mon ths
ahea dof sche dule –  when inv estig a tors con -
cluded not only that the vitamins were not
help ful but als o that they mig ht be harmful.
The rat eof death from lung canc e rwas 28
per cen thigher among the par ticipants who
ha d taken the sup ple men t s than among
thos ewho had taken the placebo and the
rate of death from heart dis ease was 17 per
cent higher. The reason for thes e in cre a-
ses is uncle ar and they were too sma l l to be

consid ere d st atis ti c a l ly sig n ific a n t. But they
we re non etheles swo rriso m e.

To unde rscore the impor tanc eof the find -
ings, Dr. Kla usn er announ ced them at a news
conferen ce, wit hou t wa iting for publication
in a medical jou rnal.

Dr. Kla usn er said that, becaus eof the re-
sult s , re searche rs immediat ely wou ld rem ove
beta carot ene from another study involv ing
40,000 fem ale health profe ssi onals tak ing
beta carot ene, vit amin E and Aspir in.

The Caret study’s directo r, Dr. Gil ber t
Omenn, dean of pub lic health at the Unive r-
sity of Washing t on in Seattle, said its res ult s
we re not proof that bet acarotene is harm-
ful but he stil l was cau tio nar y.

"Thes evitamins were providing no ben -
efit and may – wit h the emphasi son may –
have adverse effects."

Bu t Dr. Dickinson said the new res ult s are
not enoug h to indicate that people shoul d
sto ptaking bet acarotene, especia l ly in lowe r
doses or in mul t ivitamins. Alt hou gh she
acknowledge dthat heavy smoke rs "ou ght to
be aware of the Caret trial and take it into
consid eration," she said "there is stil l a strong

suggestio n" that bet acarotene mig ht be ben e-
ficia l among the popula t ion as a whole.

Study res earche rs dis agre e d.

"The re is absolu t ely no ben efit " in bet a-
carotene supple men t s ,said Dr. Charles Hen -
neken sof Brigham and Women’s Hospi tal in
Bo ston, who was directo r of the Physi cia ns’
He a lth Study. And that finding ,he added, is
"t he big gest disappoi ntmen t of my career".
The two studie s bega n in the early 1980s,
when res earche rs had hig h ho pes that bet a
carotene or vit amin A  mig ht protect aga inst
canc e rand heart dis ease.

The hypot hesis was that thes esubs tanc es
se rve das anti- oxi dants, moppi ng up dange r-
ou schemicals known as fre e radicals that,
althou gh a nor mal produ ct of body fun c-
tion, can damage DNA, lea ding to canc e r,
and can conve rt chole s terol , us u ally ine rt, in-
to a sub stanc ethat can lea dto heart dis ease.

In suppor t of the hypot hesis were epi de-
miol ogi c a l studie s sh owing that people
whos e diet s we re rich in fruit s and vege -
tables, the sou rce of bet acarotene, had les s
canc e rand heart dis ease than people whose
diet swe re not . And studie s fo und that the
mo rebeta carot ene in a person’s ser um, the
lowe r thei r risk of canc e r.

Some scie ntis t sur ged cau tio n at the tim e,
sayi ng that bet acarotene in the ser um sim p-
ly mig ht be a marke r fo r fr uit and vege table
cons umption and that the complex mixture
of chemicals inv olved in this con sumption
might be what promo tes health.

Or it mig ht be that people who ate fruit s
and vege table swe re healthie r to begin wit h:
mo reli kely to exe rci se, les sli kely to smoke
and lean er than those whose idea of a vege -
table is a dol lop of ketchup.

One of those cau tious exper ts, Dr. Victo r
He r ber t, a profe sso r of medicin e at the
Mou nt Sin a i School of Medicin e in New
Yo rk, war ned that the vitamin sup ple men t s
actually cou ld be harmful becau se bet acaro -
tene act sas a pro-oxi dant in some circum-
st anc es.

Bu t the anti- oxi dant craze took on a life
of its own.

"The ent husiasm ran ahea dof the evidenc e,"
said Dr. Daniel Stei nberg, a profe sso r of
me dicin e at the Unive rsity of Califor nia at
Sa n Diego, who studie s anti-oxi dants and
heart dis ease.

No w, giv en the new finding s that bet a-
carotene supple men t sare usele ss or worse,
so m eex per ts are sayi ng that at least the
scie ntific process was brou ght to fruit ion.

‘W i th clearl y no benefit
an d eve na hint of

possib l e harm, I can
see no reaso nthat

an individu a l should
take bet acaro t e n e’.
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"The reality is that scie nce has wor ked
he re," Dr. Henneken ssaid. Despi te people’s
willingn es s to accept les s-than - defin itive
ev idenc e, he said, scie ntis t s push ed ahea d
with careful ly desig ned cli nical trials.

"The maj or mes sage," Dr. Kla usn er said,
"i s that no matt e rhow compelling and ex-
citing a hypot hesis is, we don’t know
whet her it wor ks wit hou tcli nical trials."

Some people hav e cr iti cized the die tar y-

supple men t in du s try for promo ting bet acaro -
tene vig orously wit hou t adequate scie ntific
basis.

"The health -food indust ry is sel ling Ame -
rica a bil l of goods," Dr. Herber tsaid.
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