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Summit County is one of the most health-conscious areas of the country.  Most of us are aware that eating right and exercising regularly in the fresh, clean mountain air keep us healthy and strong.  But what else can we do to maintain optimal health and prevent development of acute and chronic disease?  A good, quality multivitamin may be one of the best health insurance policies available.

Vitamins, one of the micronutrients, are organic (carbon containing) substances produced by plants and animals.  Minerals, the other micronutrient, are the inorganic elements that remain as ash when plant or animal tissue burn or decompose.  Minerals come from the earth and eventually return to the earth.  Most vitamins cannot be manufactured in our bodies, so we must ingest them.  A group of 17 minerals are considered “essential”, meaning that they must also be consumed.  We obtain vitamins and minerals from our food.  However, even with a well-rounded diet of sufficient macronutrients (proteins, carbohydrates and fats) many people are deficient in the micronutrients. Our soils, compromised by current agricultural practices, produce foods lacking in nutrients.  Modern methods of food processing and refining often lead to nutrient loss.  Nutritional deficiencies are surprisingly prevalent in the American diet.  These deficiencies can lead to a variety of both specific nutritional disorders and general health problems.  Insufficient levels of magnesium, for example, may lead to muscle spasm, high blood pressure, irregular heartbeats, headaches and insomnia.  Inadequate intake of vitamin B-12 can cause a form of anemia, called pernicious anemia.  Most of us are familiar with the fact that a deficiency of calcium can lead to osteoporosis.  But you may not realize that other micronutrients, such as vitamin D, folic acid, vitamin K, magnesium, manganese, copper, zinc and vitamin C, also play parts in bone development and maintenance.   A daily supplement of vitamins and minerals can prevent “dis-ease” resulting from common micronutrient deficiencies.
What should you look for when choosing a multivitamin and mineral supplement?  Like many things in life, “you get what you pay for”.  The inexpensive one-tablet-a-day products may help your pocketbook, but do less for your health.  The tablet form of supplementation is often hard-shelled and therefore more difficult for your body to digest.  Tablets are more convenient and have a longer shelf life, but they usually contain fillers, binders or coating to keep them more stable, but less easily broken down in the system.  Some high quality tablets, however, do not contain such substances and are more easily digestible.  Capsules, which contain powdered formulas, are generally more easily digested and absorbed.  Bulk powdered vitamins have the same advantages and are helpful for people who have weak digestion or trouble swallowing pills.  Liquid vitamins, convenient for children, are also easily digested and absorbed, but may contain artificial sweeteners or colors.  One simple way to tell whether your multivitamin is being sufficiently absorbed into the blood stream, is to watch your urine.  The absorption of B vitamins should cause the urine to temporarily flow fluorescent yellow.  You may also notice some nausea if these high quality vitamins are taken on an empty stomach.

Synthetic vitamins are synthesized in the laboratory, rather than being extracted from natural sources.  Although they are able to perform the same reactions in the body, many people, especially those sensitive to chemicals, do not tolerate them as well.  Vitamins are considered “natural” when extracted exclusively from food sources, such as vegetables, yeast, liver, soy, rosehips and alfalfa.  Often these supplements include other enzymes, catalysts or minerals to aid in the body’s assimilation of the vitamins.  The concentration of vitamins in natural supplements is not usually very high, so synthetic vitamins may be added to create a higher dose supplement.  This also explains why some natural vitamins are the “horse-pills” that require four, five or six capsule/tablet dosages.

In general, minerals are absorbed less easily than vitamins.  Many of the minerals compete with each other for absorption, so a large dose of a single mineral may cause deficiencies of others.  Individual mineral supplements should, therefore, usually be “backed up” by a multiple mineral supplement.  In addition, minerals are available to the body in a wide variety of forms, making mineral selection even more complex.  Different forms are more easily absorbed and better tolerated in different individuals.  Ferrous sulfate, for example, is a form of iron that often leads to constipation, while iron citrate or iron picolinate may be better tolerated.

The United States Dietary Reference Intakes (DRI) Committee has established a recommended dietary allowance (RDA) for the vitamins and minerals.  These doses are set minimally, in order to prevent blatant malnutrition in the average sized person “most of the time.”  But these low doses may not be sufficient for everyone, depending on size, metabolism, stress levels, vitality and individual constitution.  Quality supplements have much higher doses of most vitamins and minerals for more optimal health and chronic disease prevention.

Vitamins and minerals have important functions in the body.  They are essential for growth, vitality and health, and aid in digestion, elimination and resistance to disease.  Vitamins act as coenzymes, working along with specific enzymes to complete a variety of metabolic reactions and biochemical mechanisms.  Minerals, such as calcium, phosphorus and iron, make up 4-5 percent of our body weight and are present in bone, tissue protein, enzymes, blood and even some vitamins.  Electrolyte minerals, such as sodium, potassium and chloride, help regulate the fluid and acid-base balance or our bodies.  Some minerals also act as enzyme catalysts, and others aid in nerve transmission, muscle contraction and cell permeability.  The specific functions of vitamins and minerals are so extensive that a comprehensive list would fill a textbook. 
Although vitamins and minerals are an essential requirement for optimal health, some of the substances can be toxic if overdosed.  Iron, for example, is necessary for the formation of red blood cells, but excess iron accumulates in organs, like the lungs, kidneys and liver, and can cause tissue damage.  Sometimes, however, symptoms or ailments arise that require high therapeutic doses of vitamins or minerals for treatment.  These situations should be handled on a case-by-case basis, working with a naturopathic physician, nutritionist or other qualified health practitioner in order to avoid toxic overload.  

Supplementation is not meant to replace a healthy, well-rounded diet.  The ideal way to obtain nutrients is through quality whole foods.  However, a good broad-spectrum multiple vitamin and mineral supplement does offer maintenance doses of micronutrients to prevent deficiencies resulting from inadequate diet or poor food quality.  
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