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In the Chapter Mystery, you learned how evidence of illegal drug use can be found by testing a person’s urine. In this activity, you’ll learn about other substances that athletes should possibly be tested for.

CHAPTER
MYSTERY
THE TELLTALE SAMPLE

21st Century Learning
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Dietary Supplements
Some athletic organizations test competing athletes for illegal drug use. Dietary supplements, on the other hand, are not tested for by most athletic organizations, because they are legal. But since many supplements claim to improve health or boost physical performance, should they be included in athletes’ drug tests as well? Are dietary supplements even safe or effective? The following Web page presents one view on supplements.

	SportsMedForum > Home > Fitness > Dietary Supplements

	Dietary Supplements: Helpful or Hazardous? 

	Do you agree with the following two statements about the safety and effectiveness of dietary supplements?
“If it weren’t safe, they wouldn’t be allowed to sell it.” 
“They can’t claim it in their ad if it’s not true.”
The fact is, both statements are false an awful lot of the time. Neither statement is true, for instance, when you see an ad for a dietary supplement claiming that it will help you lose weight, build muscles, or be happier. Why?
Here’s the thing. Before a drug—defined as any substances intended for use in the diagnosis, cure, mitigation, treatment, or prevention of disease—can be sold in this country, the manufacturer has to prove to the Food and Drug Administration that the drug is safe and effective. If it doesn’t, the FDA won’t approve the drug. But dietary supplements are not drugs, and so the rules are different.
Manufacturers are not allowed to sell dietary supplements—defined as substances that are added to a person’s diet, but don’t have proven disease-treating effects—that are unsafe and/or ineffective. However, the manufacturers don’t have to prove to anyone that their product actually is safe and effective. The FDA can only ban a product if it performs its own tests to prove that the product is dangerous or fraudulent. Needless to say, the FDA can’t afford to test all of the roughly 29,000 supplements on the market. This means unsafe and ineffective supplements may slip by.
The FDA does have rules about what a manufacturer can claim, but these rules are very easy to get around. For example, product labels are not allowed to include any “false or misleading claims.” But is anybody going to test the claims to see if they are false or misleading? No. Manufacturers can’t claim that a supplement will “treat, mitigate, or cure a disease,” a label reserved for drugs. So they can’t say a product will treat high blood pressure but to get around it, they can say it will “promote blood-vessel health.” They can’t say a supplement will treat depression, but they can say it will “promote a feeling of well-being.”
And then there’s the phrase I hate the most—“all natural.” In how many ads does someone say, “It’s all natural, so you know it’s safe”? Oh yeah? Poison ivy is “natural,” but I wouldn’t eat it. Foxglove is “natural,” but if you eat it, be prepared for nausea, diarrhea, vomiting, irregular heartbeat, convulsions, and maybe death. Monkshood is “natural,” but you can die if you handle it, never mind ingest it.
As always, friends, don’t believe everything you read. Even here.
Murray Gelb, D. Jur,. is a practicing attorney.
This column is for entertainment only. Nothing in it should be construed as legal advice. 
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21st Century Themes	Science and Economic Literacy, Science and Health Literacy
1. What is the difference between a drug and a dietary supplement?
	
	
	
2. What are two FDA rules about labeling on packages of dietary supplements?
	
	
3. An ad for a dietary supplement says a product builds muscle mass and improves athletic performance. Why should you approach such claims with skepticism? Explain your answer.
	
	
4. A dietary supplement’s label has the phrase “all natural.” Can you assume that the product is safe? Explain your answer. 
	
	
	
5. If a product label says it will “treat and prevent heartburn and acid indigestion,” what does that tell you about the product? 
	
	

21st Century Skills	Race for a Cause
The skills used in this activity include information and media literacy, communication skills, creativity and intellectual curiosity, and social responsibility.
Go to a local mall, pharmacy, or health food store and look for products taken to improve one’s health or well-being that are not FDA-approved. Read the labels. Look at any advertising you see nearby—signs, brochures, pamphlets, and so on. Look at the wording that is used, and how things are phrased.


Write a short essay about these products, giving your opinion on what the products most likely can and cannot do.
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