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Core tip

Recent researches indicate an increased interest among people and researchers for the use of
antioxidant supplements beside or in place of other treatments. In some cases, these drugs are
useful, but there are some evidences of ineffective or even harmful aspects of these supplements.
Being aware of the efficacy and side effects of these drugs are very important for administrators.

Introduction

In the past, infectious diseases were the
major causes of mortality among the hu-
man population. Now, improvement of
medical sciences and recognition of useful
broad-spectrum antibiotics, along with the
promotion of personal and global hygiene
reduce the risk of these diseases and deaths
caused by them.

The modern sedentary lifestyle and easy
access to variety of unhealthy food sources
have brought chronic diseases for people.
A low-grade inflammation and increasing
the level of oxidative stress in body are the
major causes of such diseases (1). Increasing
prevalence of problems such as cardiovas-
cular diseases, diabetes and cancers are the
most important health concerns that ded-
icate a great deal of therapeutic expenses
for governments and people throughout the
world (2).

Nowadays, people are more involved in their
health than before. Recent researches show
that an increasing interest is growing among
people and researchers through the use of
antioxidant supplements beside or in place
of other treatments (3). Beta-carotene, vi-
tamin A, C, E, and supplements containing
polyphenols and other phytochemicals, are
widely used in order to improve health status
or as anti-aging drugs (4).

In some cases, these drugs have been useful,
but there are some evidences of ineffective or
even harmful aspects of these supplements.
Bjelakovic et al evaluated the beneficial ef-
fects of these drugs via a systematic review
(5). They not only did not demonstrate ra-
tional evidence in this regard, but also found
that beta-carotene, vitamins A and E may in-
crease mortality. Carotenoids are widely nat-

ural herbal antioxidants which are belonged
to the large classes of terpenoids. They are
also known as the precursors of vitamin A.
Researches showed that carotenoids can in-
terfere with the activity of membrane trans-
porters and therefor may interact with drugs
or anti-cancer treatments. In addition, vita-
mins A and E as fat soluble vitamins can ac-
cumulate in the body and cause toxicity and
disease.

Flavonoids, the secondary plant metabolites,
are natural polyphenols and best known as
different color pigments (yellow, orange, red
and dark violet). They are found in vegeta-
bles and are important for the plant physi-
ology, growth, development and defense
mechanisms. Several studies have demon-
strated the health benefits of these metab-
olites and their preventive effects against
cell damage and DNA destruction (6). The
bioavailability of flavonoids is influenced by
the health condition of the digestive system,
the inter-individual differences due to the
microbial flora and digestive enzymes. The
food ingredients (e.g. dietary fiber, divalent
minerals, and protein-rich meals, dietary
lipids and carbohydrates, etc.) are also im-
portant. The most important role discussed
for flavonoids is their antioxidative activi-
ty (7). However, under certain conditions,
they (like many other antioxidants) can
act as pro-oxidants, for example in systems
containing redox-active metals (copper and
iron).

The marketing of these drugs and the general
population trend to anti-aging supplements
and procedures is going to be increased.
These supplements are also produced in var-
ious forms with an elegant color and pack-
aging by pharmaceutical companies. In ad-
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dition, physicians are sometimes under pressure by their
patients to prescribe these supplements. However, it is
worth noting that at least in our country, natural foods like
whole grains, fruits and vegetables are considered as safe,
good, and non-expensive sources of these components
which provide more additional benefits for consumers (8).
Evidence suggests that unlike the increased consumption
of refined and processed foods, the use of natural foods
has been decreased compared to the past. Although in
some situation prescription of antioxidants seems inevita-
ble, trying to inform people about proper nutrition and life
style modification is considered very important for pre-
vention of chronic diseases (9). Being aware of the efficacy
and side effects of these products are very important for
administrators. It is also important to put reasonable legal
rules for their prescription in order to avoid adverse effects
as well as wasteful drug administration.

Conclusion

Antioxidants are useful components of natural foods. Peo-
ple can obtain them by eating variety of foods like colorful
fruits, vegetables, and whole grains. Antioxidants protect
cells and their organelles from detrimental effects of free
radicals and oxidative agents. Sometimes consumption of
natural antioxidant agents is not enough to control the ox-
idative stress in the body and it is necessary to prescribe
antioxidants as supplements. It is logical that these situa-
tions were recognized by physicians to avoid drug abuse.
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