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Herbal supplements have become a rapidly growing market. The elderly population has become attracted to herbals due to the increased cost of prescription medications and concerns of harm to their body. People are seeking herbals as a “natural alternative.”

Basic definitions
Herbal supplements are part of a broad category determined by the FDA as dietary supplements. The FDA states that dietary supplements are a “product taken by mouth that contains a ‘dietary ingredient’ intended to supplement the diet.” A dietary ingredient includes vitamins, minerals, herbals, and many other substances. Herbal supplements are defined as a product developed from a plant that does not have woody stems above ground. Herbs are commonly used for their fragrant aroma, for flavoring as well as for medicinal purposes. 

Background of herbal supplements in America

In 2002, a national survey was conducted in the U.S.  An estimated  12.9% of U.S. elderly patients used an herbal supplement within the past 12 months. Studies have also found that more women than men use herbal supplements. This number of users is expected to increase because of a more educated elderly population and the availability of resources such as the internet. 

Many consumers assume that if a product is on the market the government is regulating it and they can trust that it is safe and effective. Unfortunately this is not completely true. Unlike prescription medications that go through a rigorous safety and effectiveness evaluation by the Food and Drug Administration (FDA), herbal supplements have no such evaluation. The safety and effectiveness is left up to the manufacturer. Once the product is on the market the FDA may investigate the safety and any claims that the manufacturer makes. The claims stated on labeling are also left up to the manufacturer. They are responsible for ensuring that all statements are true and not misleading. The Federal Trade Commission (FTC) is charge of regulating any advertising that the manufacturer produces. 

Since the government doesn’t set a standard for herbal supplements, the United States Pharmacopeia (USP), a world-renowned organization known for their standards of medicine and supplements, has stepped in and created standards. Manufacturers may voluntarily submit their supplement to the USP to verify that: 1) the label accurately states all the ingredients in the correct amount, 2) the supplement does not contain harmful levels of contaminants, 3) the supplement will break down and release its ingredients in the body, 4) good manufacturing practices were used. 

Why are herbals popular?

A big reason is the cost. Prescription drug costs are unbearable for most elderly patients. Herbals are in general a cheap alternative.  Another reason is the search for a natural alternative. Not all herbal products are truly natural due to the added ingredients and fillers from the manufacturers. Some manufacturers use the word “natural” as a marketing technique. To avoid this contamination, some choose to grow their own herbs and make tinctures and teas. This is dangerous because each dose could vary.

Some choose to use herbs to prevent or treat conditions. It is important to find out if the herbal you want to take is actually indicated for a specific use. For example, you may be taking a supplement to prevent a cold when it actually can’t prevent a cold but it can treat the cold and shorten the duration of the cold. Other may choose to treat a condition with an herb and stop taking their prescription medicine; the herb in this case may only be indicated for prevention of the condition and cannot treat it. Still others choose to take herbal supplements because of tradition or “word of mouth.” The danger of this is that while your friend may mean well, they may not have all the information on the supplement or the supplement may not even work for you. So you could be just throwing your money away or worse if you didn’t get all the information, purchase the wrong product and harm yourself. 

Why are the elderly at a higher risk?
Herbals also have a large number of side effects and drug interaction, some that are unknown. The elderly are especially at risk because many take multiple medications. The liver and kidney functions begin to slow as you grow older so side effects may last longer. Dizziness and drowsiness are two side effects that are sometimes increased in elderly patients which puts them at risk for falls.

If herbal supplements aren’t standardized or sold from a reputable company you can’t guarantee what you are getting. Many elderly fall prey to TV or internet ads and are essentially throwing their money away. The biggest risk is when a supplement contains harmful, not just ineffective substances. 

Some commonly used herbals
· Saw palmetto – a good option for mild/moderate symptoms of benign prostate hyperplasia (BPH). Do not take in addition to prescription BPH medications. Use caution if taking anticoagulant/antiplatelet drugs (“blood thinning” drugs) because of increased risk of bleeding. Stop taking this 2 weeks prior to surgery.

· Black cohosh – may be effective for menopause symptoms including hot flashes. It is a cheaper option than prescription hormone medications. It has the potential for many drug interactions so talk to your doctor or pharmacist before taking this.

· Echinacea – used to treat colds and not prevent them. Take at the first sign of a cold and continue for 7-10 days. Do not take if you have an allergy to ragweed.

· St. John’s Wort – commonly used for depression. Do not take this if you are on any antidepressants or anticoagulants. Do not give to Alzheimer’s, schizophrenic, or bipolar patients because it may induce psychosis or mania. Check with your doctor or pharmacist first if you are on any medications because of the many drug interactions. 

· Glucosamine/Chondroitin – generally a well-tolerated and seemingly effective supplement for joint pain and osteoarthritis. It may take a few weeks to see the full benefits. Glucosamine may increase blood glucose. Use caution if you are taking anticoagulants as it may increase the risk of bleeding.

· Melatonin – a safe and effective herb to help regulate sleep cycles. Use caution if you are taking anticoagulants as it may increase the risk of bleeding.

· Valerian – it may be effective in helping you fall asleep however it will cause you to have severe body odor. It also has the potential for many drug interactions so talk to your doctor or pharmacist first.

· Fish Oil – good cholesterol-lowering supplement that is safe with minimal side effects. The most notable side effects are a “fishy” burp, nausea, rash, and loose stools. Refrigerate the capsule to reduce burping. Use caution if you are taking anticoagulants as it may increase the risk of bleeding.

· Flaxseed Oil – not as effective as fish oil for cholesterol but is also used as a laxative. Take with plenty of water as it could cause constipation. Use caution if you are taking anticoagulants.

· Ginseng – seems to be safe and somewhat effective at improving cognitive function and improving immune function. Use no more than 3 months. Use caution if you are diabetic or taking anticoagulants.

· Ginkgo – may improve cognitive function. Use caution with anticoagulants, antidepressants, and trazadone.

· Garlic – may lower blood pressure and cholesterol but only if it has an odor. Odorless forms are not effective. Do not take if you are taking anticoagulant medications.

· Kava – do not use this herb for anxiety and stress. It can cause severe liver toxicity.

Counseling points

· Tell your doctor and pharmacist which medications and herbals your are taking

· Do not try to self-medicate conditions as there may be a serious underlying cause. Talk to your doctor if you choose to do so.

· Check to see if the herbal [image: image1.jpg]


supplement actually works for its intended use.

· Look for USP certified products. 

· Stay away from combination herbal products unless you know what each herb is.

· Report any side effects to your doctor as soon as possible.

