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Commentary

The difference between 
drugs and nutritional supplements 1074–5

In the assessments of risk associated with the intake of nutritional supplements we often see that such 
supplements are confused with drugs. In Norway, regulations are in place to ensure that nutritional supp-
lements are safe and reliably marketed. Products in which the content of vitamins and minerals exceeds 
the maximum values defined by the regulations are classified as pharmaceuticals.

Nutritional supplements are intended as 
additions to the diet. The products should 
contain concentrated sources of vitamins, 
minerals or other substances with a nutri-
tional or physiological effect. Nutritional 
supplements are regulated in detail by the 
applicable regulations (Kosttilskuddsfor-
skriften) (1).

High dosages 
must be classified as drugs
The benefits of nutritional supplements are 
a source of constant debate (2, 3). Debates 
have included whether large doses of vita-
mins and minerals in the form of nutritional 
supplements may have undesired health 
effects (4). A much-quoted example is a 
study by Ristow et al. showing that supple-
ments containing 1,000 mg vitamin C and 
267 mg vitamin E can obstruct induction of 
molecular regulators for insulin sensitivity 
and the endogenous antioxidant defence 
during physical exercise (5). The Norwe-

gian regulations define minimum and 
maximum limits for the various vitamins 
and minerals. The maximum limit for 
vitamin C and vitamin E are 200 mg and 30 
mg respectively. According to an overview 
article by Hathcock et al., even higher 
supplements than these are considered safe 
(6). There are few studies available on the 
equivalent doses obtained through foods.

Products containing vitamins in amounts 
that exceed the maximum limit are available 
in Norway, but these are classified as pres-
cription-free drugs and are intended for use 
over a restricted period of time in consultation 
with a doctor for treatment of vitamin defici-
ency. This contrasts with nutritional supple-
ments, which are normally used as additions 
to the diet over a longer period of time.

Sweden has different regulations. These 
define no maximum limits, and their nutri-
tional supplements therefore contain far 
higher doses of nutrients. Outside of 
Europe, for example in the U.S., the daily 
recommended intake may be different from 
the values used in Norway. The discussion 

on the negative effects of nutritional supp-
lements in other countries may therefore 
draw other conclusions than in Norway.

Do we need nutritional 
supplements?
Nutritional supplements contain nutrients 
that can also be ingested through a healthy 
diet. According to the regulations, it is 
illegal to claim or to render the impression 
that a balanced and varied diet in general 
will not provide a sufficient supply of vita-
mins and minerals (1). The Directorate of 
Health has defined the recommended intake 
of various vitamins, minerals and other 
nutrients (7). If the diet does not provide 
these, nutritional supplements can increase 
the body’s level of them, and thereby pre-
vent symptoms of deficiencies.

The Norwegian dietary recommenda-
tions advise people with a very low energy 
intake (< 6.5 MJ/d or < 1 550 kcal/d) to use 
a multivitamin/mineral supplement (8). 

This applies in particular to elderly persons 
who have a small food intake. In addition, 
people of dark complexion and people who 
are little exposed to sunlight should take a 
daily supplement of 10 μg of vitamin D in 
addition to what is ingested through food 
(8). The EU’s food safety authority, EFSA, 
is currently reviewing health claims for the 
various nutrients.

Dishonest suppliers
It is illegal to claim that nutritional supple-
ments can prevent, heal or alleviate 
diseases, symptoms of diseases or pain. 
Such marketing of a nutritional supplement 
entails its classification as a drug. Dishonest 
suppliers who market their products with 
such claims contribute to spreading miscon-
ceptions about nutritional supplements.

There are also examples of producers 
who mix undeclared drugs and/or 
unapproved active substances and herbs into 
their products. The industry is collaborating 
with the Association of Herbal Manufactu-
rers and Retailers to put a stop to these 

actors, but currently there are no appropriate 
schemes that can be used to remove these 
products from the market. Hopefully, the 
publication of the EU regulations for health 
claims will provide more definitive guide-
lines and simplify these efforts. Publication 
of the regulations is expected in late 2012.

Quality variations
Quality assurance and full traceability of 
ingredients are essential to ensure consumer 
safety. In addition, manufacturers of nutri-
tional supplements need a broad knowledge 
of the bio-availability of the active ingre-
dients and their effects to be able to make 
high-quality products. There are major vari-
ations in the body’s uptake and the effect of 
the active ingredients depending on the form 
in which they are supplied. The regulations 
on nutritional supplements have appendices 
that are intended to ensure that the chemical 
compounds used as a source of vitamins and 
minerals are safe and present in a form that 
the body can absorb. I therefore maintain 
that nutritional supplements from reliable 
Norwegian suppliers will not contain doses 
associated with negative health effects, and 
that they therefore constitute an appropriate 
and safe alternative for those who fail to 
ingest the recommended amounts of nutri-
ents by way of their daily diet.

Katja Svennevig
katja@nutraq.com

Katja Svennevig (b. 1970) has a PhD in bioche-
mistry. She was a post-doctoral scholar at the 
Department of Nutrition, University of Oslo, and 
has undertaken studies of issues associated 
with proteoglycans in the context of diabetes, 
cancer and cardio-vascular diseases.
Stated conflicts of interest: The author is 
employed as R&D director of NutraQ, a sup-
plier of ingredients and ready-made nutritional 
supplements, including ingredients used as 
examples in this article.

References
1. FOR 2004–05–20 nr. 755: Forskrift om kosttil-

skudd nr. 755. Oslo: Sosial- og helsedepartemen-
tet, 2004. www.lovdata.no/for/sf/ho/xo-
20040520–0755.html (28.4.2011).

2. Bøhmer T. Kosttilskudd eller ikke? Tidsskr Nor 
Lægeforen 2004; 124: 2798–9.

3. Soni MG, Thurmond TS, Miller ER 3rd et al. Safety 
of vitamins and minerals: controversies and per-
spective. Toxicol Sci 2010; 118: 348–55.

«It is illegal to claim that nutritional supplements 
can prevent, heal or alleviate diseases, 
symptoms of diseases or pain»



COMMENTARY

Tidsskr Nor Legeforen nr. 11, 2011; 131   1075

4. Meltzer HM, Haugen M, Alexander J et al. Vitamin- 
og mineraltilskudd – nødvendig for god helse? 
Tidsskr Nor Lægeforen 2004; 124: 1646–9.

5. Ristow M, Zarse K, Oberbach A et al. Antioxidants 
prevent health-promoting effects of physical exer-
cise in humans. Proc Natl Acad Sci USA 2009; 106: 
8665–70.

6. Hathcock JN, Azzi A, Blumberg J et al. Vitamins E 
and C are safe across a broad range of intakes. Am 
J Clin Nutr 2005; 81: 736–45.

7. Norske anbefalinger for ernæring og fysisk aktivi-
tet. Oslo: Sosial og helsedirektoratet, 2005. 
www.helsedirektoratet.no/vp/multimedia/archive/
00002/IS-1219_2606a.pdf (28.4.2011).

8. Kostråd for å fremme folkehelsen og forebygge 
kroniske sykdommer. Oslo: Sosial og helsedirek-
toratet, 2011. www.helsedirektoratet.no/vp/
multimedia/archive/00322/
Kostr_d_for___fremm_322509a.pdf (28.4.2011).

Received 1 February 2011, first revision submitted 
15 March 2011, approved 28 April 2011. Medical 
editor Mette Sagsveen.



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (Adobe RGB \0501998\051)
  /CalCMYKProfile ()
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.6
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness false
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments true
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages false
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 72
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.19444
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages false
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 72
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.19444
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages false
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 300
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e9ad88d2891cf76845370524d53705237300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc9ad854c18cea76845370524d5370523786557406300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /FRA <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <FEFF9ad854c18cea306a30d730ea30d730ec30b951fa529b7528002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020658766f8306e4f5c6210306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103055308c305f0020005000440046002030d530a130a430eb306f3001004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d3067958b304f30533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020ace0d488c9c80020c2dcd5d80020c778c1c4c5d00020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor prepress-afdrukken van hoge kwaliteit. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /PTB <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents best suited for high-quality prepress printing.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /BleedOffset [
        0
        0
        0
        0
      ]
      /ConvertColors /NoConversion
      /DestinationProfileName (Gloss-Silk-Jan04 U370 K96)
      /DestinationProfileSelector /WorkingCMYK
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /ClipComplexRegions true
        /ConvertStrokesToOutlines false
        /ConvertTextToOutlines false
        /GradientResolution 300
        /LineArtTextResolution 1200
        /PresetName ([High Resolution])
        /PresetSelector /HighResolution
        /RasterVectorBalance 1
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MarksOffset 6
      /MarksWeight 0.250000
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PageMarksFile /RomanDefault
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
    <<
      /AllowImageBreaks true
      /AllowTableBreaks true
      /ExpandPage false
      /HonorBaseURL true
      /HonorRolloverEffect false
      /IgnoreHTMLPageBreaks false
      /IncludeHeaderFooter false
      /MarginOffset [
        0
        0
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetadataAuthor ()
      /MetadataKeywords ()
      /MetadataSubject ()
      /MetadataTitle ()
      /MetricPageSize [
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetricUnit /inch
      /MobileCompatible 0
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (GoLive)
        (8.0)
      ]
      /OpenZoomToHTMLFontSize false
      /PageOrientation /Portrait
      /RemoveBackground false
      /ShrinkContent true
      /TreatColorsAs /MainMonitorColors
      /UseEmbeddedProfiles false
      /UseHTMLTitleAsMetadata true
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


