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Letter to the editor:  The Pundit Speaks 
By Randolph M. Howes, M.D., Ph.D. 
May 22, 2011 

 
"Selenium Supplementation Is On Its Way Out" 
 
Tens of millions of Americans take dietary supplements on a daily basis and the industry is approaching a 
$27 billion annual income, but the craze is dying down rapidly.  And, the more of the supplements we 
scientifically test, the more we find that most are neither effective nor safe.  Selenium is a trace element 
and only small amounts are needed in our diet.  Since it functions as an antioxidant, it was pushed by 
strong marketing forces, along with other dangerous and ineffective antioxidants.  We repeatedly find that 
a balanced nutritious diet containing fresh fruits and vegetables is, by far, our best way to maintain a 
healthful condition.  Synthetic supplements do not have the same beneficial effects.  In general, in 
America, our diets do not need supplementation, as it might in developing countries or in the presence of a 
known deficiency.  Selenium is becoming an example of the dangers of supplementation.  Part of the 
Nutritional Prevention of Cancer trial compared the risk of diabetes in 1,200 individuals who received 
either selenium or a placebo (dummy pill). The results were not good news for selenium supplementation, 
showing that after more than seven and a half years, those taking the selenium had a 2.7-fold increased 
risk of developing type 2 diabetes.  Actually, at one time, selenium was promoted as being helpful for type 
2 diabetes, even though most people in the U.S. get adequate selenium in their daily diets.  However, 
controversial health guru, Dr. Andrew Weil still takes daily selenium as part of his antioxidant formula 
and continues to recommend and sell it.  Too much selenium (toxicity) can result in "selenosis," 
characterized by loss of hair, loss of energy and nerve damage.  Also, a recent study suggests that high 
intake of selenium increases the risk of developing glaucoma.  In 2011, the Cochrane group analyzed 55 
studies that included over one million people and found no proof that selenium was protective against skin 
or prostate cancer.  Investigators said, "We could find no evidence to recommend regular intake of 
selenium supplements for cancer prevention in people whether or not they already have enough selenium."  
Experts say there is now enough evidence to confidently rule out selenium as a cancer preventative 
therapy.  A senior health information officer at Cancer Research UK, said, "We know from many large 
studies that vitamin and mineral supplements, far from being potent cancer-fighters, are mostly ineffective 
in protecting against cancer, and can even increase the risk of cancer in some cases." 
 
In the America that I love, we will stick to the balanced diet approach to maintain our health and not rely 
on ineffective and dangerous "magic pills," including multivitamins.  We have been duped too long.  Be 
smart.  Be safe.    
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