
Letter to the Editor:  The Pundit Speaks 
By Randolph M. Howes, M.D., Ph.D. 

June 21, 2015 
 

“Brain Supplements:  Do They work? " 
 

New studies are increasingly showing that some supplements result in liver 

damage and death.  Shockingly, dietary supplements do not undergo adequate safety 

testing or quality control of their ingredients and it has grown into a $32 billion 

annual business.  About half of Americans use one or more of the 55,000 available 

dietary supplements.  Senator Claire McCaskill is currently probing retailers and 

online companies about sales of dubious dietary supplements, especially those 

promising seniors protection from memory loss, dementia and other age-related 

problems.  Products such as "Brain Awake," ''Dementia Drops" and "Food for the 

Brain," which claim to ease "forms of dementia such as Alzheimer's disease" are 

being investigated.  McCaskill sent inquiries to 15 companies this week, which 

included Wal-Mart, Target Corp., Amazon, Google and Walgreen's.  McCaskill is 

the ranking member on the Senate Aging Committee, which frequently investigates 

health scams targeting older Americans and she said, "Frankly, I think there's a 

special place in hell for someone who markets a product and says it will cure 

Alzheimer's.  And that's essentially what these scammers are doing and they've had 

assistance in that."  The dietary supplement industry has been plagued by 

questionable advertising, marketing and manufacturing practices. Supplements have 

never been subject to the same Food and Drug Administration regulations as 

prescription and over-the-counter drugs, which must be reviewed as safe and 

effective before being sold in the U.S.  Earlier this year, 14 state attorneys general 

asked Congress to investigate the herbal supplement industry and found that some 

store-brand supplements have none of the ingredients listed on their labels.  

McCaskill's probe focuses specifically on supplements claiming to help seniors who 

are concerned about dementia.  Dementia refers to a loss of brain function that 

interferes with daily living and is beyond what can be attributed to normal aging and 

Alzheimer's disease falls under this heading.  Coenzyme Q10 studies, also known as 

ubiquinone, do not support the idea that CoQ10 supplementation can 

prevent dementia or protect the aging brain or increase the lifespan.  Fish oil is 

another product currently being pushed to curtail dementia but the Cochrane 

Collaboration study concluded that fish oil pills fail to prevent or treat cognitive 

decline. A JAMA systematic review of 20 studies reported that neither eating extra 

helpings of fish nor taking fish oil supplements reduces the risk of stroke, heart 

attack or death.  

 

In the America that I love, we will be circumspect of ads with miraculous 

promises for dietary supplements.  I have written extensively on these subjects and if 

interested, please check out my books entitled, Anti-aging Anti-oxidant Scams; 

Alzheimer’s Disease: Forget Antioxidants and Supplements; FISH OIL (Omega3 

fatty acids): Facts, Fantasies & Failures; and Blueberry, Tomato & CoQ10 

Antioxidants, which are available online at www.amazon.com.  
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