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Some people regularly consume vitamin supplements in hopes of 
reducing their risk of cancer. This can be a dangerous strategy 
since these supplements are completely ineffective and some of 
them can even increase the risk of this disease.   

Over the past few years, research studies have clearly 
established that ample consumption of plant-based food is 
associated with an important reduction in the risk of being affected 
by several types of cancers. Plants are an abundant source of 
phytochemical compounds, vitamins, antioxidants and fibre which, 
collectively, create an environment that is inhospitable for cancer 
cells and keeps them in a latent, non-dangerous state. 

NO EFFECT 

Rather than modify eating habits to place more emphasis on fruits 
and vegetables, some people have instead sought to obtain the 
benefits of these foods by consuming vitamins and antioxidants in 
the form of supplements. This idea can seem very attractive at first 
sight, but it does not correspond at all to scientific reality; an 
impressive number of studies have effectively shown without any 
doubt that the array of supplements which have been proposed 
have no positive effects on health, whether by influencing cancer, 
cardiovascular disease or life expectancy. Not only are these 
supplements not effective, but several studies have shown that 
consumption of some of them could even be bad for the health. 
Amongst these, vitamin E seems particularly noxious, because 
these supplements provoke a marked increase in the risk of lung 
cancer (in smokers) and a highly significant risk of premature 
death. 

INCREASE 

Prostate cancer is a good example of the dangers associated with 
vitamin E supplements.  In 2001, large-scale clinical studies were 
performed to determine whether administration of selenium 
supplements (0.2 mg daily) and vitamin E (400 IU daily) could 
reduce the incidence of prostate cancer. These tests were, however, 
interrupted before the scheduled end because the selenium was 
showing no protective effect and the men treated with vitamin E 
exhibited a risk of prostate cancer that had increased by 17%(1). 

To better understand this phenomenon, scientists have examined 
whether the increased risk of cancer could be tied to the quantity of 
selenium naturally present in men. They observed that, for people 
with low levels of this trace element, taking supplements of 
vitamin E dramatically increased (63%) the risk of prostate cancer, 
this increase reaching 111% for the most aggressive forms of this 
disease(2). They also found that selenium supplements had no 
protective effect for men who exhibited a deficiency of this 
element and that the supplements became toxic for men who  

 

 

 

 

possessed elevated levels of selenium, with a 91% increase in the 
risk of cancer. In other words, there is no benefit associated with 
taking supplements of selenium and vitamin E and these products 
could even promote prostate cancer in a significant proportion of 
men. 

EQUILIBRIUM 

 These observations add to a long list of recent studies which have 
unequivocally shown that supplements do not prevent cancer. The 
massive doses of vitamins or antioxidants can paradoxically favor 
the development of this disease by interfering with the normal 
functioning of the organism, notably the systems involved in the 
elimination of new tumors. These supplements are thus products 
which lack any use, which can even sometimes turn out to be 
dangerous, and which we should strongly advise against.   

(1) Klein EA et al. Vitamin E and the risk of prostate 
cancer: the Selenium and Vitamin E Cancer Prevention 
Trial (SELECT). JAMA 2011; 306(14):1549-1556. 

(2) Kristal AR et al. Baseline selenium status and effects of 
selenium and vitamin E supplementation on prostate 
cancer risk. J Natl Cancer Inst. Published on line 
February 22, 2014. 
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