Are Naturopaths Targeting Health Food Stores?

© By Peter Chowka

(August 15, 2003) On August 6, prominent feature articles with compelling headlines began appearing in major publications all over North America and abroad. Some examples include 

The Los Angeles Times: "Clerks who sell supplements often recommend unproven treatments, research shows." Toronto Globe and Mail: "Health food stores could do more harm than good: study." Yahoo News (Reuters): "Health Stores Often Give Bad Cancer Advice." The Canadian Broadcasting Corporation: "Many health food stores dispensing questionable advice to breast cancer patients: study." The Telegraph (London): "Health food cancer warning."

Incredibly, it was not an anti-alternative medicine group like the National Council Against Health Fraud or the so-called quackbusters that conducted the study in question and that was behind this story. Instead, it was the Canadian College of Naturopathic Medicine (CCNM). The CCNM is one of five accredited or candidate for accreditation ("pre accredited") schools in North America (four in the U.S., one in Canada) that educates and trains licensed and licensable naturopathic physicians (NDs) - respected experts in the clinical practice of natural healing.

Until recently, health food stores, which sell nutritional and herbal supplements retail to the public, and naturopaths have been traditional allies with a shared interest in providing consumers with viable natural alternatives to mainstream medicine including nutritional supplements (vitamins and herbs). One recent example of this alliance was the significant role played by Rae Howard, at the time (1996) president of the National Nutritional Foods Association (NNFA), a leading supplement industry trade group, in helping to advance the licensing of NDs in Utah. For decades, health food stores throughout the U.S. have been sources of information about and referrals to NDs, who in turn often sent their patients to health food stores for supplements and whole foods.

More than a decade ago, however, a major split in the world of naturopathic medicine began to open - and the results of this rift may have influenced how health food stores are now regarded by some of the naturopathic powers-that-be. On one side of the naturopathic divide is the group of NDs that is anxious for official acceptance by the health care mainstream and is actively participating in the "integration" of naturopathy with the dominant, conventional allopathic medical system. These licensed or "licensable" naturopaths, who call themselves "naturopathic physicians," include the administration and faculty of the five post-graduate schools (like CCNM in Canada and Bastyr University in Washington state), the American Association of Naturopathic Physicians (AANP), various state associations, the Council on Naturopathic Medical Education (CNME) - the accrediting body of official ND schools, and several thousand NDs who graduated from one of the five schools. These players all support things like lobbying for state licensing for NDs (with the "naturopathic physician" title reserved for graduates of one of the five schools) and taking large amounts of money from the federal government to conduct research.

Lined up on the other side of the issue is the vastly larger group of naturopaths, sometimes called "traditional" naturopaths. They are often called the "unlicensables" by the licensed or licensable NDs. The educational backgrounds of these naturopaths vary widely, as does their clinical experience. Some have only mail order diplomas, while others have recognized degrees and extensive experience and lengthy apprenticeships in various healing modalities. One of their organizations is the American Naturopathic Medical Association (ANMA). Most of the individuals in this group are considerably less enthused about forming alliances with allopathic medicine. 

Lawsuits between the two naturopathic camps have been prolific. But until recently, with no new states licensed since 1996 and new licensing campaigns seemingly stalled, the battle seemed like a stalemate.

Earlier this summer, though, it was suddenly reported that the licensing of NDs in California, the nation's largest state, appeared to be imminent. This highest of high profile licensing efforts clearly serves the interests of the official naturopaths and is expected to have a positive ripple effect in the three dozen states that are still unlicensed. Meanwhile, official NDs continue to use their influence to get their representatives appointed to major government medical panels and secure federal grants to the U.S. naturopathic schools that are worth millions of dollars. Recently, Ron Hoffman, MD, the president of the American College for Advancement in Medicine, announced that naturopaths will now be invited to join ACAM, which previously had been limited to MDs and DOs.

In short, the licensed/licensable naturopaths are being embraced by, and appear to be increasingly mimicking, the mainstream.

And once again these days, the mainstream is targeting the nutritional supplement industry and the front lines of that industry, the retail marketing of supplements in health food stores. On July 23 and July 24, the 
Energy and Commerce Committee held two days of congressional hearings on the purported dangers of a nutritional supplement ingredient, ephedra, and on problems with the supplement industry in general. Many of the people who testified, and even Secretary of Health and Human Services Tommy Thompson, said that they support a revision of current law and tougher new regulation of the supplement industry (herbs, vitamins, amino acids, and so on) by the Food and Drug Administration (FDA).

Legislation has been introduced in Congress that would essentially overturn the Dietary Supplement Health and Education Act (DSHEA), the 1994 law that restrained the FDA from over regulating supplements.

Some licensed/licensable naturopaths have always been wary of health food stores. And as they gain more recognition and legitimacy, the licensed naturopaths appear to be lumping health food store employees in the same no-no category as "unlicensable" (as they call them) naturopaths. Six years ago, one naturopath told me, "When I see a patient and I make a recommendation for a specific nutrient or botanical, I do not want to send them down the street to the local health food store, where they might get: A) a less-potent or potentially allergenic product, B) the wrong product, or C) talked out of my therapy and into another by someone who probably has no medical background or training."

This attitude will presumably be reinforced and reflected more widely in the licensed/licensable naturopathic community now, in light of the publication of the CCNM study.

Many licensed naturopaths have always viewed their training as equivalent if not superior to not only health food store employees but to other medical professions, as well. As Jared Zeff, ND, LAc, former academic dean of the National College of Naturopathic Medicine in Portland, OR commented in 1996: 

"Essentially, naturopathic medical training is similar to conventional medical training. The first two years are virtually the same as any medical school: anatomy, physiology, microbiology, biochemistry, etc. They are taught at the same level as any other medical school. If you look at the number of hours in our classroom situation, you'll find in most cases the number of hours we spend exceeds most medical schools. We are required fifteen hundred hours of clinical education as a minimum to graduate from the school. This is under the supervision of naturopathic doctors." 

Or as Konrad Kail, ND, past president of the AANP and a member of several prominent National Institutes of Health advisory panels, commented, "Naturopaths are the only physicians who have primary skills in health/risk analysis and disease prevention."

 

The CCNM Study

The new study that is garnering so much media attention is titled " Health Food Store Recommendations: Implications for Breast Cancer Patients." The lead author is Edward Mills, DPH, MSc (Cand.), the director of research at CCNM. It was published in the journal Breast Cancer Research, Vol. 5 No. 6.

The subject of the study (health food stores and supplements), its conclusions, and the fact that it involves cancer guaranteed that it would receive prominent play in the media. Both Mills and Fraser Smith, ND, dean of the naturopathic program at CCNM, have appeared in the media to promote the study, its conclusions, and its recommendations.

According to a news release put out by the journal that published it, the article reports that "Patients with breast cancer may be put at risk if they follow misleading advice from health food store employees. Research published this week in Breast Cancer Research shows that store assistants often recommend products with no proven benefit, that are also expensive and potentially harmful.

"Edward Mills from the Canadian College of Naturopathic Medicine carried out the research with colleagues from University of Toronto and University of Exeter. The aim was to find out what advice health food store employees give people who seek alternative treatment options for breast cancer. The researchers found that, 'health food stores are recommending a variety of products, [...] none of which are supported by sufficient evidence of efficacy'."

The methodology of the study involved sending eight "data gatherers" to individually enter 34 health food stores in a Canadian city, posing as customers who were the sons or daughters of a mother with cancer. They engaged health food store employees in a discussion of nutritional supplements, "ask[ing] what the employee recommended for this condition."

The results: "33 different products were recommended, none of which was supported by evidence of effectiveness. 23 employees (68%) did not ask whether the patient was taking prescribed medication. Only three employees (8.8%) discussed the adverse effects of the products and only eight employees (23.5%) pointed out that the products might interact with prescribed drugs. Two employees suggested that the products may cure the breast cancer, and one counseled to cease conventional treatment with Tamoxifen because it was 'poisonous'."

The authors' conclusions in the study should particularly interest if not alarm people who own, work at, or shop at health food stores: "Governing bodies should consider health food stores as commonly utilized, yet unregulated, sections of the health care system. . .Regulators need to consider regulations to better protect vulnerable patients from incurring significant costs due to their purchasing of natural health food products lacking evidence of benefit and of questionable safety."

All of the media reporting on the study noted the authors' advocacy of more stringent government regulation of health food stores. (Although the study was done in Canada, a majority of the reporting about it has appeared in the U.S. media, with the implication that the situation in Canada is applicable elsewhere.)

A remarkably similar study was published with much fanfare by the American Medical Association's now defunct journal, Archives of Family Medicine, in August 2000. In that study, " Health Food Store Recommendations for Breast Cancer Patients," 40 health food stores in Hawaii were visited in 1998. "Data were collected by an undergraduate research assistant with experience in psychosocial oncology research (DD) under supervision of the first author. She presented herself as the daughter of a breast cancer patient and told health store personnel that she was looking for cancer products for her mother."

Although the Archives study was also critical of health food stores, significantly, it did not, unlike the CCNM study, call for increased government regulation. 

An initial review of the CCNM study raises some questions, not least about the extremely small, random sample of the health food stores that were surveyed and the subjective nature of the "data gatherers'" performance and reporting methods. In particular, the blanket conclusion that "These stores are recommending a variety of products, none of which is supported by evidence of benefit" seems open to serious challenge.

Among the products mentioned in the study that the authors conclude is not "supported by evidence of benefit" is vitamin C. But evidence that vitamin C has benefit in cancer treatment is actually abundant. One recent article published in a peer-reviewed journal summarizes a lot of the evidence: "Ascorbic acid in the prevention and treatment of cancer" (Altern Med Rev. 1998 Jun;3(3):174-86. Review).

A search of keywords "vitamin C" and "cancer" at the government's PubMed, which provides access to over 12 million MEDLINE citations, links to 2206 references in the scientific literature. A search of "ascorbic acid" and "cancer" yields 2052 hits.

Among its references, the CCNM study cites several articles (including "Poor advice plus double talk: a probe of 'health food' stores in Central Ohio") published in Nutrition Forum, a newsletter published by self-described quackbuster and noted critic of alternative medicine Stephen Barrett, MD. Nutrition Forum is not indexed on MEDLINE. Meanwhile, a publication that is indexed on MEDLINE, Alternative Medicine Review, which published the vitamin C (ascorbic acid) and cancer article noted above, is not referenced in the CCNM study.

The only response to date to the CCNM study by the supplement industry that could be found is a short news release titled "'Tiny' Study Unfairly Depicts Health Food Stores," dated August 7, by the Canadian Health Food Association in Toronto.

