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21 May 1999

MEMORANDUM FOR  The Leader 

SUBJECT:  Energy Boosters

Are you feeling a little run down?  Do you need an extra boost of energy to improve your workouts?  These days, many people are turning to “all natural” supplements to get that extra kick of energy.  The problem is “natural” does not always mean safe.  And since these products are not drugs, anyone can sell them.  Places like General Nutrition Center and many health clubs and gyms convince customers that they need these things to make their workouts spectacular or just to get you through the day.  Let’s take a look at what is in these supplements.

(  Caffeine is a mild stimulant that is found in coffee, tea, and sodas and can now be found in some bottled water and juices.  It is potentially addictive, as anyone who goes without their normal morning coffee can tell you.  In moderation, caffeine can fight fatigue, improve mood and performance, and suppress appetite.  In excess, caffeine can over stimulate the nerves, making you feel restless, anxious, and irritable, and make it difficult to sleep.  Caffeine is also a diuretic, which can lead to dehydration.

(  Ginseng is an herb that has been touted as an energy booster for centuries.  No clinical studies have proven this claim.  The herb also carries claims of reducing stress, which also has not been definitively proven.  One form, panax ginseng, may raise blood pressure and cause irritability.  Ginseng may also affect levels of estrogen in women.

(  Ephedra (Ma Huang) is a central nervous system and cardiovascular stimulant, meaning it stimulates the heart, causing increased blood pressure and heart rate.  There are also many adverse effects such as inability to urinate, seizures, and death, associated with ephedra.  Ephedra has been linked to at least 28 reported deaths.  The Federal Drug Administration (FDA) has proposed a recommended safe dose of no more than 24 mg within 24 hours of ephedrine, which is the active form of ephedra.  The FDA also recommends against taking an ephedra supplement for more than 7 days in a row, as long-term intake increases the risk of adverse effects.

(  Guarana and Kola are herbs that contain caffeine.  Guarana can contain as much as three to five times more caffeine than coffee beans!  Many times kola and guarana are mixed with ephedra in supplements, raising heart rate and blood pressure more than any of the ingredients alone.  The FDA has proposed that the combining of these ingredients be prohibited due to the potential serious effects.  

Points to Remember:
- These products are not drugs so they are not regulated.  This can mean that the products may not be standardized and one bottle may have a more potent effect than another.   

- The ingredients do not have an established daily value, meaning a safe level has not been determined.  

- Many of the ingredients are also mixed in some products.  Remember the increased heart rate and blood pressure associated with ephedra?  This effect is enhanced in a product that also contains caffeine.

- Caffeine, in any form, suppresses appetite, making you not want to eat which makes you more tired because your body is not getting the nutrients it needs.  

- A diet high in carbohydrates like fruits, vegetables, and grains combined with adequate rest is the best approach for energy.

- And most important: Do not take more than 24 mg of ephedrine within 24 hours, or for longer than 7 days in a row.

If you would like more information, please call the Nutrition Clinic, McDonald Army Community Hospital, at 314-7873/7755.
