


“I highly recommend this informative book. In it you will find reliable, independent 
evidence that will help inform your health-related decisions.” 

from the foreword by Dónal O’Mathúna, PhD, associate professor, Ohio State 
University College of Nursing; and associate professor, School of  

Nursing & Human Sciences, Dublin City University, Ireland

“I strongly recommend Dr. Larimore’s new book as a much-needed and intensely 
evidence-based resource on natural medicines. . . . Anyone reading this book will gain 
the skills needed to ask and answer the right questions about whether to and how to 
incorporate natural medicines as part of their healthy lifestyle.”

Reid B. Blackwelder, MD, FAAFP, professor and chair, Department of  
Family Medicine, Quillen College of Medicine; past president,  

American Academy of Family Physicians

“Dr. Larimore undertakes a heroic effort to assemble and synthesize a vast amount 
of data on commonly used natural medicines. The result is an entirely digestible and 
ultimately useful guide for patients and practitioners alike.”

Matthew A. Ciorba, MD, gastroenterologist,  
Washington University, St. Louis, MO

“A terrific handbook that sheds light on an exceedingly opaque topic. In the world 
of brain health, navigating the landscape of herbs, vitamins, and supplements can be 
particularly complex and treacherous. Dr. Larimore’s approach is direct and compre-
hensive and will certainly help numerous patients and their families make informed 
and safe decisions.” 

Jacob N. Hall, MD, clinical assistant professor of neurology and neurological 
sciences, Stanford Center for Memory Disorders, Palo Alto, CA

“Dr. Larimore presents a truly practical approach in his Natural Medicine Handbook. 
The book defines wellness- and disease-related natural medication advice while also 
emphasizing the importance of a healthy lifestyle. This book provides extensive in-
formation and data that can be easily translated into excellent advice for patients.”

Sandra L. Argenio, MD, past president, Florida Academy of Family Physicians; 
Family Medicine Emeritus Faculty, Mayo Clinic Florida, Jacksonville, FL

“An outstanding compendium outlining the clinical data associated with a large number of 
supplements. Dr. Larimore, as a physician who has been involved in the natural medicine 
marketplace for decades, brings a scientific and objective perspective to the field, carefully 
showing us what we know and don’t know about each supplement.” 

Matthew Budoff, MD, professor of medicine, UCLA; Endowed Chair of 
Preventive Cardiology, Lundquist Institute, Torrance, CA

“The world of natural medicines is a jungle of misinformation and confusion. Dr. Larimore 
has dissected that confusion to provide reliable, independent information that will help 
you find the safest path forward to discern what is truly safe and effective.”

Robert Griffith, MD, FAAD, Alabama Dermatology Associates, Northport, AL
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“Walt Larimore helps us understand that diet, exercise, and moderate habits are the 
foundations for our health, and he also empowers us to use nonprescription remedies 
without a doctor’s order when they are safe and effective. . . . If you are open to the best 
available information for a healthy lifestyle, this handbook can help you. If you want the 
best information about nonprescription remedies for the minor problems that affect us 
all, this handbook can help you. If you, your family, and your friends are confused by 
clever marketers who take your money for fake products or even for reliable pills that 
simply don’t work, this handbook can help you.”

Marc Raphaelson, MD, FAAN, FAASM, neurologist, Veterans  
Administration Medical Center, Martinsburg, WV

“This well-researched natural medicine handbook is informative and practical. It ranks 
the natural products with potential benefits and harm—and everything in between. 
The material is presented in such a way that one can research by the supplement one 
is considering or by accessing the medical condition a person is addressing. What a 
wonderful resource for all of us.”

Mary Anne Nelson, MD, FAAFP, family physician, Cedar Rapids, IA

“This book takes the guesswork out of natural supplements. Dr Larimore does a great 
job laying out the positives and the negatives of natural medicines.”

Steve Foley, MD, FACOG, Regenerative Health and  
Wellness, Colorado Springs, CO

“Due to all the hype and sheer volume of advertisements, internet searches, and word-
of-mouth recommendations touting the ‘amazing’ benefits of any number of vitamins, 
supplements, and natural remedies, not a day goes by without my being asked about 
at least one of these topics. Thank you, Dr. Larimore, for creating this much-needed 
resource, which so clearly lays out what has been backed up by sound studies, what 
has been shown to have little or no positive effect on a particular medical condition, 
and what is frankly dangerous to patients. You have made my life a bit easier and my 
medical advice to patients inquiring about such supplements much better informed!”

Susan Henriksen, MD, family physician, Glen Rock, PA

“As a busy family physician, I am always searching for high-yield information that is 
easy to read and provides meaningful value to my practice and my patients. This latest 
book by Dr. Larimore hits all of those marks and gives me the confidence I need to 
practice holistic evidence-based medicine.”

Huy Luu, DO, DABFM, International Medical Center, Almaty, Kazakhstan

“In our current age of overwhelming information regarding our health, Dr. Larimore’s 
book cuts through the chaos. He uses scientific evidence paired with his expertise as a 
medical doctor to make this a comprehensive and reliable guide. Highly recommended!”

Cherec Morrison, MD, family physician, Tulsa, OK

“I would recommend this well-researched, concise book to all my patients, especially 
in an age when more and more people are seeking out and using natural medicines.”

Sam Kammerzell, DO, family physician, Tulsa, OK
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To Amanda, Tod, and Meredith 
along with the writers and staff at 

ConsumerLab.com and Natural Medicines™
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Abbreviations    13

Disclaimer    17

Introduction    19

PART ONE

 1. Natural Medicines Are Popular    27

 2. Natural Medicines Are Problematic    32

 3. What’s More Effective Than Any Natural Medicine?    44

 4. Safety and Effectiveness Ratings: How They Are Determined    47

PART TWO

 5. An Overall Approach to Wellness and Multivitamins    53

 6. Brain Health— Part 1: Individual Natural Medicines    67

 7. Brain Health— Part 2: Combinations of Natural Medicines    80

 8. Cholesterol and Dyslipidemia    93

 9. Energy and Fatigue: Energy Drinks and Shots    111

 10. Gastrointestinal Health— Part 1: Probiotics and Digestive 
Enzymes   123

_Larimore_NaturalMedicineHandbook_GM_jck.indd   9_Larimore_NaturalMedicineHandbook_GM_jck.indd   9 12/23/20   1:03 PM12/23/20   1:03 PM

Walt Larimore MD, The Natural Medicine Handbook 
Revell, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2021. Used by permission. 



10

Contents

 11. Gastrointestinal Health— Part 2: Celiac Disease, Irritable Bowel 
Syndrome, and Inflammatory Bowel Disease    130

 12. Gastrointestinal Health— Part 3: Diarrhea, Constipation, and 
Indigestion    140

 13. Healthy Hair and Hair Loss    155

 14 Heart Health, Hypertension, and Heart Attack    162

 15. Immune Health    180

 16. Keeping Skin and Nails Young    191

 17. Losing Weight    208

Appendix: Safety and Effectiveness for Each Natural Medicine or 
Intervention in This Book    223

Acknowledgments    249

Other Resources from Walt Larimore, MD    253

Notes    255

_Larimore_NaturalMedicineHandbook_GM_jck.indd   10_Larimore_NaturalMedicineHandbook_GM_jck.indd   10 12/23/20   1:03 PM12/23/20   1:03 PM

Walt Larimore MD, The Natural Medicine Handbook 
Revell, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2021. Used by permission. 



11

Foreword

The market for herbal remedies, dietary supplements, and natural 
medicines continues to grow. For decades now, the interest in these 

products has not decreased. But neither have the concerns that Dr. Walt 
Larimore and I have been writing about for twenty years. Foremost among 
these is the myth that because something is “natural,” it must be safe. The 
natural world contains many poisonous and dangerous things. Just because 
something is “natural” or has “natural” on the label does not make it safe; 
it also doesn’t mean it will do you any good.

We should all ask the following questions before taking any remedy or 
treatment: What’s the evidence that this works? If it works, will it work for 
my condition? What sorts of side effects might it have? Was it manufactured 
to the highest possible standards? Was it tested to make sure that what’s on 
the label is in the bottle? And does it contain anything it shouldn’t have in it?

The challenge when we are looking at a natural medicine, whether in 
a store aisle or while surfing the internet, is that we may not know where 
to find answers to these questions. Even if we do, they may be buried in a 
professional publication or a hard- to- understand reference.

But now you have in your hands a really helpful, evidence- based guide. 
Dr. Larimore is to be commended for investigating the current evidence on 
many commonly used supplements and remedies and providing clear sum-
maries along with helpful charts and tables. He has combined forces with 
two excellent sources of reliable evidence: ConsumerLab.com and Natural 
Medicines™. These professional organizations continuously monitor the 
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Foreword

evidence being produced about natural remedies. Dr. Larimore then weaves 
this evidence, and that of other reports, into highly readable overviews of 
what we currently know about natural remedies for common conditions.

I highly recommend this informative book. We all know to look before 
we leap. You should look in here before you grab your next natural remedy. 
You may not like everything you read because it might not confirm what 
you thought, heard, or hoped was the case. But you will find reliable, 
independent evidence that will help inform your health- related decisions.

Dónal O’Mathúna, PhD, associate professor, Helene Fuld Health  
Trust National Institute for Evidence- Based Practice in Nursing  

and Healthcare, College of Nursing, Ohio State University,  
Columbus, Ohio; Executive Committee, Cochrane US Network,  

and former director, Cochrane Ireland
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Abbreviations

A1C glycated or glycosylated hemoglobin, hemoglobin A1C, or HbA1C
AACC  American Association for Clinical Chemistry
AAD American Academy of Dermatology
AAN American Academy of Neurology
AARP American Association of Retired Persons
ACC American College of Cardiology
ACG American College of Gastroenterology
ACS American Cancer Society
ACSM American College of Sports Medicine
AD Alzheimer’s disease
ADA American Diabetes Association
AGA American Gastroenterological Association
AHA American Heart Association
AHAs alpha hydroxy acids
AIDS acquired immune deficiency syndrome
ALA alpha- lipoic acid
AMA American Medical Association
AND Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics
ASCVD atherosclerotic cardiovascular disease
ASDS American Society for Dermatologic Surgery
ASU avocado soy unsaponifiables
BHB beta- hydroxybutyrate
BMI body mass index
BP blood pressure
BSS bismuth subsalicylate
CAG Canadian Association of Gastroenterology
CAGR compound annual growth rate
CAM complementary and alternative medicine
CBD cannabidiol
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Abbreviations

CDC Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
CFU colony forming unit
CLA conjugated linoleic acid
CoQ10 coenzyme Q10
CRAP chronic recurrent abdominal pain
CRN Council for Responsible Nutrition
CVD cardiovascular disease
DASH Dietary Approaches to Stop Hypertension
DHA docosahexaenoic acid
DHEA dehydroepiandrosterone
DMAA 1,3-dimethylamylamine
DMAE dimethylaminoethanol or deanol
DO Doctor of Osteopathic Medicine
DrPH Doctor of Public Health
DSHEA Dietary Supplement Health and Education Act of 1994
EDTA ethylenediamine tetraacetic acid
EPA eicosapentaenoic acid
EU European Union
FAAFP Fellow of the American Academy of Family Physicians
FDA Food and Drug Administration
FODMAP fermentable oligo-, di-, mono- saccharides, and polyols
FOS fructo- oligosaccharides
FTC Federal Trade Commission
GCBH Global Council on Brain Health
GERD gastroesophageal reflux disease
GI gastrointestinal
GLA gamma- linolenic acid
GMP good manufacturing practices
GNC General Nutrition Centers
GOED Global Organization for EPA and DHA
GOS galacto- oligosaccharides
H2 histamine 2 receptor
HBP high blood pressure
HCA hydroxycitric acid
HDL high- density lipoprotein, healthy cholesterol, good cholesterol
Hg mercury
HHS Health and Human Services
HIV human immunodeficiency virus
HMB hydroxymethylbutyrate
HMG- CoA 3-hydroxy-3-methyl- glutaryl- CoA reductase or HMGR
HTN hypertension
IBD inflammatory bowel disease
IBS irritable bowel syndrome
IBS- C irritable bowel syndrome with constipation
IBS- D irritable bowel syndrome with diarrhea
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Abbreviations

IBS- M irritable bowel syndrome with alternating (mixed) constipation/
diarrhea

IDSA Infectious Diseases Society of America
IU international units
JAMA Journal of  the American Medical Association
LAC L- acetylcarnitine or acetyl- L- carnitine
LDL low- density lipoprotein, lethal cholesterol, or bad cholesterol
mcg micrograms
MCI mild cognitive impairment
MD Medical Doctor
mg milligram
mg/dl milligrams per deciliter
MIND Mediterranean- DASH Diet Intervention for Neurodegenerative Delay
MLM multi- level marketing
mm millimeter
MPH Master of Public Health
NACB  National Academy of Clinical Biochemistry
NAG N- acetyl glucosamine
NCCAM National Center for Complementary and Alternative Medicine
NCCIH National Center for Complementary and Integrative Health
NDMA N- nitrosodimethylamine
NIA National Institute on Aging
NIH National Institutes of Health
NMBER Natural Medicines Brand Evidence- based Rating
NSF National Sanitation Foundation
OSA obstructive sleep apnea
OTC over- the- counter
oz ounce
PCB polychlorinated biphenyls
PCOS polycystic ovarian syndrome
PEA palmitoylethanolamide
PharmD Doctor of Pharmacy
PhD Doctor of Philosophy
PPI proton pump inhibitor
ppm parts per million
PQQ pyrroloquinoline quinone
PSO pumpkin seed oil
PTH parathyroid hormone
PUFA polyunsaturated fatty acid
RD registered dietitian
RDN Registered Dietitian Nutritionist
R/S religion and spirituality
RVD rotavirus diarrhea
SPF sun protection factor
SSRI selective serotonin reuptake inhibitor
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Abbreviations

TD travelers’ diarrhea
TG triglycerides
THC tetrahydrocannabinol
TSH thyroid stimulating hormone
UC ulcerative colitis
UK United Kingdom
UL upper tolerable intake level
URTI upper respiratory tract infection
US United States
USD US dollars
USDA United States Department of Agriculture
USP United States Pharmacopeia
USPSTF US Preventive Services Task Force
UTI urinary tract infection
UV ultraviolet
UVA ultraviolet A
UVB ultraviolet B
WHO World Health Organization
WW Weight Watchers
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Disclaimer

This book contains advice and information relating to health and medi-
cine. It is designed to help you become a more informed consumer of 

medical and health services. It is not intended to be exhaustive and should 
not be considered a substitute for medical or other advice from your health-
care professionals. You are advised to consult your healthcare professionals 
in regard to matters relating to your health and, in particular, regarding 
matters that may require diagnosis or medical attention.

I’ve worked overtime to ensure the accuracy and evidence- based nature 
of the information contained within this book as of late 2020. The en-
dorsers, reviewers, consultants, author, and publisher expressly disclaim 
responsibility for any adverse effects resulting from the application of the 
information contained herein.

In most of the chapters, I discuss specific products and manufacturers 
based on the recommendations or reports of multiple independent testing 
labs and trustworthy sources. You need to know the following:

 1. I have no financial ties to any of these organizations and products.

 2. Although I have endorsed ConsumerLab.com and Natural 
Medicines™ for over twenty years, I have never received financial 
remuneration from either. ConsumerLab provides me with com-
plimentary access to their website, and Natural Medicines and 
Prescriber’s Letter™ also allow me, as one of their peer- review ex-
perts, to utilize their web materials.
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Disclaimer

 3. All cost information shared with you on specific products derives 
from the best information available in late 2020 when the book was 
being completed and are in US dollars (USD). Of course, prices 
on products frequently change over time and can vary at different 
stores or websites. Consider any cost information herein to be gen-
eral information only.

In the various summary charts in most of the chapters, the recommenda-
tions are based primarily on the Safety and Effectiveness Ratings contained 
in Natural Medicines. These ratings assume you are using high- quality, 
uncontaminated products in typical doses and are otherwise a healthy 
individual. Supplements that are safe for healthy individuals might not 
be safe for patients with certain conditions. In other words, most natural 
medicines (herbs, vitamins, or supplements) are never appropriate for some 
patients due to concomitant disease states, potential drug or food interac-
tions, or myriad potential clinical factors. I highly recommend that you 
involve your family physician or personal pharmacist before utilizing any 
natural medicine, especially if you are taking prescription medications or 
have any medical or psychological illnesses.

The website addresses recommended and cited are offered as a resource. 
They are not intended in any way to be or imply an endorsement on the 
part of the author, the reviewers, the endorsers, the consultants, or the pub-
lisher (Baker Publishing Group). Also, we cannot vouch for their content or 
availability for the lifetime of this book. For most website references, I’ve 
used tinyURLs, which will “not break in email postings and never expire.”1 
By entering the tinyURL symbols (e.g., tinyURL.com/ABCDE) into your 
internet browser, the reference, if still available online, should appear.
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Introduction

Natural medicines (herbs, vitamins, and supplements) are trendy across 
most of the developed world. According to a 2019 report,1 the global 

natural medicines market was valued at about 140 billion USD in 2018 and 
could reach over 216 billion USD by the year 2026, at a compound annual 
growth rate (CAGR) of 5.5 percent. The report indicates, “Asia- Pacific is ex-
pected to be the largest market for dietary supplements in 2026, accounting 
for a significant share of the global market, followed by North America and 
Europe. However, the market in Europe and North America will continue 
to be very profitable due to the lack of price pressure, which is common 
in the Asia- Pacific region.”2 Even more optimistic research estimated that 
the global dietary supplements market is expected to reach over 220 billion 
USD in 2022 while growing at a CAGR of 8.8 percent.3

The amount of information regarding options for almost every problem 
known is overwhelming, and unfortunately, as I’ll show you, much of it 
is inaccurate. Nevertheless, for the conditions covered in this book, I’ll 
provide you with evidence- based recommendations from the most recent 
and reliable medical studies.

Because no one person could be an expert in all of the topics I’ll address, 
I’ll quote dozens of trusted natural medicine specialists from around the 
globe. I’ve enlisted the assistance of respected healthcare professionals (listed 
in the acknowledgments) to review this book to help ensure that the informa-
tion it contains is accurate, evidence- based, objective, and medically reliable. 
I will tell you not only what is safe and effective but even more importantly 
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Introduction

what is potentially unsafe or ineffective— as well as what therapies have no 
or insufficient reliable evidence one way or the other.

As I detail in the appendix, I’ve evaluated aproximately 1300 natural 
medicines and interventions for about 550 conditions or indications. You 
may be quite shocked to learn how few can actually be recommended. 
Two- thirds of the extensively advertised and commonly sold substances 
I’ve reviewed for this book don’t have evidence of safety or effectiveness. 
They would not only be a waste of time and money but in some cases 
could also be dangerous.

I’ll also reveal to you the often hard- to- find information about the least 
expensive natural medications that are safe and effective for these common 
conditions.

It’s important to note that the recommendations in this book are only 
for adults who are not pregnant or breastfeeding. Many natural medicines 

Of the ~1,300 natural medicines and interventions I evaluated  for ~550 
conditions/indications
★★★★★ 83 6% 150 11%

★★★★ 67 5%

★★★ 88 7% 260 22%

★★ 69 5%

★ 103 10%

 888 67% 888 67%

KEY

★★★★★ I recommend considering in almost all cases (Effective & Likely Safe)

★★★★ I recommend in many to most cases (Likely Effective & Likely Safe)

★★★ I recommend in some cases (Effective & Possibly Safe)

★★ I recommend in a few cases (Likely Effective & Possibly Safe OR Possibly 
Effective & Possibly Safe)

★ I recommend in unusual cases (Possibly Effective & Possibly Safe) 

 I recommend against using (Insufficient Evidence, Possibly Ineffective, 
Possibly Unsafe, Ineffective, or Unsafe)
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Introduction

have different safety and effectiveness ratings for pregnant women, breast-
feeding women, and children.

I’m extremely grateful for the invaluable assistance of the experts in 
natural medicines from two organizations, ConsumerLab.com and Natural 
Medicines™, which provided me with access to their vast internet resources. 
In addition, each chapter, each recommendation, and each warning that I 
give you has been reviewed by these experts.

I want to provide you with the most up- to- date, accurate information 
that will allow you to not only find safe, effective, and economical options 
to consider but also avoid potentially dangerous, unproven, and money- 
wasting natural medicines.

I could not practice medicine the way I do (nor even begin to think 
about writing a book like this) without the practical materials these two 
organizations make available, by subscription, to me, my patients, and 
you, my readers.

ConsumerLab.com

ConsumerLab.com, LLC, is a leading provider of independent test results 
and information to help consumers and healthcare professionals identify 
the best- quality health and nutrition products. It publishes results of its 
tests in comprehensive reports at a subscription website, www .C o n s u m e r  
L a b .c om, along with expert answers to many common questions about 
natural medicines. They frequently post news reports and information 
about recalls and warnings. ConsumerLab conducts an annual “Survey of 
Vitamin & Supplement Users,” and its research is cited regularly by the 
media, in books, and at professional meetings.

ConsumerLab claims to have “perhaps the highest testing standards 
of any third- party group certifying the quality of dietary supplements” 
and to be “the only third- party verification group that freely publishes its 
testing methods and quality criteria/standards.” Their standard is to test 
products, whenever possible, for each of the following:

• Identity: Does the product meet recognized standards of identify-
ing all ingredients and the level of quality claimed on the label?
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• Strength: Does the product contain the amount of each ingredient 
claimed on the label?

• Purity: Is the product free of specified contaminants?

• Disintegration: If a tablet, does it break apart correctly so that it 
may be absorbed?

Products that pass all four of the tests are approved and are eligible to 
bear the ConsumerLab “Approved Quality Product Seal” on their labels, 
which guarantees to consumers that the specific product carrying the seal 
has met ConsumerLab’s standards and has passed all of ConsumerLab’s 
tests for ingredient quality. The seal also indicates the specific ingredients 
of the product laboratory- tested by experts. In addition to the merchan-
dise it selects to review, ConsumerLab enables companies of all sizes to 
have the quality of their products tested for potential inclusion in its list 
of approved products.

I especially like that ConsumerLab also gives the typical cost (in USD) 
of each product they review, which helps consumers compare the price 
of products. It’s an invaluable resource to help readers determine which 
products contain what they need at the best value. To this end, they also 
provide their “Top Picks” for each natural medicine tested.

For example, ConsumerLab updated its review of vitamin C products in 
July 2020. All twenty- one tested products were “Approved.” This is quite 
an improvement from their 2017 tests, which revealed problems with 20 
percent of vitamin C supplements (none of the failing products were in-
cluded in the current review). ConsumerLab chose three products as their 
“Top Picks” in the categories of pill, gummy, and powder.

The cost to obtain 500 mg of vitamin C from each product they tested, 
based on the price they paid, ranged from one cent to $2.80. However, among 
these products, the suggested daily doses ranged from 63 mg to 5,000 mg. 
With so broad a range, it’s clear that you can’t just follow instructions from 
a label; therefore, you have to choose a product that will provide the amount 
of vitamin C you actually need. ConsumerLab’s “Top Picks” will help you 
do that. Their reviews also list vegan, gluten-free, and kosher products.

Since its founding in 1999, ConsumerLab has tested more than 5,600 
products, representing over 850 different brands, and nearly every type of 
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popular supplement for adults, children, and pets. Subscribers to Consum-
erLab also have access to the online Natural and Alternative Treatments™ 
Encyclopedia.

Natural Medicines™

Natural Medicines, formerly known as the Natural Medicines Comprehen-
sive Database, is also a subscription website and provides authoritative, 
independent information and resources on natural medicines as well as 
complementary, alternative, and integrative therapies. They provide health 
professionals and the public with interactive tools and over 1,250 mono-
graphs on the safety, effectiveness, and cautions for food, vitamins, herbs, 
and supplements and an additional 150 monographs on health and wellness 
topics. For each condition or diagnosis, Natural Medicines advises about 
each substance or therapy with two ratings:

 1. SAFETY: “Likely Safe,” “Possibly Safe,” “Insufficient Evidence 
for Safety,” “Possibly Unsafe,” “Likely Unsafe,” or “Unsafe.” 
Meredith Worthington, PhD, former director and senior editor at 
Natural Medicines, writes, “Our ‘Likely Safe’ rating means that an 
ingredient has good evidence of safe use and would generally be 
considered appropriate to recommend.”

 2. EFFECTIVENESS: “Effective,” “Likely Effective,” “Possibly Effec-
tive,” “Insufficient Evidence for Effectiveness,” “Possibly Ineffec-
tive,” “Likely Ineffective,” or “Ineffective.”

These ratings are explained in detail in chapter 4. One caution from 
Natural Medicines about the “Possibly Effective” rating: “A product might 
be rated ‘Possibly Effective’ for one condition but be rated ‘Likely Ineffec-
tive’ for another condition, depending on the evidence.” Furthermore, by 
“Possibly Effective,” they mean “this product has some clinical evidence 
supporting its use for a specific indication; however, the evidence is limited 
by quantity, quality, or contradictory findings. Products rated ‘Possibly Ef-
fective’ might be beneficial, but do not have enough high- quality evidence 
to recommend for most people.”
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Natural Medicines also has extensive information on health and wellness 
topics (i.e., everything from “Acupressure” to “Zero Balancing”), includ-
ing many complementary and alternative medicine therapies. I also love 
their industry- leading NMBER® (Natural Medicines Brand Evidence- based 
Rating) for over 185,000 commercial brand products. NMBER provides an 
objective, scientific rating for most commercially available natural medi-
cines and rates each from 1 to 10, with 10 being the highest. I do not rec-
ommend any product unless it’s rated 8 out of 10 or higher by NMBER. 
Natural Medicines licenses its content to WebMD®, so much of what you 
read on WebMD about natural medicines comes from Natural Medicines.

I’m delighted that these two organizations granted me permission to 
use and adapt some of their wide- ranging content. Both organizations 
make most of their information available via subscription, and I think each 
subscription is worth its weight in gold. Group subscriptions are available 
to organizations such as faith communities, community groups, and social 
clubs. Also, many public libraries have (or upon request will purchase) a 
subscription that will allow you access to them.

However, please note that the ConsumerLab and Natural Medicines 
reviews are continually updated; therefore, you should strongly consider 
subscribing (or having access) to one or both if you want the latest informa-
tion on these topics or products and if you want their other content (i.e., 
latest recalls and warnings, answers to common questions, interactions with 
tests or other medications, etc.). For example, in April 2020 I turned in the 
manuscript for this book. When I reviewed it again in October 2020, I had 
to make numerous updates. By the publication date of April 2021, there will 
likely be even more. So you’ll need to keep up with any new information on 
conditions you may have or supplements you are either taking or considering.

To that end, ConsumerLab is offering readers of  this book a free 
twenty- four- hour pass to review three major ConsumerLab.com product 
reviews mentioned in the book: Multivitamins & Multiminerals, CoQ10, 
and Fish Oil. You can access them at www.ConsumerLab.com/DrWalt. 
Also, Natural Medicines is offering a discount on the consumer editions 
of their online resources. Visit www.naturalmedicines.com and use promo 
code LARIMORE10 at checkout to receive a 10 percent discount on a 
subscription to Natural Medicines.
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It was an embarrassing night! I was hosting the first of what would turn 
out to be 854 episodes of the prime- time cable TV show Ask the Family 

Doctor. The show ran for five years, starting on America’s Health Net-
work, which two years later became Fox’s Health Network. I had never 
done television before but was fortunate to be chosen from scores of far- 
more- experienced TV doctors to be one of the hosts for this live nightly 
national television show.

Before our inaugural broadcast on March 25, 1995, each of the show 
hosts had received extensive training. There were sixteen of us: the eight 
primary hosts, like me, worked Monday through Friday. We each had a 
live two- hour program, and the first hour of each broadcast was rerun 
during the overnight hours. We each had a substitute to cover the Saturday 
and Sunday shows. Based on this training and our practice experience, we 
were each prepared to answer questions about common maladies as well 
as interview experts on a wide variety of topics of interest to our viewers. 
However, I was not prepared for the first questions that night:

 1. Does vitamin C work for colds?

 2. What multivitamin should I take?

 3. What supplement can I use for brain health and memory?
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Three strikes. I didn’t have a clue on any of these questions. But we had 
been trained to explain that if we didn’t know the answer to an inquiry, we 
would promise to research it and answer the inquiry on the next edition 
of the program.

What I quickly learned those first few weeks of my program was that

• the public had an insatiable interest in natural medicines and alter-
native medicine,

• I knew very little about either,

• I needed a crash course in the truth, whatever it was, about com-
plementary and alternative medicine (CAM), and

• the term natural medicines included herbal products, vitamins, and 
dietary supplements.

My expertise grew by leaps and bounds as I attended conferences and 
participated in distance learning with scores of experts. This allowed me 
to begin incorporating evidence- based information about natural medi-
cines and CAM into my patient care, speaking, writing, and radio and 
TV programs.

My growing expertise led to two bestselling books that I coauthored 
with Dónal O’Mathúna, PhD: Alternative Medicine: The Christian Hand-
book (2001), which was updated and revised to Alternative Medicine: The 
Options, the Claims, the Evidence, How to Choose Wisely (2008). Both 
books did very well because the use of natural medications was hugely 
popular. It still is.

Billions Are Spent

Natural medicines are an approximately $30 billion industry in the US, with 
over 100,000 products on the market in 2018.1 In 2020, Natural Medicines™ 
listed over 185,000 products.2

A 2019 consumer survey by the Council for Responsible Nutrition 
(CRN) announced, “Dietary supplement use reaches an all- time high.” 
CRN added that “the use of dietary supplements among US adults in-
creased ten percent over the past decade,” and “77 percent of US adults 
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take dietary supplements, as opposed to just 65 percent in 2009.” The CRN 
survey revealed, “Among all the age groups, adults between the ages 35–54 
have the highest usage of dietary supplements at 81 percent.” It was 79 
percent for US adults ages 55 or older and a striking 70 percent for those 
ages eighteen to thirty-four.3

Additionally, CRN found, “While vitamin/mineral supplements remain 
the most popular category among supplement users, the overall use of herb-
als/botanicals has significantly increased in the past five years. In 2019, 41 
percent of supplement users reported they had taken herbals/botanicals in 
the past twelve months— up 13 percentage points from 2013.”4

Another 2019 national survey reported 86 percent of Americans take 
natural medicines, especially vitamins and dietary supplements5— with 48 
percent of adults taking vitamins and 39 percent taking supplements— 
most to “maintain health and prevent disease.”6 While yet another national 
survey showed that 52 percent of US adults reported the use of two natu-
ral medications a day7 while 10 percent reported using at least four such 
products daily.8 Although these percentages vary from source to source, 
depending upon who and how they surveyed, the point is that natural 
medicines are very popular.

What are the top reasons people take supplements? It varies by age 
group, but some themes run across the generations:9

18–34 years 35–54 years 55+ years

Overall Wellness (42%) Overall Wellness (47%) Overall Wellness (49%)
Energy (37%) Energy (33%) Fill Nutrient Gaps (33%)
Hair, Skin, Nails (28%) Fill Nutrient Gaps (32%) Bone Health (31%)
Immune Health (25%) Immune Health (31%) Heart Health (29%)
Fill Nutrient Gaps (22%) Hair, Skin, Nails (23%) Healthy Aging (28%)
Weight Management (21%) Digestive Health (21%) Joint Health (23%)

What are the most popular natural medicines for adults? In its “2020 
Survey of Supplement Users,” ConsumerLab.com reported:

Despite a slight decrease, vitamin D (-0.4 pts) remained the most popular 
supplement, purchased by 66 percent of respondents. With its continued 
rise in popularity, magnesium secured its place as the second most popular 
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supplement and is used by 53.5 percent of respondents, surpassing [third 
place] fish oil. CoQ10 remained in fourth place this year, followed by multi-
vitamins (42.4 percent, -1.3 pts), probiotics (38.9 percent, -2.7 pts), curcumin 
and turmeric (34.8 percent, -9.9 pts), vitamin C (including rose hips, 34.5 
percent, -1.0 pt), B- complexes (31.2 percent, -1.1 pts), and vitamin B12 (co-
balamin, 30.3 percent, +2.2 pts). Among the top 50 supplements, 30 declined 
in popularity, while only 19 showed an increase.

CRN reported that among the US adults they surveyed, multivitamins 
were the most popular dietary supplement (58 percent) followed by vita-
min D (31 percent), vitamin C (28 percent), protein (21 percent), calcium 
and vitamin B or B complex (20 percent each), and omega-3 fatty acids/
fish oil (16 percent).10

Again, the disparate results reflect different populations surveyed and 
different survey tools. For example, ConsumerLab surveyed 9,782 US adult 
subscribers (with over 82 percent taking at least four different supplements 
daily). In contrast, the CRN survey included a US sample of 2,006 adults, 
of whom only 1,529 considered themselves supplement users.11

Natural medicines are not only popular with adults; their use is also rela-
tively common among children and adolescents. A 2020 CDC study reported 
that 34 percent took at least one while 7 percent took two or more of them. 
Most often-used were multivitamin-mineral products by almost 24 percent.12

People Believe Natural Medicines Are Healthy and Safe

The National Center for Complementary and Integrative Health (NCCIH) 
writes, “A lot of people believe that when it comes to medicine, ‘natural’ 
is better, healthier, and safer than ‘unnatural’ or synthetic drugs.” They 
add, “Some people also believe that ‘natural’ products are safe because 
they believe these medicines are free of chemicals.”13 Around the world, 
people seem sold on the marketing claims that these products will allow 
them to avoid the “toxic, unnatural drugs” foisted on them by “the evils of 
Big Pharma” that “seeks enormous profits over the health and well- being 
of the humans it serves.”14

An article in Science- Based Medicine adds, “Supplements are marketed 
as safe, natural, and effective, and there is no question that messaging has 
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been effective.”15 CRN proclaims, “Consumer confidence in products and 
trust in industry remain strong. The majority of US adults—87 percent— 
have overall confidence in the safety, quality, and effectiveness of dietary 
supplements. . . . Additionally, . . . 78 percent of Americans perceive the 
dietary supplement industry as being trustworthy.”16

The Bottom Line: Potential Dangers

It appears consumers of all ages in the Asia- Pacific, North American, and 
European regions have come to believe natural medicines are risk- free magic 
bullets for health and wellness as well as for treating every common malady.

Globally, people are in love with natural medicines and often use them 
across all age groups and for a wide variety of reasons. The popularity 
and use of these products have been increasing every year for decades, and 
most believe they are both safe and effective.

Unfortunately, false advertising and inflated claims are the norm. In 
addition, in the US contaminated and potentially dangerous products are 
not rare. Shockingly, these hazards are being withheld from consumers. In 
the next chapter, I share the truth and reveal the secrets that some natural 
medicine marketers are hoping you won’t ever learn.
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