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Welcome to Natural Health Review Issue 28.  
Each issue of Natural Health Research Review highlights a selection of recently published 
studies that I hope will be of interest to natural health practitioners. In addition to providing  
3 key facts of the study, I add a comment about why the study might be of interest and how 
it can potentially affect current practice in the field of natural health.

This time we have a fascinating study that combined omega-3 with a cholesterol-lowering 
drug to produce exceptional results. I predict we will see many more studies like this in the 
future, focusing not on “pharmaceutical” or “natural” treatments, but on what works. Also 
this time, we have a cautionary tale. I normally like to focus on positive findings here but every 
now and then, it is useful to issue a warning about safety. Acupuncture is usually safe but we 
have a study showing that it can on rare occasions cause death, either from misplacement of 
needles or failure to sterilise equipment. Please ensure your acupuncturist is well trained!

Meanwhile, the staff at Research Review and I wish you a wonderful seasonal holiday.

Kind Regards,

Prof Shaun Holt  
shaun@naturalhealthreview.org
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Omega-3 fatty acids 
reduce gum disease
The facts:
l	9182 adults participating in the National Health 

and Nutrition Examination Survey between 
1999 and 2004 in the US were evaluated for 
the presence or absence of gum disease, in 
addition to having their omega-3 fatty acid intake 
assessed.

l	People who consumed the most dietary DHA (docosahexaenoic acid) were found to have 
about 20% lower prevalence of gum disease than patients who ate the least DHA; the 
impact of EPA (eicosapentaenoic acid) consumption was less apparent.

l	The effects of omega-3 fatty acids in reducing gum disease appear to be due to their anti-
inflammatory properties.

Prof Shaun Holt:
Yet another part of the body that omega-3 can help with! Periodontitis is a common, usually 
long-lasting inflammatory disease that can cause gum tissue to separate from teeth, which 
can lead to bone and tooth loss. This study found a significant association between omega-3 
intake and lower incidences of the disease, but before omega-3 can be recommended for 
this purpose, specific trials need to be done whereby groups of patients with the disease take 
omega-3 and control groups take placebo ... this is how the effect can be proven.
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jada.2010.08.009
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Nutritional supplements improve 
running performance
The facts:
l	A pre-exercise supplement containing caffeine, creatine and amino acids (Game Time®) 

was given to 10 young adults before exercise to see if it might improve their aerobic or 
anaerobic exercise capacity.

l	 The drink caused an 11% increase in anaerobic running capacity but there was no significant 
difference between the effect of the supplement drink and a placebo on aerobic capacity.

l	Drinking a pre-exercise supplement containing caffeine, creatine and amino acids improved 
anaerobic performance, but had no effect on aerobic power.

Prof Shaun Holt:
We know that caffeine can improve athletic performance, and so it is no surprise that a 
combination of caffeine with creatine and amino acids also had the same effect. It would be 
interesting to see how this combination compared to caffeine alone. However, for serious 
athletes, the observed improvements of up to 11% are highly desirable.
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.nutres.2010.09.004

Omega-3 supplement helps control 
blood lipids
The facts:
l	 62 South Korean patients with mixed dyslipidaemia (high blood levels of triglycerides and 

total cholesterol) were given the cholesterol-lowering drug simvastatin alone or with 4g of 
omega-3 fatty acids (Omacor®) each day for 6 weeks.

l	Over the 6-week treatment period, triglyceride levels fell by 41% in patients taking 
simvastatin plus Omacor® compared with 14% in patients taking simvastatin alone.

l	 The combination of omega-3 fatty acids plus simvastatin therefore appears to be more 
effective than simvastatin alone in patients with mixed dyslipidaemia.

Prof Shaun Holt:
This is a fascinating study as it combines pharmaceutical and natural treatments and they 
work together to produce exceptional results. Six weeks of treatment with the combined 
pharmaceutical/natural treatment was found to reduce blood levels of triglycerides by 41%, 
compared to 14% in the group receiving the pharmaceutical drug. I predict that we will 
see many more studies like this in the future, focusing not on “pharmaceutical” or “natural” 
treatments, but on what works.
http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/ejcn.2010.195

Some herbal 
supplements 
reduce anxiety

The facts:
l	 This review of published studies 

investigated the potential use of dietary 
and herbal supplements in patients with 
anxiety or depression.

l	A total of 24 studies investigated  
5 different complementary medicine 
monotherapies and 8 different 
combination treatments (including 
passionflower, lysine, magnesium, kava 
and St John’s wort), mostly in patients 
diagnosed with either an anxiety 
disorder or depression.

l	Most of the studies showed evidence 
supporting the efficacy of the dietary and 
herbal supplements and any reported 
side effects were mild to moderate.

Prof Shaun Holt:
This review of published research looked 
at the evidence for the effectiveness of 
natural products for the treatment of 
anxiety disorders. Whilst there was a wide 
range in the quality of the research that has 
been undertaken, as you would expect, 
there was reasonably firm evidence that 
5 products may be helpful: passionflower, 
lysine, magnesium, kava and St John’s 
wort. We need much more research, as 
anxiety is a common problem that is hard to 
treat conventionally, with many treatments 
causing side effects. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1186/1475-2891-9-42

Pacific Health 
    Review
PacP ealHe

Tënä koutou, tënä koutou, tënä tätou katoa 
Nau mai ki tenei Tirohanga hou Hauora Māori. He rangahau tuhi hou e paa ana ki nga hau ora a 
ki te oratanga o te Māori.
No reira noho ora mai raa i o koutou waahi noho a waahi mahi hoki. Noho ora mai.
Matire
Greetings 
Kia ora koutou katoa. Welcome to this issue of Māori Health Research Review, our third for 
2010. This review includes a couple of papers that address the smoking issue; one examines 
the impact of cost, and the other looks at advertising and teen smoking. The review opens with 
an interesting paper that investigated whether unhealthy behaviours play a stress-buffering 
role in observed racial disparities in physical and mental health. The analysis found that the 
relationship between stressful life events and depression varies by the level of unhealthy 
behaviours; such behaviours seem to protect against depression in African Americans but  
lead to higher levels of depression in Whites. 
Please continue to send through papers/studies that inspire you in your mahi also!
Noho ora mai, na
Matire
Dr Matire Harwood 
matire@maorihealthreview.co.nz
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Race and unhealthy behaviors: chronic stress,  
the HPA axis, and physical and mental health disparities 
over the life course
Authors: Jackson JS et al
Summary: This analysis of survey data from the first two waves of the Americans’ Changing Lives 
Survey (obtained from the same people at two points in time) investigated whether unhealthy behaviours 
play a stress-buffering role in observed racial disparities in physical and mental health. The analysis 
found that the relationship between stressful life events and depression varies by the level of unhealthy 
behaviours; such behaviours seem to protect against depression in African Americans but lead to higher 
levels of depression in Whites. 
Comment: The issue here is ‘chronically stressful environments’. Such studies add to the building 
evidence that ethnic disparities in health are a consequence of inequalities in the distribution of health 
determinants; those in more disadvantaged positions (social, economic, education, housing, etc) are 
more at risk for ‘chronic stress’ and have worse health and higher mortality. However, we must address 
those underlying causes of the differential distribution in ‘disadvantage’, one of them being, according 
to the authors and others, racism.
Reference: Am J Public Health. 2010;100(5):933-9.
http://ajph.aphapublications.org/cgi/content/abstract/100/5/933

For more information, please go to http://www.maorihealth.govt.nz

The Minister responsible for Whānau Ora,  
Hon. Tariana Turia, recently concluded a series of regional  
hui about the development and implementation of  

Whānau Ora.
For more information, including copies of the Report of the Taskforce on  
Whānau-Centred Initiatives, visit the Te Puni Kōkiri website: www.tpk.govt.nz

Alternatively email queries can be sent to:  
whanauora@tpk.govt.nz or call Te Puni Kōkiri on: 04 819-6024
 

Kia orana, Fakalofa lahi atu, Talofa lava, Malo e lelei,  
Bula vinaka, Taloha ni, Kia ora, Greetings.
Welcome to the eighth edition of Pacific Health Review, a research-based publication focused on 
major health issues affecting Pacific people.
Two of the papers reviewed for this issue reiterate a theme that we covered in our last  
Pacific Health Review – we urgently need to address tobacco control initiatives that have appeal 
to Pacific peoples. In our first study that we have reviewed for this issue, dispensing of subsidised 
nicotine replacement therapy is low overall in South Auckland, but particularly so among Pacific 
and Māori peoples. The study authors recommend the urgent introduction of programmes that 
will successfully increase uptake of such treatment in these groups.  
However, this may not be straightforward, as the second study that we reviewed in this issue 
notes that Pacific policymakers are generally reluctant to consider smokefree regulation 
extensions; notably, this view is not shared by Pacific peoples in New Zealand. 
We look forward to your feedback and hope you enjoy this issue.
Kind regards,
Colin 
Dr Colin Tukuitonga 
colintukuitonga@researchreview.co.nz
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Few smokers in South Auckland access subsidised 
nicotine replacement therapy
Authors: Thornley S et al
Summary: These researchers sought to determine the proportion of working age people (age 15–64 years) 
in Counties Manukau District Health Board (CMDHB) who obtained at least one packet of subsidised nicotine 
replacement therapy (NRT) during 2007, and whether this varied by demographic characteristics. Subsidised 
NRT was infrequently (proportion of ‘ever users’ 0.5%/year, or about 2.1% of smokers) claimed for in CMDHB 
in 2007. When adjusted for demographic variables (age, gender, other ethnic groups, and socioeconomic 
deprivation), Pacific peoples were 60% less likely to claim NRT than Europeans (OR 0.34), despite Pacific 
peoples having a higher smoking prevalence. An over four-fold increased use of NRT was observed in those 
aged 55–64 years compared to 15–25 year-olds.
Comment: Results showed that subsidised NRT was infrequently claimed in the region.  Furthermore, Pacific 
people were 60% less likely to claim NRT than Europeans despite a higher prevalence of smoking. This is 
consistent with previous studies showing lower use of cessation services by Pacific people. Increased tax 
on tobacco recently introduced in NZ suggests that more cessation support services are needed for Pacific 
smokers.
Reference: N Z Med J. 2010;123(1308):16-27.
http://www.nzma.org.nz/journal/abstract.php?id=3943

Funding for Pacific Health Review is provided by the Ministry of Health.  
Api Talemaitoga, Chief Advisor Pacific Health, wishes to acknowledge the commentaries  

and insights provided by Dr Colin Tukuitonga.
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Capsaicinoid 
supplement has 
weight loss effects
The facts:
l	Capsaicin extracted from chili peppers 

has previously been investigated for 
potential health benefits, including 
weight loss, anti-inflammatory or 
antioxidant activity, and cancer cell 
inhibition.

l	 This study investigated the fat-burning 
effects of Capsimax® (providing a 2mg 
dose of capsaicinoids) when given to 
20 men and women two hours before 
exercise.

l	 The supplement increased levels of 
fat burning before and after exercise 
compared with placebo without affecting 
heart rate or blood pressure, although it 
did cause some gastric upset.

Prof Shaun Holt:
This small trial found that an extract of chili 
peppers can lead to higher blood levels of 
certain body fats, which could mean that 
more fat is burned off during exercise. The 
product, capsaicin is found in the white 
pulp of chili peppers and is the compound 
that gives them their ‘heat’, causing a 
burning sensation in any tissues that it 
comes into contact with. Not only will it 
burn your mouth, but it may well also help 
you burn off calories!
http://dx.doi.org/10.1186/1476-511X-9-72
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Vitamin C lifts mood in  
hospitalised patients 
The facts: 

l	Hypovitaminosis C and D (i.e. low levels) 
are common in acutely hospitalised 
patients for various reasons and may be 
linked to psychological abnormalities. 

l	Hospitalised patients were given vitamin 
C (500mg twice daily) or vitamin D (1000 
IU twice daily) to see if either vitamin had any 
effects on mood.

l	 Vitamin C improved mood disturbance scores in patients by 34% but vitamin D 
had no effect.

Prof Shaun Holt:
Vitamin C levels are low in around 20% of sick people in hospital, and many have low mood 
... could these be related and, if so, can giving vitamin C help? This study suggests so, 
finding an improvement in mood scores of around 1/3. The mechanism by which the vitamin 
C acts is not known, but this is an intriguing finding and should be studied further. The study 
did not find any improvements from vitamin D.
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.nut.2010.05.016

Probiotics may protect against 
respiratory illness in infants
The facts:

l	 109 newborn infants were given a tablet containing Bifidobacterium animalis subsp. lactis 
BB-12 twice daily (equivalent to 10 billion colony-forming units per day) via a novel slow-
release pacifier or a spoon until they were 8 months of age.

l	 Infants who received BB-12 tablets had 31% fewer respiratory infections over the course 
of the study than infants who received a placebo tablet but no between-group differences 
were seen for stomach symptoms, ear infections or antibiotic use.

l	Administration of the probiotic BB-12 via a dummy or spoon may therefore reduce 
respiratory infections in early childhood.

Prof Shaun Holt:
There are two very interesting findings 
from this study. Firstly, the novel 
way in which the supplement was 
given - this was the first study to 
give probiotics using a pacifier. And 
secondly the main finding that almost 
all infants had a respiratory infection 
without probiotics, but this reduced 
to around 2/3 in those who were 
given the supplement, an impressive 
reduction.
http://dx.doi.org/10.1017/S0007114510003685
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Vitamin D might 
reduce asthma 
symptoms
The facts:
l	A review of nearly 60 years of literature 

of vitamin D levels and asthma found 
that vitamin D deficiency is linked to 
increased airway reactivity, poorer lung 
function, and worse asthma control.

l	Risk factors for vitamin D deficiency were 
found to include obesity, being African-
American, and living in Westernised 
countries; these populations are also 
known to be at higher risk for developing 
asthma.

l	 The findings suggest that vitamin D 
supplementation may improve asthma 
control in susceptible individuals but 
further studies are needed.

Prof Shaun Holt:
Vitamin D has been described as the new 
“it” vitamin as numerous studies have 
linked its deficiency to a host of medical 
conditions, including heart disease, 
diabetes and certain cancers. Could it 
play a role in asthma as well? Vitamin D 
deficiency is strongly linked to increased 
airway reactivity, lower lung function, and 
worse asthma control, but it has not yet 
been demonstrated that giving vitamin D 
supplements to people with asthma who 
are deficient (which is most people) will 
reduce symptoms.
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.anai.2010.01.013

Mediterranean diet 
good for diabetics
The facts:

l	An Italian study has found that a 
Mediterranean diet rich in vegetables and 
whole grains, and with 30% of calories 
from fat (mostly olive oil), helps control 
blood sugar levels better than a typical 
low-fat diet in people with diabetes.

l	After 4 years on the diet, fewer than half 
the people on the Mediterranean diet 
needed to take diabetes drugs compared 
with nearly three-quarters of those who 
followed the low-fat diet.

l	People eating a Mediterranean diet also had improvements in heart disease risk 
factors compared with those on a low-fat diet, but weight loss was similar between the  
2 groups.

Prof Shaun Holt:
The Mediterranean diet is rich in vegetables and whole grains but low in red meat, with 
protein being obtained from fish or poultry. This intriguing study found that people newly 
diagnosed with diabetes were more likely to be able to manage their disease without taking 
medications if they followed this diet compared to a low-fat diet. The study authors conceded 
that this and other research shows “... that adopting a Mediterranean diet may help prevent 
type 2 diabetes, and also improve glycaemic control and cardiovascular risk in persons with 
established diabetes”.
http://www.annals.org/content/151/5/306

Deaths after acupuncture
The facts:
l	A review of acupuncture reports from the past 45 years identified 86 people who died 

soon after receiving acupuncture; most died after being treated by acupuncturists in 
China or Japan, but some deaths were recorded in the US, Germany and Australia.

l	 The most common cause of death was punctured heart or lungs, but damaged arteries 
and livers, nerve problems, shock, infection and haemorrhage were also seen, largely 
because of incorrect needle placement or failure to sterilise the equipment.

l	Acupuncture-related deaths are avoidable and proper training is essential for all 
acupuncturists.

Prof Shaun Holt:
Normally, I like to focus on positive findings in the Natural Health Research Review, but every 
now and then, its useful to issue a warning about safety. Acupuncture is safe on the whole, 
but it does of course involve inserting a number of needles into the skin and surrounding 
tissues. There are many reports of serious injuries, and it’s likely that the real number is vastly 
under-reported. Making sure that your acupuncturist is well trained is your best way to stay 
safe.
http://dx.doi.org/10.3233/JRS-2010-0503
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