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Background The effect of antioxidant vitamin and mineral supplementation on
health is one of the most controversial issues in human nutrition.
Our objective was to investigate the effect of nutritional doses of a
combination of antioxidant vitamins and minerals on health-related
quality of life (HRQoL) in a sample of healthy French adults.
Methods

SU.VI.MAX is a randomized, double-blind, placebo-controlled, primary prevention trial in which a total of 8112 participants received
a single capsule daily containing either placebo or vitamin C 120 mg,
vitamin E 30 mg, beta-carotene 6 mg, selenium 100 mg and zinc 20 mg.
Participants completed HRQoL questionnaires (SF36 and GHQ12) at
baseline and after a mean of 76.0  4.2 months.

Results

Scores for physical dimensions tended to decrease over time, whereas those for mental dimensions tended to improve. No differences
in changes over time were observed between the supplement and
placebo groups. Participants who believed that they received placebo had lower HRQoL scores than did those who thought they had
received supplements [SF36 Bodily pain (3.3), General health
(2.2), Vitality (1.6) dimensions and physical component summary score (1.1) in men, and in SF36 Social functioning (2.3),
General health (1.4) dimensions and physical component summary score (0.7) in women].

Conclusions Long-term supplementation with antioxidant vitamins and minerals
had no beneficial effect on HRQoL in this trial. This is contrary to
conventional beliefs and claims that such an effect exists.
Trial
‘‘Primary Prevention Trial of the Health Effects of Antioxidant
Registration Vitamins and Minerals.’’ NTC n 00272428 http://www.clinicaltrials.
gov
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Introduction

Methods
Design and sampling
The methods, background and rationale of
SU.VI.MAX are described in detail elsewhere.18,19 In
summary, 14 412 adults (women aged 35–60 years,

Data collection
Biological and clinical data collection is described in
detail elsewhere.18,19 HRQoL was assessed using generic questionnaires: the MOS 36-item short form
health survey (SF36)21 and the 12-item General
Health Questionnaire (GHQ-12).22 The French version
of the SF36 is a validated instrument23 comprising
36 items that explore the following eight dimensions
of health, mainly functional status and well-being:
physical functioning, role limitations due to physical
functioning (role-physical), social functioning, bodily
pain, mental health, role limitations due to emotional
functioning (role-emotional), vitality and general health
perceptions. Standardized physical and mental health
component summary scores were calculated according
to American norms allowing for international comparisons. The French version of the GHQ-12 is
widely used to screen for common mental disorders.24
The questionnaire consists of 12 items with 4 modalities and a global psychological dimension.
Findings of interest for present purposes were the
SF36 and GHQ-12 results at two time points: during
the first year of inclusion (baseline) and during the
seventh year of follow-up (final). Scores for the two
instruments were calculated only if at least half of the
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The effect of antioxidant vitamin and mineral supplementation on health is one of the most controversial
issues in human nutrition. Randomized, placebocontrolled trials of long-term, high-dose administration of antioxidant micronutrients have failed to detect
a benefit;1–5 and two studies involving high-risk participants2,3 suggested that the treatment may even be
harmful. A recent meta-analysis concluded that highdose (5400 IU/d) vitamin E supplements have a
harmful effect on all-cause mortality.6 Combining 47
low bias risk randomized trials, Bjelakovic et al.7
showed a 5% mortality increase [95% confidence
interval (CI) 1.02–1.08] in the group receiving antioxidant supplements.
Nevertheless, the use of antioxidant vitamins and
minerals is widespread in the USA,8–11 and is increasing in European countries.12–16 Most people who take
supplements do so because of the conventional beliefs
that vitamins and minerals may have positive effects
on health, well-being and quality of life,16 and because of claims made by the manufacturers of the
countless products currently on the market. The lack
of controlled data to support the perception of benefit
among consumers, and the numerous and diverse
claims of manufacturers (particularly those related to
perceived health),17 may be due to the lack, until recently, of reliable tools with which to assess health as
anything more than the absence of disease. However,
advances in the assessment of health-related quality
of life (HRQoL) now make it possible to measure health
as perceived by participants themselves (an increasingly
common secondary endpoint in clinical trials).
The present paper reports the application of generic
measures in the ‘SUpplementation en VItamines et
Minéraux AntioXydants’ (SU.VI.MAX) trial to assess
the effect of long-term antioxidant supplementation
on HRQoL used as a secondary endpoint. The primary
objective of SU.VI.MAX was to test in a randomized,
placebo-controlled trial whether an adequate and wellbalanced intake of antioxidant nutrients reduces the
incidence of cancers and ischaemic CVD in a
middle-aged general population. Concerning the main
results regarding primary criteria,18 no effects were observed on ischaemic cardiovascular events, but a decrease in cancer incidence and in global mortality was
observed in antioxidant recipient men during the supplementation period compared with the non-recipients.
The nutritional doses used indicate that this result
could equally well be achieved by dietary changes.
The beneficial effect was not observed in women.18

men 45–60 years) living in France were selected from
79 976 volunteers enrolled after a national multimedia
campaign (March–July 1994). Among the exclusion
criteria were a history of disease likely to lead to
rapid mortality, and supplementary use of relevant
vitamins and minerals. Written informed consent was
obtained from participants and the trial was approved
by the local ethical committee (CCPPRB no. 706
Paris-Cochin Hospital, France) and by the National
Committee for protection of Privacy and Civil
Liberties (CNIL no. 334641).
Overall, 13 017 individuals were assigned at random
to the supplement or placebo group. Immediately
after randomization, 270 were no longer willing to
participate, and six were found to be ineligible.
The remaining 12 741 participants (5028 men and
7713 women) received a single capsule daily. The supplement group of 2520 men and 3844 women
(n ¼ 6364) were given a combination of vitamin C
(120 mg), vitamin E (30 mg), beta-carotene (6 mg),
selenium (100 mg, as selenium-enriched yeast) and
zinc (20 mg, as gluconate). The placebo group of
2508 men and 3869 women (n ¼ 6377) were given
placebo capsules. Participants were given the capsules
annually (either by mail or during a visit) packaged
as 52 strips of seven (one strip per week). Random
treatment allocation was performed by blocksequence generation, stratified by sex and age-group.
Randomization was concealed from participants and
all investigators other than the few who were responsible for labelling capsules. The absence of an easy
way to distinguish antioxidant from placebo capsules
was tested in a pilot study.20
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Health events
Information about the occurrence of health events,
including the main trial endpoints (i.e. death, cancer
and ischaemic CVD, which were considered as major
health events) was obtained directly from participants, their families, civil registers on vital status, or
the results of screening tests and examinations performed during the annual visit. Procedures are
described in detail elsewhere.18
Statistical analysis
Data were processed on an Alpha-VMS system, and a
specific database was developed using SASÕ version
8.2 (SAS Inc, Cary, NC).
HRQoL scores are presented as mean  SD.
Relationships between each initial HRQoL mean
score and the initial characteristics of the participants
[age, sex, body mass index (BMI), smoking habits,
level of education, occupation or familial situation,
level of beta-carotene] were tested using linear regression or analysis of variance depending on the type of
variable.
The main hypotheses were tested using an analysis
of variance with repeated measures (proc GLM
SASÕ ). This allowed for calculation of a time effect
adjusted for group, of a time-by-group effect—the test
of interest for the null hypothesis of absence of
change over time between the groups (within subject
effect), and of a group effect adjusted for time (between subjects effect). The alpha type I error was set
at 5%. When appropriated, HRQoL scores mean
changes differences are presented with their 95% CI
enclosed within brackets.

All analyses were stratified for sex, as HRQoL evolution differed between men and women.
With a repeated measures design, an alpha of 5%, a
beta of 80%, an intertemporal correlation of 0.5 and
an SD of the measures of 10, 20, 30, about 1500 men
and 2200 women per group allowed to show a score
difference of respectively 1 and 0.9, 2.1 and 1.8, 3 and
2.5 between the groups (nQueryÕ software).

Results
A total of 10 618 participants (4299 males and 6319
females) completed the initial questionnaires: 5316 in
the supplement group and 5302 in the placebo group.
Among them, 3428 men and 4684 women also completed the final questionnaires. Thus, data from 4081
participants in the supplement group and 4031 in the
placebo group were included in the final analysis
(Figure 1). The characteristics of the supplement
and placebo groups are presented in Table 1.
About 95% of the participants declared having taken
at least two-thirds of their capsules throughout the
follow-up period of a median of 77 months of supplementation (range: 45–93). There were no differences
in capsule consumption between the two groups
(86.3% in the supplement group vs 86.6% in the placebo group).
A total of 1243 participants (30.5%) in the supplement group and 1226 (30.4%) in the placebo group
reported a health event (including 259 cases of cancer
and 122 of ischaemic CVD) between inclusion in the
trial and the final HRQoL measure. Major health event
occurrence did not differ between the supplement
and placebo groups (i.e. people who provided initial
and final HRQoL measures): 120 vs 139 cancer, 65 vs
57 ischaemic CVD, respectively. The HRQoL of participants who declared health events differed from
that of those who did not. This was true for almost
all dimensions (initial values as well as changes
differed).
In total, 1048 participants (359 males and 689 females) in the supplement group and 1075 participants
(370 males and 705 females) in the placebo group did
not fill in initial HRQoL questionnaires. Among those
2123 participants, 125 (65 and 60 in the supplement
and placebo groups, respectively) developed cancer or
non-fatal ischaemic disease, and 20 participants died
(with 50% of deaths during the year following
inclusion).
Of the 10 618 participants, 2506 filled in the initial
questionnaire but not the final one. Among them, 86
and 88 in the supplement and placebo groups, respectively, developed cancer or non-fatal ischaemic
disease, and 13 and 22 died.

Baseline HRQoL
The SF36 questionnaire resulted in high scores for
physical functioning (92.9  10.7 among men and
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dimension items were present. All scales were scored
from 0 (worst) to 100 (best possible HRQoL), allowing
comparison of mean scores between the different dimensions. Standardized physical and mental health
component summary scores are computed to have
means of 50 and standard deviations (SDs) of 10 in
the general US population.
A vertical visual analogue scale (0–100) exploring
global health25 was appended to the questionnaires.
A transition question, adapted from the SF36 health
transition question, requiring the participant to compare her/his health state at the time with that at baseline (from ‘incomparably better’ to ‘incomparably
worse’) was added to the final measure, as was a
question about any major health event experienced
during the course of the trial.
All questionnaires were sent to participants by mail,
filled out at home and collected during a medical
visit.
Compliance was evaluated by asking participants to
make a monthly declaration of the number of capsules they had forgotten to take. A questionnaire
sent in September 2002 included a request for participants to declare any belief they might have about
which group they were in.
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Figure 1 Flowchart of participant involvement

89.0  14.2 among women), whereas those for the
mental health dimension were comparatively low
(71.1  16.0 among men and 67.4  17.6 among
women). The vitality dimension produced the lowest
scores among both men (63.7  15.7) and women
(57.5  17.7). The mean physical summary scale was
450 (þ2.6) with a standard deviation <10 ( 4), and
the mean mental summary scale was <50 ( 1.1)
with a standard deviation close to 10 (þ 0.4).
The GHQ12 score (71.1  11.5 and 67.5  13.9
among men and women, respectively) was close to
the SF36 mental health dimension.
All scores were, as expected, consistently related to
sex (lower among women), age, BMI and smoking
habits. Physical dimensions were also positively correlated with the initial serum level of beta-carotene
(P ¼ 0.0006 for SF36-physical functioning and
P ¼ 0.06 for SF36-bodily pain) after adjustment for

the other above predictors. Mental and social dimensions were related to level of education, occupation
and familial situation (in any case, the HRQoL differences between modalities were <5 points).

Changes over time in HRQoL
The mean time between the two HRQoL measures
was 76.0 ( 4.2) months. Initial and final scores
were linearly correlated for all dimensions; correlation
coefficients ranged from 0.24 for SF36 role-physical to
0.63 for SF36 general health perceptions.
HRQoL scores changed in men and women, and
with each instrument. The only exceptions were the
SF36 role-physical, role-emotional and general health
dimensions among men, and the SF36 role-physical
dimension among women. All these changes were
consistent between instruments and by sex.
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Table 1 General and biological characteristics of the sample at baseline (n ¼ 8112), by sex and group
Men

Age in years [mean (SD)]

Supplement
(n ¼ 1730)
52.1 (4.7)

Women
Placebo
(n ¼ 1698)
52.1 (4.7)

Supplement
(n ¼ 2351)
47.9 (6.5)

Placebo
(n ¼ 2333)
47.8 (6.6)

Occupation, n (%)
Farmer, self-employed

128 (7.4)

143 (8.4)

98 (4.2)

99 (4.2)

Higher managerial and professional

608 (35.1)

550 (32.4)

395 (16.8)

361 (15.5)

Lower administration and manual

657 (38.0)

663 (39.0)

1262 (53.7)

1282 (55.0)

Not in employment

337 (19.5)

342 (20.1)

596 (25.4)

591 (25.3)

397 (22.9)

438 (25.8)

471 (20.0)

477 (20.4)

Level of education, n (%)
Elementary school

462 (26.7)

450 (26.5)

586 (24.9)

625 (26.8)

University or equivalent

871 (50.3)

810 (47.7)

1294 (55.0)

1231 (52.8)

1548 (89.5)

1535 (90.4)

1885 (80.2)

1876 (80.4)

182 (10.5)

163 (9.6)

466 (19.8)

457 (19.6)

Non-smoker

595 (35.6)

594 (36.4)

1310 (57.4)

1312 (58.2)

Former smoker

847 (50.7)

823 (50.4)

654 (28.6)

657 (29.1)

Family situation, n (%)
Living with others
Living alone
Smoking habits, n (%)

Current smoker

228 (13.7)

217 (13.3)

319 (14.0)

285 (12.6)

25.0 (2.9)

25.0 (2.8)

22.7 (3.4)

22.9 (2.8)

Serum cholesterol [in mmol/l mean (SD)]

6.2 (1.0)

6.2 (1.0)

5.9 (1.0)

5.9 (1.0)

Fasting glucose [in mmol/l mean (SD)]

5.9 (0.9)

6.0 (0.9)

5.5 (0.8)

5.5 (0.7)

BMI [in kg/m2 mean (SD)]

Beta-carotene [in mmol/l mean (SD)]

0.5 (0.3)

0.5 (0.4)

0.7 (0.6)

0.7 (0.4)

32.2 (8.4)

32.1 (8.1)

31.3 (8.0)

31.1 (7.6)

Vitamin C [in mg/ml mean (SD)]

8.9 (5.1)

8.9 (4.4)

10.5 (4.6)

10.6 (5.4)

Selenium [in mmol/l mean (SD)]

1.1 (0.2)

1.1 (0.2)

1.1 (0.2)

1.1 (0.2)

13.5 (1.8)

13.5 (1.9)

12.8 (1.9)

12.9 (1.8)

Alpha-tocopherol [in mmol/l mean (SD)]

Zinc [in mmol/l mean (SD)]

Although statistically significant, they were weak,
ranging from 0.06 for the SF36 physical functioning
to 2.6 (men) for the SF36 bodily pain and 2.3
(women) for the SF36 social functioning (Table 2).
About 60% of participants reported not having perceived a change in health during the follow-up period;
fewer than 20% declared an improvement overall, but
women did so more often than men.
Changes in HRQoL were comparable in magnitude
in the supplement and placebo groups: among women,
the only difference in change was in SF36 vitality
(þ2.1 vs þ0.9, respectively; P ¼ 0.01). All changes
were consistent with responses to the transition question, which did not differ between the two groups.
When all participants who declared a health event
were excluded, the results did not change. Limiting
the analysis to compliant participants who had taken
at least two-thirds of their capsules had no effect on
the results. Re-running the analysis with the baseline

level of beta-carotene as an adjustment variable (including an interaction term between group and the
level of beta-carotene) did not change the results.
Moreover, limiting the analysis to participants with
lower baseline beta-carotene levels had no effect on
the results.
About half of the participants (47.6%) said they had no
idea to which group they had been assigned (Table 3).
Women were more likely than men to have an idea.
Comparable proportions (about a quarter each)
thought they were taking placebo (27.4%) or vitamins
and minerals (25%). There was no relationship with
the true allocation. Limiting the analysis to participants who did not have an opinion about group status
had no effect on the results. Participants who thought
they had been allocated to the placebo group had
lower scores at initial and final evaluation than
those who believed they were receiving supplements.
Participants who reported having no idea about
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Table 2 Mean initial HRQoL and change (final-initial) by sex and group
Men (n ¼ 3428)
Supplement

Women (n ¼ 4684)

Placebo

P-value

Supplement

Initial Change Initial Change Time Group

a

Placebo

P-value

Initial Change Initial Change Time Groupa

SF36
Physical functioning

92.9

1.1

92.8

0.4

0.000

0.067

89.0

0.1

89.1

0.7

0.046

0.093

Role-physical

88.0

1.3

88.2

0.2

0.145

0.279

81.4

0.4

82.5

0.1

0.781

0.619

Bodily pain

76.0

2.6

75.9

1.8

0.000

0.306

70.5

1.0

70.6

1.3

0.000

0.677

Mental health

70.6

1.7

71.6

1.7

0.000

0.996

64.6

2.1

64.8

1.3

0.000

0.093

Role-emotional

86.3

0.2

86.3

1.1

0.417

0.242

78.7

2.0

79.6

0.6

0.023

0.220

Social functioning

82.3

1.6

83.8

0.6

0.002

0.146

76.9

2.3

77.4

1.6

0.000

0.281

63.5

1.3

63.9

1.3

0.000

0.897

57.3

2.1

57.7

0.9

0.000

0.014

General health

72.4

0.5

72.5

0.1

0.207

0.505

73.0

1.3

72.6

1.7

0.000

0.382

Physical summary
scale

52.6

0.9

52.5

0.6

0.000

0.126

51.7

0.6

51.7

0.7

0.000

0.914

Mental summary
scale

48.5

1.0

49.1

0.9

0.000

0.728

45.5

1.4

45.7

0.9

0.000

0.088

GHQ12

70.8

1.9

71.4

1.4

0.000

0.220

67.4

1.6

67.6

1.0

0.000

0.210

Global health (VAS)

75.1

1.1

76.1

1.1

0.000

0.916

74.3

0.7

73.6

0.4

0.014

0.485

Transition question (%)

0.18

b

0.11b

No change

57.9

61.0

53.6

56.3

Better

16.0

14.5

20.3

18.2

Worse

26.1

24.6

26.2

25.5

0 ¼ Worst HRQoL; 100 ¼ Best HRQoL.
a
Time*group interaction effect testing the null hypothesis of absence of change in evolution between groups.
b
Pearson chi-square testing the null hypothesis of absence of a difference in the distribution between groups.

their group exhibited intermediate values (Table 3).
Figure 2 represents, in men and in women, the differences between HRQoL mean changes between
baseline and follow-up among participants who
thought they were in the placebo group and participants who believed they were in the supplement
group (Figure 2).
Whatever the dimension, HRQoL changes over time
were more favourable in participants who believed
they were receiving supplements (with the exceptions
of the GHQ score and SF36 role-emotional in men
and SF36 role-emotional in women), with differences
in SF36 bodily pain [3.3 (5.4 to 1.3)], general
health [2.2 (3.5 to 0.8)], vitality [1.6 (3.1
to 0.1)] dimensions and physical component summary score [1.1 (1.8 to 0.8)] in men, and in
SF36 social functioning [2.3 (4.2 to 0.5)], general
health [1.4 (2.7 to 0.2)] dimensions and physical
component summary score [0.7 (1.3 to 0.04)] in
women. The transition question revealed major differences: about one-third of the participants who
thought they were in the placebo group felt worse,
compared with only one-sixth of those under the impression that they were in the supplement group
(Table 3).

Discussion
The results of this trial indicate that supplementation
for 7.5 years with nutritional doses of antioxidant
vitamins and minerals does not improve well-being
or HRQoL in a general adult population. This finding
is in contrast with the reduction in the risk of total
cancer in men revealed on the same data.18 No other
large prevention trial has used HRQoL as an endpoint
in the context of antioxidant supplementation.
Randomization can be expected to have ensured
that the groups did not differ with regard to factors
with a bearing on HRQoL, whether identified or not.
Compliance was good, with levels comparable to those
observed in other studies of similar design.1,2,5 An
increase in biochemical markers after 2 and 7 years
of supplementation provided objective confirmation of
compliance.18
A major difficulty in HRQoL studies is how to take
into account morbid conditions and sickness.
Participants who become ill during the follow-up are
less likely to complete a HRQoL questionnaire later
on, and some die. In the present cohort, the level of
HRQoL at baseline is predictive of the occurrence of a
major health event during follow-up. Moreover, the
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Vitality

83.7

63.9

72.5

52.7

49.0

Social functioning

Vitality

General health

Physical
summary
scale

Mental
summary
scale

12.5
24.9

Better

Worse

76.8

72.0

49.3

52.8

73.9

65.9

83.2

86.1

71.5

76.8

87.6

93.3

17.4

28.2

54.4

0.2

1.4

1.0

0.0

0.9

2.4

1.9

0.7

2.2

0.0

0.9

0.0

73.8

69.9

48.1

52.3

71.4

61.6

81.9

85.3

69.9

74.3

88.4

92.3

33.1

8.7

58.2

1.3

1.7

1.0

1.2

1.2

0.8

1.0

1.1

1.4

3.3

1.7

1.0

0.001

0.000

0.000

0.000

0.387

0.000

0.002

0.376

0.000

0.000

0.274

0.004

Time

#

0.167

0.897

0.804

0.002

0.007

0.059

0.387

0.582

0.431

0.004

0.219

0.124

0.000!

0.000

0.000

0.011

0.000

0.000

0.000

0.036

0.524

0.006

0.000

0.849

0.010

Group* Between

P-value

73.6

67.3

45.7

51.5

72.4

57.4

77.0

79.4

64.9

70.9

81.5

88.9

25.5

16.4

58.1

0.8

1.5

1.1

0.5

1.3

1.6

2.0

1.0

1.6

1.4

0.8

0.3

75.9

68.8

46.3

52.2

75.1

59.7

78.5

80.4

66.1

71.4

84.2

89.7

1.8

1.1
-2.4
1.1

69.2
63.4
78.1
76.2
55.4
71.4
51.5

44.9

66.8
72.6

0.2
2.0
1.3
3.1
1.7
1.0
0.5

1.3

1.3
0.1

55.3
11.1
33.6

48.7
32.8
18.5

1.1

0.8

1.0

0.8

1.3

1.4

1.1

1.0

88.8
80.9

0.0

Change

Initial

Believe receiving
placebo

Women

0.1

Initial Change Initial Change

No idea

Believe
receiving
supplements

Downloaded from http://ije.oxfordjournals.org/ by guest on August 16, 2013

* interaction time*group testing the null hypothesis of absence of difference in change between groups (within subject)
# test of the null hypothesis of absence of difference of initial and final mean between groups (between subjects)
! Pearson chi-square testing the null hypothesis of absence of a difference in distribution between groups

62.6

1.2

1.6

0.8

0.8

0.3

1.0

0.7

0.2

1.4

2.6

1.0

1.0

No change

Transition
question (%)

75.9

87.0

Role-emotional

Global Health (VAS)

71.6

Mental health

71.3

76.5

Bodily pain

GHQ12

88.5

93.1

Role-physical

Physical functioning

SF36

Believe
receiving
placebo

Initial Change Initial Change Initial Change

No idea

Believe
receiving
supplements

Men

Table 3 Mean initial HRQoL and change (final-initial) by belief about randomization (placebo or supplements) status, by sex

0.010

0.000

0.000

0.000

0.000

0.000

0.000

0.038

0.000

0.001

0.862

0.022

Time

0.135

0.424

0.666

0.043

0.048

0.619

0.042

0.967

0.623

0.157

0.320

0.246

0.000!

0.000

0.000

0.000

0.000

0.000

0.000

0.000

0.082

0.000

0.000

0.000

0.033

Group* Between#

P-value
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occurrence of cancer had a negative impact on HRQoL
evolution.26 As vitamin and mineral supplementation
decreased the cancer incidence in men,18 HRQoL
scores would be related to supplementation.
Re-running analyses without the participants who developed a major health event during the follow-up did
not change the results. The weak occurrence of major
health events among people who provided initial and
final HRQoL measures and the only very small imbalance of health events occurrence between the two
groups may explain the inability to detect an impact
on HRQoL.
Modification of dietary intake (particularly if it
increased antioxidant consumption in the placebo

group) could lead to underestimation of the positive
effect of supplementation in the supplement group.
Limiting the main analysis to participants who did
not have an opinion about group status (because
they would be less likely to have altered their dietary
intake) or adjusting and/or seeking for interaction for
baseline levels of beta-carotene did not change the
results.
Adherence was important and difficult for a long
follow-up period of 7.5 years, especially as adherence
would be affected by the health status of participants.
People who felt good would be more likely to adhere
to the treatment regimen, whereas those who felt
otherwise might stop taking the capsules or
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Figure 2 Differences in HRQoL change between participants who believed they received placebo and participants who
believed they received vitamin and mineral supplementation, by instrument. In men/women dHRQoL(P) ¼ final
HRQoL  initial HRQoL among participants who believed they received placebo; dHRQoL(S) ¼ final HRQoL  initial HRQoL
among participants who believed they received supplements; squares represent HRQoL mean differences, vertical lines
represent 95% lower and upper confidence limits
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Strengths and limitations
Methodological and nutritional questions arise. The
instruments used were exclusively generic, as they
had to be in a primary prevention trial involving initially healthy participants. The particular questionnaires were selected for their ability to detect change
and because they were documented to be of sufficient
validity.40 In accord with the present findings, the
SF36 mental health dimension and the GHQ-12
global score have previously been reported to exhibit
similar psychometric performance.41 The SF36 tended
to exhibit low changes, probably because the dimensions of the SF36 explore contextual states and thus it
is able to better detect changes over time than instruments including permanent characteristics or traits
less susceptible to change over time. General and
global health states do not appear to be highly relevant in this type of long-term assessment, as physical
and mental scores evolve in opposite directions.
The numerous claims of a positive effect of vitamins
on health and well-being, and the fact that some participants probably participated because of such a belief,
make it important to assess this factor—particularly
given the long duration of the supplementation.

The data contribute to a comprehensive interpretation
of the negative results of the main analysis.
How and where a questionnaire is completed
may affect the results. A home-setting and selfadministration (as used here for both examinations)
are reported to introduce less bias and to be more
cost-effective.42 It has been suggested that assessing
HRQoL after randomization may introduce a selection
bias favouring participants with better overall and
mental health scores.43 It was, however, practically
impossible to introduce HRQoL instruments prior to
randomization. A comparison of participants who
completed and returned questionnaires with those
who did not confirmed that such a bias existed, but
the design of the trial ensured that the groups remained comparable.
As the effect of supplementation on HRQoL was not
the main objective of the trial, the question arises of
whether the statistical power was sufficient to detect
any such changes. As stated in the methods section,
the detectable differences were lower than those commonly defined as a clinically important change.
Overall, this trial meets the general requirements
proposed for HRQoL assessment in controlled trials,
particularly with regard to the relevance of the instruments, the duration of follow-up, the number of participants included, control for confounding factors
and blinding.42,44

Conclusions
The present trial suggests that long-term antioxidant
vitamin and mineral supplementation does not improve well-being and HRQoL. Notwithstanding a possible beneficial effect mediated by the prevention of
major morbid events, this result, combined with the
observation that physical HRQoL dimension scores are
positively correlated with serum concentrations of
beta-carotene, vitamin C and selenium, underlines
the importance of avoiding such deficiencies through
a healthy diet. There is no proof that supplementation
with these vitamins and minerals is beneficial in participants whose dietary intakes are already sufficient.
The perception that supplementation improves general well-being is not supported by this trial. A reverse
causal pathway may even be advocated (healthier
participants may have been more likely to believe
they were in the supplement group). The major implication for public health of the present findings is
that a lifelong diet rich enough in vitamins and minerals may be preferable to supplementation that is
likely not to be efficacious and has the potential to
be harmful.7
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self-medicate with real supplements or foods. If such
selection bias occurred, participants were more compliant and consequently felt better than participants
lost to follow-up, and the positive impact of supplementation on HRQoL, if it exists, should have been
increased in the supplement group. Thus, in the absence of a difference between the supplement and the
placebo groups, the interpretation of the results is not
altered.
It is widely believed that vitamins and minerals
help maintain good health and provide a sense of
well-being.16 A huge number of web-sites convey
the same message; a request inputting the two key
words ‘well-being’ and ‘vitamin’ in a search engine
yields more than 1 500 000 sites. This contrasts with
the limited number of scientific publications available.
The few published randomized trials have included
sick27,28 or recovering participants29 and those with
a particularly deficient diet.30,31 Study populations
are generally very small, and the HRQoL instruments
used have not always been established as valid.
Barringer et al.32 found no effect of daily multivitamin
and mineral supplementation for 1 year on HRQoL as
measured by the SF-12 questionnaire. Results of large
prevention trials using a validated HRQoL instrument,
with a design comparable to that used here, are not
yet available: only baseline HRQoL and/or primary
outcomes results of PCPT33–36 and SELECT37,38 have
been published. Thus, no meta-analysis is possible at
the present time. With these results, SU.VI.MAX contributes hugely to the debate on contradictory claims
between observational epidemiological studies and
randomized trials.39
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KEY MESSAGES
 Vitamin supplementation is an important public health issue because of the widely held belief that it
helps maintain good health and provides a sense of well-being.
 We demonstrate that long-term supplementation with antioxidant vitamins and minerals has no
effect on quality of life.
 In the context of recent findings showing no effect (indeed a negative effect) of antioxidant supplements on mortality, our results strengthen the evidence that this type of intervention has no beneficial impact on health.
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Conroy, Dr Anne Ledoux, Dr Michel Parache (Centre
Alexis Vautrin, Nancy). Finally we want to acknowledge all the scientists who helped carry out the
SU.VI.MAX trial. S.Br. designed the trial, reviewed
the literature, performed the statistical analysis and
drafted the manuscript. S.Bo. participated in the
design of the trial and the HRQoL data collection,
reviewed the literature and provided feedback on
the work. S.Be., F.G., P.G. and S.H. participated in
the design of the trial and provided feedback on the
work. S.H., P.G. and S.Br. are responsible for the
SU.VI.MAX trial. All authors collaborated interactively, and read and approved the final version of this
article. S.Br. will act as guarantor for the paper.

QUALITY OF LIFE AND ANTIOXIDANT SUPPLEMENTATION
10

11

12

13

14

16

17

18

19

20

21

22
23

24

25

26

27

28

29

30

31

32

33

34

35

36

37

38

39

40

randomised controlled trial. Am J Epidemiol 1999;150:
1117–27.
Boini S, Briancon S, Guillemin F, Galan P, Hercberg S.
Impact of cancer occurrence on health-related quality of
life: A longitudinal pre-post assessment. Health Qual Life
Outcomes 2004;2:4.
Keith ME, Jeejeebhoy KN, Langer A et al. A controlled
clinical trial of vitamin E supplementation in patients
with congestive heart failure. Am J Clin Nutr 2001;73:
219–24.
Brown MA, Goldstein-Shirley J, Robinson J, Casey S. The
effects of a multi-modal intervention trial of light, exercise, and vitamins on women’s mood. Women Health 2001;
34:93–112.
Woo J, Ho SC, Mak YT, Law LK, Cheung A.
Nutritional status of elderly patients during recovery from chest infection and the role of nutritional
supplementation assessed by a prospective randomized
single-blind trial. Age Ageing 1994;23:40–48.
Krondl M, Coleman PH, Bradley CL, Lau D, Ryan N.
Subjectively healthy elderly consuming a liquid nutrition
supplement maintained body mass index and improved
some nutritional parameters and perceived well-being.
J Am Diet Assoc 1999;99:1542–48.
Barr SI, MC Carron DA, Heany RP et al. Effects
of increased consumption of fluid milk and nutrient intake, body weight and cardiovascular risk factors in healthy older adults. J Am Diet Assoc 2000;100:
810–17.
Barringer TA, Kirk JK, Santaniello AC, Foley KL,
Michielutte R. Effect of a multivitamin and mineral supplement on infection and quality of life. A randomized,
double-blind, placebo-controlled trial. Ann Intern Med
2003;138:365–71.
Moinpour CM, Lovato LC, Thompson IM Jr et al. Profile
of men randomized to the prostate cancer prevention trial:
baseline health-related quality of life, urinary and sexual
functioning, and health behaviors. J Clin Oncol 2000;18:
1942–53.
Thompson IM, Goodman PJ, Tangen CM et al. The influence of finasteride on the development of prostate cancer.
N Engl J Med 2003;349:215–24.
Moinpour CM, Darke AK, Donaldson GW et al.
Longitudinal analysis of sexual function reported by
men in the Prostate Cancer Prevention Trial. J Natl
Cancer Inst 2007;99:1025–35.
Svatek RS, Lee JJ, Roehrborn CG, Lippman SM,
Lotan Y. Cost-effectiveness of prostate cancer chemoprevention: a quality of life-years analysis. Cancer 2008;112:
1058–65.
Lippman SM, Goodman PJ, Klein EA et al. Designing the
Selenium and Vitamin E Cancer Prevention Trial
(SELECT). J Natl Cancer Inst 2005;97:94–102.
Lippman SM, Klein EA, Goodman PJ et al. Effect of
selenium and vitamin E on risk of prostate cancer and
other cancers: the Selenium and Vitamin E Cancer
Prevention Trial (SELECT). JAMA 2009;301:39–51.
Tatsioni A, Bonitsis NG, Ioannidis JP. Persistence of
contradicted claims in the literature. JAMA 2007;298:
2517–26.
Bouchet C, Guillemin F, Paul-Dauphin A, Briançon S.
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