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Q. Do people with a good 
diet get all of the vitamins or 
minerals they need?

A. The short answer is “al-
most,” but it depends on your 
definition of a good diet.

Reports have found that adherence to certain dietary patterns 
that emphasize fruit, vegetables, whole grains and dairy can 
allow you to get most of the recommended levels of vitamins 
and minerals each day — but not necessarily all of them. It can 
be tough to meet all the goals, but it’s possible. It is extremely 
difficult to get enough vitamin D from dietary sources even 
when eating a lot of seafood and dairy. It is also difficult to 
reach the recommended intake of potassium.

But here is the reality check: National surveys have clearly 
shown that select micronutrient inadequacies are widespread 
in the U.S. population. Most Americans don’t get enough 
vitamin D, vitamin E, vitamin K, and potassium from their diet, 
and many have trouble reaching adequate intakes of vitamin A, 
vitamin C, magnesium and calcium. 

In other words, many people may try to eat a “good diet,” but 
when you tally the numbers, it shows that most are falling 
short of getting the recommended levels of at least one (and 
probably more) vitamin or mineral every day.

Q. What steps can we take to get these micronutrients?

A. Start by looking at where you need help to reach your goals.

Should you try to eat more fruit and vegetables, whole grains, 
fish and nuts? Absolutely, but it might not be enough, even for 
those trying to eat a healthy diet. 

Avoiding dairy? Adhering to a vegan or gluten-free diet? Don’t 
eat a lot of green leafy vegetables? Not a fan of nuts? Don’t 
spend a lot of time outdoors? 

These choices can affect the levels of vitamins and minerals 
in your body. For example, if you don’t spend time outside in 
the sun or eat dairy, you might not get enough vitamin D. If 
you’re vegan, it’s very hard to get enough vitamin B12 from the 
food you eat. If you don’t eat nuts or seeds, you might not get 
enough vitamin E or magnesium. The list goes on.

Because many people are not necessarily reaching their goals 
right now, it is prudent to take additional action. Look for foods 
that help you get the vitamins and minerals you are missing. 
The Linus Pauling Institute’s Micronutrient Information Center 
website (lpi.oregonstate.edu/mic) and the USDA food com-
position database (ndb.nal.usda.gov/ndb) provide information 
about micronutrient content in common foods. Alternatively, 
you might want to consider taking a vitamin or mineral supple-
ment, or a multivitamin.

 

The Linus Pauling Institute recommends that every adult take 
a multivitamin supplement that contains about 100% of the 
Daily Value for most of these micronutrients, with a goal of 
meeting recommendations, not vastly exceeding them. If tak-
ing supplements is not for you, then make absolutely sure your 
diet is meeting your needs — there are many online programs 
like SuperTracker that can help you do this.

Q. I’ve heard that vitamin and mineral supplements are 
dangerous. Is this true?

A. This is often reported, but it’s highly misleading.

Too much of a good thing can be bad. Harms in taking vitamins 
and minerals are generally only associated with large amounts 
taken for extended periods. However, when taken at levels 
around 100% of the Daily Value (seen on supplement labels) 
— well below the upper or safe limit — there is generally no 
concern. LPI supports the use of a daily multivitamin because 
these supplements are generally regarded as safe and the sci-
entific literature has not provided evidence to the contrary.

But make sure to do your homework on supplements. Some 
should not be combined with certain drugs, taken by smokers, 
or taken by those who have cancer, for example. Consult a 
registered dietitian or a physician who is knowledgeable on the 
subject for more information.

Q. Is it true that vitamin and mineral supplements are 
useless?

A. No, not at all. 

This is a hard subject to tackle easily, but there is evidence that 
supplements can have benefits. Many studies have shown that 
vitamin and mineral supplements, especially multivitamins, can 
help fill nutritional gaps.

Keep in mind that supplements aren’t designed to cure or 
prevent disease: They give your body the adequate levels of 
nutrients it needs to function well. If they provide additional 
benefits beyond that, it is simply a bonus.

Research methods need to improve in order to better assess 
the health effects of vitamin and mineral supplements, so the 
information that we have right now is limited. Despite this, the 
largest and longest trial on multivitamins (called the Physicians’ 
Health Study II) showed that taking a multivitamin slightly re-
duced risk of total cancer and cataracts among well-nourished 
men, though it did not affect cognitive function or cardiovascu-
lar disease risk. 

Far from useless, vitamin and mineral supplements aren’t 
cure-alls either. Don’t use them in place of healthy eating, but 
consider them as a way to help keep you in good health. q
— Alexander Michels, research associate, LPI

The Linus Pauling Institute is a world leader in molecular nutrition 
research. Make a gift today at osufoundation.org/GiveToLPI.
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