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Product Review: Cholesterol-Lowering Supplements (Guggulsterones, Policosanol, Sterols)
Initial Posting: 7/31/03      (Updated: 6/14/04)      Jump to test results
What They Are:
According to the National Heart, Lung, and Blood Institute, about 50 percent of American adults have elevated blood cholesterol levels, a key risk factor for heart disease. While changes in diet and exercise are often the first intervention in improving cholesterol levels, various supplement ingredients may be helpful in lowering elevated low-density lipoprotein (LDL or "bad cholesterol"), raising low high-density lipoprotein (HDL or "good cholesterol"), and improving the LDL/HDL ratio. Some also reduce triglycerides. These supplement ingredients include plant-derived materials such as sterols (from soy beans, corn oils, rice bran, and wheat germ), stanols (refined from soy beans and pine trees), policosanol (a waxy substance from sugar cane or rice bran wax), guggulsterone (a gum resin from a tree sap), as well as niacin (a B-vitamin), garlic, and red yeast (a yeast grown on rice).

What They Do:
The amount of evidence supporting the various cholesterol-lowering supplements varies, but for most there is a good amount of suggestive evidence. Be aware, however, that there are concerns regarding the use of some of them. Below is a summary of information about several of the most popular ingredients used for cholesterol-lowering. See ConsumerTips™ for more information about the forms, suggested dosage, and safety considerations. In addition to the uses indicated above, these ingredients have other potential actions and uses (see the links below to the Natural Product Encyclopedia on this site). 

	Summary of Evidence for Cholesterol-lowering Ingredients

	Ingredient
For an article about each from the encyclopedia on this site, click on "Article" below


	Purported Use
	Evidence
	Safety
	Dosage and Tips for Buying and Using

	DHA and EPA (Omega-3 Fish/Marine Oils)
See Product Review and Article
	Do not affect LDL but decrease triglycerides and may raise HDL modestly. 
	Fairly strong.
	Safe but may thin blood.
	Dosage & Tips

	Garlic
See Product Review and Article
	Moderate, short-term reductions in total cholesterol, LDL and triglycerides. Does not affect HDL.
	Fairly strong.
	Generally safe but may thin blood and may interact with some AIDS drugs.
	Dosage & Tips

	Guggulsterone
See Article
	Decreases LDL and triglycerides by about 12%. Does not affect HDL.
	UPDATE: Mixed evidence. Contrary to promising studies conducted in India, a U.S. study reported after release of this Review showed no lowering of cholesterol and even a slight increase in LDL.* Some evidence that it may be effective in nodulocystic acne.
	May cause skin sensitivity in some. Otherwise generally safe but may interfere with statins and other drugs. However, may work well in combination with niacin.
	Dosage & Tips

	Niacin
See Product Review and Article
	Decreases LDL by about 10%, triglycerides by about 25%. Also, raises HDL by about 35%.
	Fairly strong.
	At recommended doses can cause skin tingling, flushing and, possible liver inflammation.
	Dosage & Tips

	Policosanol
See Article
	Significantly lowers total cholesterol and LDL. Increases HDL.
	Fairly strong, although most studies done by same researchers. Appears to act through the liver. 
	Generally safe, but mild side effects and drug-interactions not well studied. 
	Dosage & Tips

	Red Yeast Rice
	Significantly lowers total cholesterol, LDL, and triglycerides. Does not affect HDL.
	Fairly strong when containing therapeutic levels of lovastatin — a statin drug. However, capsules sold in the US and elsewhere appear to contain only 0.3 mg of lovastatin or less. Pills of prescribed medication contain much higher amounts of lovastatin (10 to 40 mg per pill). 
	Carries same potential risk for liver dysfunction as statin drugs and should not be used in conjunction with statins.
	No longer marketed with standardized lovastatin levels in U.S. due to legal issues. Now sold without lovastatin levels declared. 

	Sterols and Stanol Esters
See Article
	Decrease LDL by 10-15%. Do not affect HDL.
	Very strong. Prevent cholesterol absorption in the gut. 
	Generally safe. Has additive effect with statins — no interference.
	Dosage & Tips

	* JAMA, August 13, 2003. 
	




In this Product Review, testing focused on three of the supplements noted above: guggulsterones, policosanol, sterols. Reviews for garlic and niacin have already been conducted and posted. Red yeast rice is no longer marketed with lovastatin levels declared, as this might force it to be regulated as a drug. Since lovastatin levels are neither declared nor standardized for current products, the therapeutic activity of these products can not be well judged. Stanols were not tested because the necessary chemical standards were not available. 

Quality Concerns and What CL Tested for:
Neither the FDA nor any other federal or state agency routinely tests supplements for quality prior to sale. In addition, guggulsterones, policosanol, and sterols are relatively expensive materials compared to most supplements. Consequently, there remains an economic incentive for a manufacturer to buy less expensive, lower-grade versions or use less than the labeled amount. 

ConsumerLab.com tested all of these to confirm the amount of these respective ingredients. As part of this, testing also looked as whether the ingredients were of the quality typically seen in clinical trials. This included:

For guggulsterone: Because these are extracts, products were tested to determine whether they contained the proper concentration and total amount guggulsterones. In addition, these products were tested for potential contamination with lead and arsenic as these have been found in some related herbal products.

For policosanol: Policosanol is a mixture of long chain alcohols from sugar cane or rice bran wax. Consistent with most clinical studies done, products were expected to contain at least 60% octacosanol along with certain other long chain alcohols. 

For sterols: Because the government allows a health claim to be made for sterol-containing products, any product with such a claim had to provide the amount of plant sterol esters required to make this claim.

Finally, all tablet and caplet products were also tested for their ability to disintegrate, i.e., break apart, so that they could properly release their contents for use by the body.

What CL Found:
ConsumerLab.com purchased and tested a total of 17 guggulsterone, policosanol, or sterol supplements. (See How Products were Selected). More than half of these potentially cholesterol-lowering supplements failed to contain the expected ingredients and/or could not adequately break apart to release their contents.
· Of five guggulsterone supplements, four contained from as little as 4% to 74% of the expected ingredient. None of the products were contaminated with lead or arsenic.

· Of seven policosanol supplements, four contained from 23% to 78% of the expected ingredient. One of these four also would not release its contents. [Update 6/14/04: The manufacturer of the product that would not disintegrate and release its contents has informed CL that the product has been discontinued. At the manufacturer's request, ConsumerLab.com tested a new version, which passed testing and is now listed in the Review in lieu of the older product, with a footnote on how to distinguish the two versions.] 

· Of four sterol supplements, one contained 77% of the expected ingredient and would also not fully release its contents.

ConsumerLab.com speculates that the problems found reflect a combination of poor manufacturing practices and cost-cutting from the use of less or lower quality ingredient.

See Testing Methods and Passing Score for more information about the testing and criteria. 

Test Results by Product:
Listed alphabetically below by name are examples of the products that were selected for testing and a summary of their results. Also included in the list are other products (indicated with an asterisk) that have met the same criteria through CL's Voluntary Certification Program. The full list of ingredients is available for each product by clicking on the link under its name.

	EXAMPLES† OF RESULTS OF CONSUMERLAB.COM TESTING OF CHOLESTEROL-LOWERING SUPPLEMENTS: GUGGULSTERONE, POLICOSANOL, AND STEROLS
The complete list of results for this review contains 18 products and is available to subscribers — for access log in now or subscribe.
Click on click here. INCLUDEPICTURE "http://www.consumerlab.com/images/icon2.gif" \* MERGEFORMATINET 


for additional information on the product 
To find retailers that sell some of the listed products 

	Name of Product, Claimed Type and Amount of Ingredient per Unit, and Suggested Dose on Label
(Click on "Full Ingredients" for Complete Ingredient List) 


	Manufacturer 
or 
Distributor


	Test Results
(See Passing Score for More Information on Review Criteria)

	
	
	OVERALL RESULTS: APPROVED
(Passed)
or
NOT APPROVED
(Failed) 


	Contained Expected Ingredient


	Disintegrated Properly
(Applies only tablets and caplets) 



	Guggulsterone: (See Dosing Note below)

	Vitamin World® Select Herbals Standardized Extract Guggul Plex 340 mg, Standardized to contain 2.5% Guggulsterones (8.5 mg per capsule, 3 per day) *
(Full Ingredients)
	Mfd. by Vitamin World, Inc.
	APPROVED
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	N/A

	Policosanol:

	Life Extension Policosanol Dietary Supplement (10 mg per tablet, 1-2 per day)
(Full Ingredients)*,1
	Dist. by Life Extension Foundation Buyers Club, Inc.
	APPROVED
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	Sterol:

	
Nature Made Cholest-Off™ New & Improved (450 mg/caplet, 4 per day) *

(Full Ingredients)
	Dist. by Nature Made Nutritional Products
	APPROVED
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	†The example(s) shown represent(s) products whose manufacturers/distributors participated in ConsumerLab.com's voluntary testing and/or licensing programs for this Product Review.

	Dosing Note for Guggulsterone: This ingredient is used for a variety of conditions that may require different dosages. The dose suggested on the label may, therefore, need to be adjusted. For cholesterol-lowering, clinical studies indicate a dose of 75 mg to 100 mg of guggulsterones daily divided into three doses.
N/A — Not applicable: Only non-chewable tablets and caplets are tested for disintegration. Chewable products, powders, capsules and liquids, are not tested for this. 
*Tested through CL's Voluntary Certification Program prior to, at time of, or after the posting of this Product Review. 
1An earlier version of this product, having a 5 mg strength rather than a 10 mg strength, did not pass this review. According to the manufacturer, the earlier version has been discontinued. 

	Unless otherwise noted, information about the products listed above is based on the samples purchased by ConsumerLab.com (CL) for this Product Review. Manufacturers may change ingredients and label information at any time, so be sure to check labels carefully when evaluating the products you use or buy. If a product's ingredients differ from what is listed above, it may not necessarily be of the same quality as what was tested.

The information contained in this report is based on the compilation and review of information from product labeling and analytic testing. CL applies what it believes to be the most appropriate testing methods and standards. The information in this report does not reflect the opinion or recommendation of CL, its officers or employees. CL cannot assure the accuracy of information provided to it by third parties. Liability to any person for any loss or damage caused by errors, omissions, or inaccuracies in this report is hereby disclaimed.

	Copyright ConsumerLab.com, LLC, 2003. All rights reserved. Not to be reproduced, excerpted, or cited in any fashion without the express written permission of ConsumerLab.com LLC.


