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Not too much … not too little … but enough 
 

Too much of a good thing isn't 
always good. This even holds true 
for healthful foods and essential 
nutrients. To maintain health, we 
need to consume all of our essen-
tial nutrients in adequate amounts. 

We have known for centuries that 
nutrient deficiencies can result in 
serious health problems. However, 
now it is becoming clearer that 
consuming excessive amounts of 
even an essential nutrient can be 
problematic, whether it comes 
from foods or dietary supplements. 

QUESTION: What are the key 
roles of essential nutrients in pre-
vention of disease? 

ANSWER: A balance of essen-
tial nutrients is needed in virtually 
all cells of the body to support their 
normal function. This is especially 
true for those cells that protect us 
from attack by bacteria and viruses 
as well as cells that inhibit the de-
velopment of cancer. 

Some of these protective cells 
provide a barrier to invaders, and 
some are involved in disabling in-
vaders that get across a barrier. For 
example, the cells lining the intes-
tinal tract and lungs are key barri-
ers between our body and potential 
invaders in our external environ-
ment. Underlying these barrier 
cells are cells of the immune sys-

tem that detect and disable most in-
vaders. 

An adequate nutrient supply is 
critical for the function of these 
barrier cells that provide protection 
between us and the external envi-
ronment. Consequently, any nutri-
ent deficiency has the potential to 
make us more susceptible to dis-
ease. 

At the other extreme of nutrient 
intake, there also are concerns. 
More is not always better. Exces-
sive intake of one or more nutrients 
can cause problems. Science is 
gradually uncovering various 
problems with the excessive intake 
of some nutrients, and it appears 
that consuming too much of some 
nutrients for too long can promote 
certain types of diseases such as 
cancer. 

Q: If a food or natural chemical 
in a food shows potential in pre-
venting cancer, is it likely to be 
helpful in treating cancer? 

A: Not necessarily, according to 
two researchers. Dr. Thomas Wang 
at the Diet, Genomics, and Immu-
nology Laboratory in Beltsville, 
Md., studied resveratrol, a com-
pound in grapes that has been 
found to inhibit the growth of can-
cerous tumors. When he fed res-
veratrol to lab animals with can-

cerous tumors, he found that it first 
inhibited the growth of the tumors 
but over time ended up promoting 
tumor growth. 

At the Antioxidants Research 
Laboratory in Boston, Dr. Jeffrey 
Blumberg studied supplemental 
vitamins C and E and beta carotene 
taken by people during chemother-
apy and radiation therapy during 
human clinical trials. He concluded 
these supplements support the 
growth of cancer cells as well as 
normal cells, indicating antioxidant 
supplements should not be used 
during cancer therapies. 

Q: What are the benefits or risks 
of taking a daily multivitamin-
mineral dietary supplement? 

A: Nutritional supplements can 
clearly benefit people whose diets 
are low in calories and limited in 
specific food groups and overall 
variety. However, people who con-
sume adequate amounts of whole-
some foods from a balanced diet 
might be better off with limited or 
only moderate use of supplements. 

Perhaps the best rule of thumb to 
follow for a healthy diet is found in 
the memorable line from the late 
comedian Rap Reiplinger, "Not too 
much, not too little, but just right." 

 
Joannie Dobbs, PhD, CNS and Alan Titchenal, PhD, CNS 

are nutritionists in the Department of Human Nutrition, Food and Animal Sciences,  
College of Tropical Agriculture and Human Resources, UH-Manoa.  

Dr. Dobbs also works with the University Health Service 

© 2010 Honolulu Star-Advertiser -- http://www.staradvertiser.com/ 
http://www.nutritionatc.hawaii.edu/Articles/2010/450.pdf 


