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Is This Summary Right for Me?

Yes, this information is for you if:
 � Your doctor* has suggested you take one of the following heart, 
blood vessel, blood pressure, cholesterol, or blood thinner 
medicines. These are called cardiovascular (CV) medicines.
 Blood pressure medicines  

like ACE (angiotensin- 
converting enzyme)  
inhibitors, ARBs 
(angiotension II receptor  
blockers), beta-blockers,  
calcium channel blockers,  
and diuretics (sometimes  
called “water pills”)**

 Medicines that help make 
the pumping of your heart 
stronger, like Lanoxicaps®  
or Lanoxin® 

 Medicines that help control  
your cholesterol and  
triglyceride levels, like  
statins or fenofibrate

 Blood thinners like  
warfarin (Coumadin®)

 Aspirin or other “antiplatelet” 
medicines like Plavix®,  
Brilinta®, or Pradaxa®

 Medicines to treat or prevent 
chest pain from your heart,  
like nitrates such as Isordil®

 � You are taking or thinking about taking one or more dietary 
supplements (vitamins, minerals, herbs, and other substances that 
add to the vitamins and minerals you get from food) in addition to 
your CV medicine.† Dietary supplements studied in the research for 
this summary include:

 * In this summary, the term “doctor” refers to the health care professionals who may take care of you, 
including your physician, cardiologist, nurse practitioner, or physician assistant.

 ** Examples of these types of blood pressure medicines taken by men and women are available at 
www.fda.gov/ForConsumers/ByAudience/ForWomen/ucm118594.htm.

 † Not all dietary supplements and CV medicines were studied—only those listed in this summary.

 Niacin (vitamin B3)
 Vitamin E
 Vitamin K
 Magnesium
 Ginseng
 Echinacea

 Garlic supplements
 Ginger supplements
 Ginkgo biloba
 Omega-3 fatty acids/fish oil
 Coenzyme Q10
 Hawthorn

(continued on next page)



Yes, this information is for you if:

 � You want to know what research says about taking dietary 
supplements with CV medicine.

 � You are 18 years or older. The information for this summary is  
from research on adults. 

What does this summary cover?

This summary explains that there is not enough research about taking 
dietary supplements along with CV medicines to know for sure if 
supplements are helpful or harmful. Dietary supplements can be taken 
for many reasons other than CV problems. This summary only talks 
about the research on taking certain dietary supplements at the same 
time as a CV medicine. This summary can help you talk with your 
doctor about taking dietary supplements. 

Where does the information in this summary come from?

Researchers funded by the Agency for Healthcare Research and Quality 
(AHRQ), a Federal Government research agency, reviewed 70 studies 
published through September 2011 on the effects of taking dietary 
supplements along with CV medicines. The report was reviewed by 
clinicians, researchers, experts, and the public. You can read the report  
at www.effectivehealthcare.ahrq.gov/dietary-supplements.cfm.
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Understanding Cardiovascular Disease 

What is cardiovascular disease?

Cardiovascular (CV) disease is any disease that affects your heart and 
blood vessels. A common form of CV disease happens when the blood 
vessels that supply blood to your heart become narrow or blocked. 
This is the main cause of heart attacks and heart failure. Having high 
blood pressure and/or high cholesterol can increase your risk of CV 
disease and could lead to a heart attack. Your doctor may prescribe 
medicines to treat your high blood pressure or high cholesterol to 
prevent you from getting CV disease. 

Other heart problems can happen when the valves in your heart do 
not work correctly or when your heart does not pump blood well 
enough. These problems can lead to heart failure. 

How common is CV disease?

 � About 1 out of 3 adults in the United States (around 81 million 
Americans) have some form of CV disease.

 � CV disease is the leading cause of death in the United States.

How is CV disease prevented or treated?
Lifestyle changes such as eating a healthy diet, exercising, and not 
smoking can improve blood pressure and cholesterol. This can help  
prevent CV disease or keep it from getting worse. There are also many 
medicines that treat CV problems. These include medicines that: 

 � Lower blood pressure
 � Lower cholesterol and  
triglycerides (a type of fat  
in your blood)

People with CV disease take an average of six medicines for  
this condition.

 � Help the heart pump 
stronger

 � Prevent blood clots
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Understanding Your Options 

What are dietary supplements?

Dietary supplements are vitamins, minerals, herbs, and other  
substances that “supplement” (add to) the vitamins and minerals you  
get from foods. These products come as pills, powders, drinks, and 
bars. They are sold at pharmacies, grocery stores, vitamin stores, and 
health food stores and on the Internet. 
Many supplements are advertised for specific health problems, like  
high blood pressure, high cholesterol, or CV disease. Some 
supplements that have been sold for these CV problems include:

 � Vitamins and minerals, such as:
 Niacin  

(vitamin B3)
 � Herbs or supplements made from plants, such as:
 Ginseng
 Echinacea

 � Other supplements, such as:
 Omega-3 fatty acids/fish oil

Dietary supplements are very popular. You may have seen them 
advertised on TV, on the Internet, in newspapers, or in magazines. Or, 
you may have heard about supplements from a friend. One to two out 
of every three adults with CV problems takes a dietary supplement 
because they think it will give them some health benefit.

 Vitamin E  Vitamin K  Magnesium

 Coenzyme Q10

 Ginkgo biloba
 Hawthorn

 Garlic  
supplements

 Ginger  
supplements

More information on dietary supplements is available at:
 � The U.S. Food and Drug Administration (FDA) Web site:  

www.fda.gov/Food/ResourcesForYou/Consumers/ucm109760.htm
 � The National Institutes of Health Web site:  

www.ods.od.nih.gov/pubs/DS_WhatYouNeedToKnow.pdf
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How are dietary supplements different from prescription  
and over-the-counter medicines?

Dietary supplements you can buy over the counter that claim to help 
conditions like high blood pressure, high cholesterol, or CV disease 
are not the same as medicine.* Supplements are not meant to treat, 
prevent, or cure diseases. 
Unlike prescription or over-the-counter medicines, dietary 
supplements do not have to be approved by the FDA. 

 � Prescription and over-the-counter medicines must pass tests  
that show they work and are safe before they are advertised and 
sold to the public. 

 � Dietary supplements, however, do not have to prove they work  
or are safe before they are advertised and sold. Supplements  
are thought to be safe because they have been used by people  
for many years.

* Some supplements have been made into medicines and are regulated by the FDA. These usually have 
 higher doses and concentrations than are available over the counter. These include niacin (vitamin B3)  
 and omega-3 fatty acids (Lovaza®). 

Note:  Talk with your doctor about the claimed benefits and safety of dietary 
supplements and if they may be helpful for you.
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Can dietary supplements be harmful?
Although dietary supplements are advertised as being beneficial or 
helpful, there is not much research about how they may harm your 
health when taken with CV medicines. Supplements could cause 
side effects that may not be listed on the label. Dietary supplements 
may also interfere with certain medicines or other supplements. 
This could make the medicine or supplement not work as well or 
could cause other side effects. 

Note: The FDA reports that too much vitamin K can stop warfarin (Coumadin®) from 
working correctly. This may increase the risk for a blood clot, heart attack, or stroke. If you 
take warfarin, be sure to check with your doctor before taking vitamin K.

Note: It is important to always tell your doctor about any supplements you take. 
It is also important to continue taking your CV medicine and other medicines 
as directed by your doctor even if you also take a dietary supplement. Dietary 
supplements do not replace prescription medicines.
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What does research say about taking dietary supplements  
with CV medicines?

There is not enough research to know for sure if supplements really 
help or if they cause harm when taken with CV medicines. 

 � There is not enough research to know for sure if taking dietary 
supplements with CV medicines helps improve CV disease or 
helps prevent death from CV disease.

 � There is not enough research to know for sure if taking 
supplements with CV medicines helps improve conditions that 
increase the risk for CV disease, such as high blood pressure, 
high cholesterol, or high triglyceride levels.

 � There is not enough research to know for sure if taking dietary 
supplements with CV medicines causes any minor or serious 
side effects. Side effects could include nausea, diarrhea, 
constipation, seizures, difficulty breathing or swallowing, 
bleeding problems, kidney problems, or liver problems.
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Making a Decision 

What should I think about when deciding?

There are several things to consider when deciding whether or not 
to add a dietary supplement to your CV medicine. Talk with your 
doctor about: 

 � How much is known about the benefits and safety of the 
supplement you want to take

 � If dietary supplements could interfere with other medicines you take 
in addition to your CV medicine or affect other conditions you have

 � How to make sense of the claims being made about supplements 
in the media and on the Internet

 � The cost of adding dietary supplements to your CV medicine

What are the costs of dietary supplements?

The costs to you for dietary supplements vary a lot, depending on: 

 � The type and brand of the supplements
 � The store or Web site you buy them from
 � How much you buy at one time

7



Ask your doctor

Be sure to tell your doctor if you are thinking about taking a 
dietary supplement before you begin. You should ask your doctor:

 � What do you think about adding dietary supplements to my  
CV medicine? Could supplements help me?

 � Could taking a dietary supplement be unsafe for me?

 � Which dietary supplements might interfere with the  
medicines I take?

 � If I do decide to take a supplement, how much should I  
take? How often? For how long?

 � What side effects should I look for?
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Other questions for your doctor:

Write the answers here:

9



Source

The information in this summary comes from the report Dietary 
Supplement Use in Adults Taking Cardiovascular Drugs, April 2012. 
The report was produced by the University of Ottawa Evidence-
based Practice Center through funding by the Agency for Healthcare 
Research and Quality (AHRQ). 

For a copy of the report, or for more information about AHRQ and 
the Effective Health Care Program, go to www.effectivehealthcare.
ahrq.gov/dietary-supplements.cfm. Additional information came 
from the MedlinePlus® Web site, a service of the National Library 
of Medicine and the National Institutes of Health. This site is 
available at www.nlm.nih.gov/medlineplus.

This summary was prepared by the John M. Eisenberg Center  
for Clinical Decisions and Communications Science at Baylor  
College of Medicine, Houston, TX. Patients taking CV medicines  
reviewed this summary.
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