
MENmonitor

12 october 2011 C o m m u n i t y  H e a l t H C o m m u n i t y  H e a l t H  october 2011 13

WOMEN monitor

Slim Chances
As weight-loss supplements regain popularity, more women risk extreme side e!ects
BY LAUREN SIEBEN

Fen-phen and ephedra—chances 
are you’ve heard these two dirty 
words in the discourse about diet pills.

Both were popular active ingredients 
in weight-loss supplements during the ’80s 
and ’90s, and they were eventually banned 
for their frightening lists of side effects, 
which included increased heart rate, 
hypertension, heart attack and death.

Now, diet pills are ubiquitous as ever, 
but are they any safer? Celebrities hype 
Xenadrine, Quick Trim, SlimQuick and 
myriad others, affordable and legally avail-
able over the counter. Some promise you’ll 
shed 25 pounds in as little as a month. 
Others tote weight-loss success stories of 
up to 10 pounds per week.

If their claims seem too good to be true, 
it’s probably because they are, says Siobhan 
DeLancey, a spokeswoman for the Food 
and Drug Administration.

The FDA doesn’t regulate diet pills, 
DeLancey says. Manufacturers are solely 
responsible for ensuring their products are 
safe before they hit the market. The FDA 
only tests certain diet pills after they’re 
available to consumers. So be wary of the 
pills on pharmacy shelves—many haven’t 
been tested by the FDA.

“Medical drugs have to go through clin-
ical trials and things like that, but dietary 
supplements don’t,” DeLancey says. “If you 
have a dishonest manufacturer, they’re 
trying to circumvent the law to get their 
products out.”

Today’s most popular diet pills include 
anything with “slim” in the title and some 
foreign supplements, like Pai You Guo cap-
sules from China, DeLancey says. The 
FDA has found many pills are tainted with 
high quantities of pharmaceuticals, such 
as ephedra, fluphenazine and sibutra-
mine—all associated with potentially 

life-threatening cardiac risks.
Heart attack, stroke and death are on 

the extreme end of side effects, but the 
more common ones can still lead to major 
problems: insomnia, increased heart rate 
and irregular heart beat are a few more 
adverse effects, among many.

The FDA publishes a list of tainted 
weight-loss products on its Medication 
Health Fraud Web page. The list includes 
products the FDA has tested and deemed 
unsafe, but, DeLancey says, “if you’re 
thinking about a product that’s not on the 
list, don’t assume it’s OK.”

As the FDA warns against a growing list 
of diet products, you may be wondering: 
Are any diet pills safe? A handful of FDA-
approved products do exist, but DeLancey 
recommends them with a disclaimer.

“The only products that are approved 
are (those with the active ingredient) orli-
stat, so Alli and Xenical,” she says. “But 
even with those products, we have warned 
that people with existing liver problems 
shouldn’t take them.”

To complicate matters, the FDA issued 
a warning about a counterfeit type of Alli 
being sold online. The counterfeit claims 
to contain orlistat, the active ingredient in 
Alli, but it’s instead made with a dangerous 
amount of sibutramine, a stimulant that 
can cause elevated blood pressure, stroke 
and heart attack in people with a history  
of cardiovascular disease.

If you’re determined to take a weight-
loss supplement, talk to your doctor first. 
Otherwise, you may be wise to steer clear of 
pills that promise miracle results. Don’t be 
tempted by the lure of a “two-day diet” that 
could be accompanied by fatal side effects.

As DeLancey puts it, most diet pills, 
“promise things that would be difficult  
to deliver.”
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The FDA doesn’t 
regulate diet pills. 

It’s up to  
manufacturers  

to make them safe.
DECEPTIVE DIET PILLS
To see what medications are on the FDA’s health fraud list, go to FDA.gov, roll over 
“Drugs,” then click “Resources For You.” On that page, click “Buying and Using Drugs 
Safely,” then click “Medication Health Fraud.”

Wii Fit Plus OK, so your 
yogi might not be too 
at peace about you 
performing plugged-in 
yoga poses, but there are 
tons of video-game style 
exercises to do, and your 
avatar gets skinnier along 
with you. And with a Wii in 
your living room, this is the best chance since Jane Fonda  
to do aerobics with no witnesses. $80 - game system extra

Let’s Get  
Digital Physical
Six gizmos to help you get fit and have fun 
BY PHIL ARVIA

Men love gadgets. Since the quintessen-
tial guy gizmo—the Swiss Army knife—was 
invented on July 12, 1897, men have been 
obsessed with any bit of technology they can 
tinker with.

Men also love fitness, or at least the idea of 
being fit. But the process of actually getting 
fit—the running, lifting, squatting—they love 
less. Thus is borne: the fitness gadget.

We’ve seen more than a century of mus-
cle-stimulating electrodes, belt-shakers and 
fat-melters, all guaranteed to do the work for 
you. But we are smarter now. We know real 
fitness is achieved through proper diet and 
exercise and not the latest gizmo.

The problem with proper diet and exercise is 
the will-sapping boredom of it all. So how do we 
fight that? With the latest gizmo, of course. Let 
these great gadgets help keep you moving.

Garmin Forerunner 110
This GPS-enabled watch 

measures time, pace and 
distance. It can also do 
a heart rate-based calo-
rie burning count when 
paired with an optional 
heart rate chest strap. 

For those of us who like 
gadgets but aren’t exactly 

Inspector Gadget, the 110 
(unlike its more expensive 
brethren) promises “virtu-

ally no setup required.” $179

Fitbit This “wireless activity tracker” turns you into an 
all-day exercise machine. Attach it to yourself like a 
clothespin, or drop it in your pocket. The Fitbit will tell 
you how many steps you took all day and how many cal-
ories you burned. Simply walk by your computer, and all 
the info uploads automatically. Best—or creepiest—of 
all, slip the bit in a special wristband and wear it to bed. 
When you get up in the a.m., it will tell you how long 
you slept, how long you were in bed and how many 
times you woke up during the night. $100

Approach G5 North America 
Another Garmin product for those who 
prefer their nice walk through nature sul-
lied by technology. Preloaded with 17,000 
North American golf courses, this is an 
electronic yardage book/scorecard/range 
finder. It’d be as good as a caddy if it lined 
up putts—or dates—after a tough day on 
the links. $350

Philips Activa These 4G MP3 players debuted in 2010 and got 
a lot of notice for two features: Programmable “vocal encour-
agement” delivered during workouts by one of three voices 
(male, female or drill sergeant); and TempoMusic, which 
matches the music in your collection to the pace of your 
workout—hence, no more Green Day during cool-downs. It 
also has all the usual workout software for calculating cal-
ories, time and distance. $129

ePulse2 Continuous Heart Rate Monitor 
Impact Sports technologies bills this as 
the world’s only truly strapless continuous 
heart rate monitor. You wear it high up on 
your forearm, where Michael Jordan used 
to wear his wristbands, and it gives you all 
the information a chest strap model would—
and it has an easy-to-ready LED display that 
is visible in all light conditions. $120


