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How to vet any dietary supplement in 10 minutes
- before you spend a dime
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Why you need this checklist

The supplement industry is worth over 60 billion dollars a year - and unlike prescription drugs, supplements do
not need FDA approval before they reach the shelf. The FDA only steps in after a product is shown to be unsafe
or mislabeled. In practice, the burden of vetting a product falls almost entirely on you, the buyer.

Independent laboratory testing regularly finds products that contain less active ingredient than the label claims,
undisclosed fillers, or doses far below anything used in clinical research. Some products have even been found
to contain undeclared prescription drugs. Others are perfectly legitimate, made by serious companies with real
quality control. The problem is telling them apart, because their marketing pages look equally convincing.

This guide gives you three tools. First, a quick lesson in reading a supplement label the way a pharmacist would.
Second, a 10-point checklist - most checks take a minute or two - that filters out the vast majority of low-quality
products. Third, reference tables with research-backed doses for the most common ingredients, so you can see
at a glance whether a formula is serious or decorative.

Print it, keep it on your phone, and run through it before any purchase. Ten minutes of checking can save you
months of useless spending - or a genuine health risk.

This guide is for information only and is not medical advice. Always talk to your doctor or pharmacist before starting a
supplement, especially if you take medication, are pregnant or nursing, or have a medical condition.
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How to read a supplement label

Every legitimate supplement sold in the US must carry a 'Supplement Facts' panel. Here is what to look at, in
order:

Serving size

All doses are 'per serving' - and a serving may be 4 capsules, not 1. A bottle of '120 capsules' at 4 per day is a
30-day supply. Recalculate the real price per day before comparing products.

Amount per serving + % Daily Value

Each ingredient should show an exact amount (mg, mcg, 1U). '%DV' tells you how it compares to established daily
needs; an asterisk means no daily value has been established - common for botanical extracts.

Standardized extracts

For herbs, look for standardization: 'saw palmetto extract (standardized to 85-95% fatty acids)' means a consistent
active content. 'Saw palmetto (whole herb powder)' at the same weight is usually far weaker.

The 'proprietary blend' trap

A blend lists only the TOTAL weight of a mix of ingredients. The formula can be 95% cheap filler ingredient and 5%
of everything else - and the label would look identical. Serious brands disclose every dose.

Other ingredients

The small list under the panel: capsule material, fillers, colorants, sweeteners. A long list of dyes and additives in a
‘natural’ product tells you something about the manufacturer's priorities.

Lot number and expiry date

Their absence is disqualifying: without a lot number, a product cannot be traced or recalled. No serious
manufacturer omits them.
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The 10-point safety checklist

Read the label - and distrust 'proprietary blends'

A quality label lists every ingredient with its exact dose. A proprietary blend only gives you the total
weight of a mix, which lets a company sprinkle in trace amounts of the expensive ingredients you are
actually paying for.

DO THIS: If the key actives are hidden inside a blend, treat it as a red flag and look for a competitor with
full disclosure.

Compare doses with clinical research

An ingredient can be legitimate while the dose is useless. Most berberine studies use 900-1,500 mg per
day - a product with 100 mg is decorative. The reference table at the end of this guide covers the most
common ingredients.

DO THIS: Search the ingredient name plus ‘clinical trial dose’, or check examine.com, and compare with the
label.

Look for third-party testing

Seals from USP, NSF International, or ConsumerLab mean an independent laboratory verified that the
bottle contains what the label says, without dangerous contaminants. Absence of a seal is not proof of
fraud - testing is expensive - but presence of one is the strongest quality signal available.

DO THIS: Check the brand's website for certificates of analysis (CoA) if there is no seal.

Vet the manufacturer

Look for a physical address, a US or EU manufacturing location, and GMP (Good Manufacturing
Practices) certification. A brand with no company name, no address, and a website registered last month
is not a brand - it is a landing page.

DO THIS: Search '[brand name] + company’ and check how long the domain and business have existed.
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Check drug interactions

Natural does not mean inert. St. John's Wort weakens birth control and antidepressants; vitamin K
interferes with blood thinners; high-dose green tea extract can stress the liver; berberine amplifies blood
sugar medication.

DO THIS: Check every ingredient against your medications with a pharmacist - the advice is free.

Refuse miracle language

By law, supplements cannot claim to treat, cure, or prevent disease. Phrases like 'cures diabetes', 'melts
fat overnight' or 'reverses hearing loss' are not just hype - they are the signature of sellers who ignore
the law. Serious brands talk about 'support' and cite studies; scammers promise transformations.

DO THIS: Close the page as soon as you read a disease-cure promise.

Search the FDA warning and recall databases

Weight-loss, sexual-enhancement, and muscle products are the categories most often found spiked with
actual undeclared prescription drugs. The FDA publishes every warning letter and every tainted-product
alert.

DO THIS: Spend two minutes on fda.gov: search the brand in 'Warning Letters' and in the 'Health Fraud
Product Database’'.

Read reviews like an investigator

Ignore star averages - they are too easy to manufacture. The 2- and 3-star reviews are usually written by
real customers with real observations. Watch for dozens of 5-star reviews posted the same week,
identical phrasing across reviews, or reviews that describe a different product.

DO THIS: Read ten 2-3 star reviews before any purchase; they contain the honest picture.

Evaluate the refund policy - then verify it

A 60- or 90-day money-back guarantee is standard for reputable direct-to-consumer brands. But a
guarantee is only as good as the company honoring it: check that a real support email or phone number
exists.

DO THIS: Search '[brand] refund experience' to see whether customers actually got their money back.

Talk to your doctor first
Especially if you are pregnant or nursing, take any prescription medication, have liver or kidney disease,
or are preparing for surgery. One honest conversation beats a hundred online reviews.

DO THIS: Bring the label - a photo on your phone is enough for your doctor or pharmacist.
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Instant red flags - walk away if you see these

The product claims to cure, reverse, or treat a disease.

Key ingredients are hidden in a 'proprietary blend' with no doses.

The ‘clinical proof' is a study about one ingredient, presented as proof for the whole product.
Fake urgency: 'only 3 bottles left', countdown timers that reset when you reload the page.
The sales page imitates a news site or uses fake celebrity endorsements.

No company name, physical address, or reachable customer support.

Testimonials show 'results’ that would be remarkable even for a prescription drug.

The brand appeared a few months ago but claims '50,000 satisfied customers'.

Pressure to buy 6 bottles at once because 'real results take 6 months'.

X X X X X X X X X X

The label has no lot number or expiry date.

Special caution: your liver

The liver processes almost everything you swallow. Case reports of supplement-induced liver injury most often
involve high-dose green tea extract (EGCG above ~800 mg/day), anabolic ‘'muscle’ blends, high-dose niacin, and
multi-ingredient weight-loss stacks. Warning signs while taking any supplement: unusual fatigue, dark urine,
yellowing skin or eyes, pain under the right ribs. Stop the product and see a doctor if any of these appear.
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The 10-minute brand background check

Before a first order with an unfamiliar brand, run this exact sequence. Each step is a simple web search; together
they catch almost every problem brand.

STEP 1

STEP 2

STEP 3

STEP 4

STEP 5

STEP 6

Search the brand + 'FDA warning letter’ (2 min)
Also try brand + ‘recall' and brand + 'lawsuit'. Any hit on an official .gov page is disqualifying. No news is
good news here.

Search the brand + 'scam' and + 'refund’ (2 min)

Look at Reddit, Trustpilot and BBB results, not the brand's own site. A few angry customers are normal; a
pattern of 'never got my refund' is not.

Find the company behind the product (2 min)
Look for a physical address and company name in the site footer and privacy policy. Paste the address
into a maps app: a real facility and a mailbox rental store look very different.

Check the domain age (1 min)
Search 'whois [domain]'. A 'brand' whose website was registered three months ago, claiming years of
customer success, is lying about at least one of the two.

Verify the star ratings (2 min)

Read ten 2-3 star reviews on a marketplace listing if one exists. Cross-check whether the 'amazing
before/after photos' appear elsewhere with a reverse image search.

Confirm the actives and doses (1 min)

One last look at the Supplement Facts panel against the reference table in this guide. If the doses check
out and steps 1-5 are clean, the product passes.
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Ingredient quick reference: studied doses

Typical daily doses used in published human research. If a product contains dramatically less, it is unlikely to do

anything; dramatically more is not automatically better - or safe.

Berberine (blood sugar)

Green tea extract / EGCG (metabolism)
Caffeine (energy, fat oxidation)
Glucosamine sulfate (joints)
Chondroitin (joints)

Curcumin / turmeric extract (inflammation)
Lutein + zeaxanthin (eyes)

Melatonin (sleep)

Saw palmetto (prostate)

Probiotics (gut)

Biotin (hair, nails)

Omega-3 EPA+DHA (heart)
Ashwagandha (stress, sleep)
Magnesium (sleep, muscles)

Vitamin D3 (bones, immunity)

Zinc (immunity)

900-1,500 mg, split into 2-3 doses

300-500 mg EGCG; stay under ~800 mg for liver safety
100-400 mg; less if sensitive

1,500 mg

800-1,200 mg

500-1,000 mg with piperine or a lipid form

10-20 mg lutein + 2-4 mg zeaxanthin

0.5-5 mg, 30-60 minutes before bed

320 mg standardized extract (85-95% fatty acids)

1-10 billion CFU of identified strains (strain code on label)
30 mcg covers needs; mega-doses distort lab tests
1,000-2,000 mg combined EPA+DHA

300-600 mg root extract (KSM-66 or Sensoril)

200-400 mg elemental; citrate or glycinate forms
1,000-2,000 IU with a meal; test levels before more

15-30 mg; above 40 mg long-term depletes copper
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Smart buying habits

Calculate the price per day, not per bottle

Divide the bottle price by the number of SERVINGS (not capsules). A 39-dollar bottle that lasts 30 days costs more
than a 60-dollar bottle that lasts 60. Marketing bundles (‘buy 3, get 3') only make sense after this calculation - and
after you know the product suits you.

Start with one bottle

Whatever the discount, never start with a 6-bottle bundle of a product you have never taken. Test tolerance for a
montbh first. If the brand is legitimate, the discount will still exist next month.

Know the realistic timelines

Sleep support: days to 2 weeks. Energy and focus: 1-4 weeks. Blood sugar and cholesterol markers: 8-12 weeks.
Joints: 8-12 weeks. Hair and nails: 3-6 months. Any product promising visible results 'within days' in these
categories is overpromising.

Store supplements properly

Heat, light and humidity degrade actives - the bathroom cabinet is the worst place in the house. Keep bottles
closed, cool and dry; probiotics often belong in the fridge (check the label).

Reassess after 3 months

A supplement is an experiment with one subject: you. If a product shows no measurable or felt benefit after a fair
trial at the right dose, stop it. Rotating hope from bottle to bottle is exactly what low-quality sellers count on.
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Frequently asked questions

Q. Are supplements regulated at all?

Yes, but loosely. In the US they are regulated as food, not medicine: manufacturers must follow manufacturing
standards (GMP) and cannot claim to cure disease, but no one verifies the product works - or even contains what it
says - before it is sold.

Q. Is a more expensive supplement a better supplement?
Not reliably. Price correlates with marketing budgets more than with quality. What does correlate with quality:
third-party testing, disclosed doses, standardized extracts, and a traceable manufacturer.

Q. Can | take several supplements at the same time?

Watch for overlap: many formulas share ingredients (zinc, B vitamins, caffeine), and doses add up across products.
Stack two '‘metabolism’ blends and you may be doubling caffeine without knowing it. List the combined dose of
every ingredient before stacking.

Q. Do 'natural’ and ‘clinically proven' on the label mean anything?
'Natural' has no regulatory definition on supplements. 'Clinically proven' usually refers to a study on one
ingredient, at a dose the product may not even contain. Neither word is evidence; the Supplement Facts panel is.

Q. What should I do if a supplement makes me feel unwell?

Stop taking it, note the symptoms, and see a doctor if they persist - especially the liver warning signs listed in this
guide. In the US you can report the event to the FDA's MedWatch program; those reports are how dangerous
products get caught.

Q. How do | know if | even need a supplement?
Best answer: a blood test and a conversation with your doctor. Deficiencies (vitamin D, B12, iron, magnesium) are
measurable - supplementing blind means guessing at a problem you may not have.
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About LiveWell Magazine

LiveWell Magazine publishes independent, research-based reviews of health and wellness products. Every review
applies the checks in this guide: ingredients, doses, evidence, manufacturer, and refund policy. Read our latest
reviews at livewellmagazine.org.

Disclaimer: this guide is provided for educational purposes only and does not constitute medical advice. Statements about
dietary supplements have not been evaluated by the Food and Drug Administration. Products mentioned on our website may

be linked through dffiliate partnerships; this never changes our assessment. Photos: Pexels. (c) LiveWell Magazine -
livewellmagazine.org
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