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Immune system boosters are a scam, part 2

Last time, | wrote about why immune system boosters are both ineffective and
undesirable. Far more diseases are caused by immune system over-action than by
under-action. So it's more likely you'd need to be treated with an immunosuppressant
like a steroid than you would with an immune system booster (if there were such a
thing!). Why then is there such an apparent demand for these products? Of course,
part of it is created by incessant advertising and the alluring promise of wonderful
health benefits. But these scams only work because most people simply don’t
understand how the immune system works and can therefore be easily misled.

So a little painless education is in order. At its most basic level, our immune system is
designed to do two things: to recognize dangerous things in the environment and
then to get rid of them. We want to be able to respond to foreign organisms like
bacteria, viruses and parasites so they don’t cause infection, or, if they do, to get rid
of them as soon as possible. So we have special cells that help identify the bad
actors. And if you think about it, this identification process has to be pretty exacting.
First of all, we have to be able to distinguish between self and non-self so we don’t
attack our own tissues. This is why you'd reject an organ transplant from an
unmatched donor &€" it's not you! Moreover, within the realm of foreign, you have to
know what'’s potentially harmful and what's safe. These activities require a very
sophisticated ID system. And it’s this ID process that makes the immune system so
complex and so hard to “boost.”
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Think of it like a border crossing checkpoint. Every person (organism) has to be
scanned, identified and checked for danger. They have to be checked every time they
try to come in, and the identification has to be exact. And if we’ve encountered a
dangerous person (organism) before, we'd like to remember that and be able to react
quickly and efficiently. This is exactly the way the immune system works. Each foreign
substance gets uniquely scanned, identified, reacted to and cataloged for future
reference.
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The immune system reacts to the environment. It works on a case-by-case basis,
reacting specifically and uniquely to each foreign substance. There’s no way to
enhance its activity across the board because its activity occurs step-by-step, one
substance at a time.
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immunized against a particular foreign organism, there’s just no way to “boost”
immunity across the board. It just doesn’t work that way.

So what is it that’s being sold and why is it allowed? Great questions. The various
products alleged to be immune system boosters are all nutritional supplements like
vitamins, minerals, herbs and the like. And yes, they do contain components required
by the immune system for proper function. You do need certain vitamins and minerals
for all the various parts of your body to work. But assuming you eat a balanced
average American diet, you're getting everything you need from your food. And if you
add in a multivitamin/mineral supplement like many people take, you're surely
covered (even that is really unnecessary, but some people like extra insurance).

The problem is that nutritional supplements are basically sold as foods and as such
they are available over-the-counter for sale to all without a doctor’s prescription. As to
why they can make the health claims they do with impunity, your guess is as good as
mine. But there is one thing you should know. For all its problems, it's not the FDA
that is to blame. The FDA regulates the advertising of prescription drugs not over-the-
counter products. That advertising is regulated by the FTC, the Federal Trade
Commission. And if you think it might have something to do with the FTC not being
staffed with medical professionals, you’re probably right! But if you think it has more
to do with the activity of lobbyists working Congress on behalf of the supplement
industry, you're probably getting warmer!
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