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September 16, 2009 

Paul Kellermann 
147 Burrows Building 
University Park, Pa 16802 

Dear Professor Kellermann, 

The purpose of this proposal is to address the issue of whether or not people should rely 
on multivitamins to replace vitamins and minerals that are naturally found in foods.  In 
this proposal, you will find valuable information regarding the problem of Americans 
using vitamins improperly, consequences of not fixing this problem, a research plan to 
study this problem in more detail, a schedule of this research, and my qualifications for 
writing about this topic. 

The very first multivitamins were developed in the 1930s and were sold to consumers (1).  
These aided the public in ingesting proper amounts of nutrients in order to avoid 
developing vitamin and mineral deficiencies, such as scurvy (vitamin C deficiency).  
Eighty years later, these supplements, which often contain nutrients such as Calcium, 
Zinc, Iron, and vitamins C, A, D, and E, are a very common daily intake amongst 
Americans.  Vitamin supplements are recommended for certain at-risk population groups.  
For example, pregnant women are advised to take folate to reduce the risk of their fetus 
developing neural tube defects.  However, with healthy non-pregnant individuals, 
multivitamins are meant to complement a healthy diet.  Despite this intent, 70% of 
Americans rely on supplements (mostly vitamins) and not as much on vitamin-rich foods.  
Many of them consume amounts much higher than the recommended intake for vitamins 
and minerals, which can be detrimental to their health (2).   

Problem 
 
Many Americans seem to have a misunderstanding of proper use of multivitamins.  This 
problem is nation-wide, and this ignorance is being passed to peoples’ family members 
and friends.  Ideally, Americans would consume the recommended servings of fruits, 
vegetables, meats, dairy, and grains that the USDA suggests.  With a balanced diet, each 
person would be sufficient in all nutrients, and vitamin and mineral deficiencies would be 
extinct.   

However, people’s fast-paced lives do not always allow time for cooking nutritious meals.  
Therefore, many resort to eating processed foods and fast foods, which are often 
significantly lower in vitamins and minerals than a meal made with nutritious ingredients.  
To make up for the unhealthy processed foods, many take multivitamins to reach the 
recommended intake of nutrients.  By consuming vitamin supplements instead of 
vitamin-rich foods, one does not ingest other crucial nutrients such as protein, 
carbohydrates, fats, fiber, and antioxidants, which help to keep our bodies running 
efficiently.  Adults who have children are also setting an example of bad eating habits for 
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their kids, who may develop the same poor diet and incorrect supplement knowledge as 
their parents.  Furthermore, overdose of certain vitamins and minerals is easily achieved 
through consuming multivitamins, which could lead to fatal nutrient toxicities.  For 
example, if one consumes above 600 micrograms of Chromium per day, he or she may 
experience renal (kidney) failure, liver dysfunction, and chromosomal or DNA damage. 

If this problem is not addressed, society could drastically decrease consumption vitamin-
rich foods such as fruits and vegetables and rely almost entirely on vitamins.  This could 
then lead to a decrease in antioxidant intake and an increase in vitamin overdose, 
eventually resulting in increased cancer rates, toxicities, and even death.  Furthermore, if 
this problem progresses, Americans could end up wasting money on multivitamins 
instead of nutritious foods.  Finally, if people decrease consumption of fresh produce, 
farmers would lose money from not selling these products, which would cause even more 
stress in the U.S. job market than there already is.   

By taking action and researching multivitamin use further, knowledgeable Americans can 
be on their way to better bodies, minds, and economic statuses.  They can also pass on 
this information to their children so that future Americans maintain adequate health.  
Educating people on proper vitamin use and healthy diets is one possible solution 
amongst many.  I believe that each solution developed will both help people gain basic 
knowledge about nutrients and encourage them to make healthy actions involving 
supplements.  

I propose to write a formal report about the effects of replacing nutrient-rich foods with 
vitamin supplements and misuse of vitamins, especially in American adults, ages 25-50.  
I plan to research the health effects as well as the economical and societal effects of this 
problem.   

Research Plan 

In order to explore this topic, I plan to incorporate multiple research methods.  First, I 
will study current trends with vitamin supplement intake among Americans.  These 
inquiries will include not only the number of people consuming multivitamins on a 
regular basis, but also the types of vitamins and dosage.  I will use primary and secondary 
sources to find this information.  I will also search for current articles in health magazines 
and publications for information about these trends. 

I will also interview my professor, Dr. Shannon Kelleher, who teaches a Micronutrient 
Metabolism class.  She has a PhD in Nutrition and is very knowledgeable about vitamins, 
minerals, and how they work in the body.   During this interview, I will ask of her 
understanding of multivitamins, and how Americans are using them.  I will also ask her 
specific opinion on the matter and what she proposes as a solution to the misuse of 
multivitamins.  Finally, I will ask if she has any related research articles or publications 
to share with me. 

As a concluding research method, I plan to email the American Dietetic Association 
about this issue.  I will send a formal email stating my research up to that point and 
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asking their stance on the issue.  I will also ask if they have any hypotheses or solution 
ideas. 

At the end of my research, I hope to use this information to develop multiple solutions to 
this multivitamin misuse and ignorance.  Since they will be catered toward American 
adults, the solutions will not demand much time from people’s busy lives.  Furthermore, 
each solution will have specific and easy guidelines so that adults of all education levels 
are able to follow them. 

Schedule 

September 22, 2009     Turn in Proposal 

September 23-October 7, 2009   Research Online Publications 

October 8-22, 2009     Primary Research at Paterno Library 

October 20, 2009     Literature Review due 

October 29, 2009     Progress Report due 

October 26-30, 2009     Interview Dr. Kelleher 

November 1-13, 2009     Further online research/Email ADA 

November 20-20, 2009    Thanksgiving Break 

December 1, 2009     Formal Report Draft 

December 8, 2009     Revised Formal Report Draft 

December 10, 2009     Formal Report Due 

 

Qualifications 

As a senior majoring in Nutritional Sciences- Applied Option, at the Pennsylvania State 
University, I have taken many classes pertaining to nutrient metabolism.  Knowledge 
from these classes will directly aid me in understanding the specific research that I find 
pertaining to vitamins and minerals.  Furthermore, I plan to become a Registered 
Dietitian and work in a clinical setting, where I will deal with vitamin and mineral 
inadequacies on a daily basis.  Currently, I am enrolled in a vitamin and mineral 
metabolism class where I study deficiencies and toxicities of nutrients.  I have also been 
working in the Laboratory for the Study of Human Ingestive Behavior at Penn State since 
the fall of 2008.  In this on-campus laboratory, I conduct studies involving the effect of 
different nutrient-dense foods on intake amounts.  By measuring foods before and after 
they are given to subjects, we are able to accurately calculate consumption amounts of 
numerous nutrients. 
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I have also worked as a dietary aide in the Nashoba Valley Medical Center, where I saw 
first-hand how nutrient deficiencies can affect patients’ health.  I planned menus for 
patients with specific diet orders.  In particular, I restricted certain vitamins and minerals 
in patients’ meals whose health conditions would cause adverse effects from large doses. 

I believe that by researching multivitamin use, I will be able to find solutions to 
encourage Americans to rely more on nutritious foods rather than nutrient supplements.  
In order to keep American adults (and their children as a result) well, I believe that this is 
a necessary research topic.  I ask that you may give me permission to begin researching 
vitamin use in the U.S. in order to keep the U.S. population healthy.  Thank you for your 
time and concern. 

Sincerely, 

 

Kate **** 

 

 

(1): http://www.multivitamins.co.uk/brief_history.html 

(2) http://www.nytimes.com/2003/04/29/science/vitamins-more-may-be-too-many.html 
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