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Reconsideration on the Social Positioning of Health Supplements in
their Introduction Stage in Japan

MATSUEDA Akiko

Abstract:

Health supplements, including vitamin supplements and liver agents, became popular in Japan from the 1950s
to 1960s. Previous studies regarded such health supplements in those days as products to compensate lack of
nutrition and maintain health. Health supplements today hold similar social positioning. Historical records,
however, suggest that pharmaceutical companies promoted and tried to position these health supplements as
drugs to cure a disease. This paper aims to reveal how health supplements were actually promoted by studying
the contents of articles and advertisements in newspapers, magazines (general and specialized), and
administrative documents. Result finds that some vitamin supplements were promoted by pharmaceutical
companies to cure not only neuralgia but also rheumatism and heart disease. Some liver agents were promoted
to cure liver disease, diabetes, neuralgia. Previous studies were wrong to regard health supplements only as
health promoting drug when they were first introduced in Japan. The conclusion argues that such view can
obscure the historical process of shifting the social positioning of health supplements. It is important for us to
verify why some drugs survive to exist for not to cure a disease as more people take health promotion drugs

today.

Keywords: health supplement, vitamin supplement, liver agent, health drink, health promotion
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