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Marketing Tea for Health: How to Get the Word Out With Integrity 
by Devon Schuyler
photographs by Nicole Maas
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One of the hallmarks of quack cures is that they’re supposed to treat a variety of ills. Are your joints achy or your digestion slow? Do you need more pep? Just try this wonderful tonic ... 
   When it comes to selling tea, nobody wants to sound like a snake-oil salesman, give bad advice or run afoul of the Food and Drug Administration (FDA). That’s why anyone extolling the health benefits of tea needs to tread lightly. Tea has been associated with everything from preventing heart attacks to helping women become pregnant. But how valid are these claims, and how far should retailers go in promoting them?

What to Print 
One of the most recent developments in the marketing of tea for health comes from Lipton, which started placing antioxidant information on their packaging in early 2005. For example, their green tea boasts that it contains 190 milligrams of protective antioxidants per serving. The back of the package says “Lipton Green Tea … naturally contains protective antioxidants (flavonoid antioxidants). This is important because antioxidants help your body protect itself against free radicals—molecules that can damage cells.” The packaging then compares these values to those of other foods, such as Lipton black tea (150 mg), orange juice (36 mg), broccoli (10 mg), cranberry juice (4 mg) and coffee (0 mg). It also contains a disclaimer that tea is not a substitute for fruits, vegetables and juices. 
   Brian Keating, publisher of the Tea is “Hot” Report (www.teareport.com), says that Lipton sets a good example of what tea brands should be doing. “Typically, innovations like that come from smaller companies. But in this case, it’s the large companies that are doing it right.” Doing it right means four things: 

1. Stating that the product contains antioxidants.
2. Noting the type of antioxidants (e.g., flavonoids). 
3. Listing the amount of anxtioxidants the product contains.
4. Making only general health claims about antioxidants.

Tea brands are barred from making claims such as “rich in antioxidants” or “a good source of antioxidants,” because the FDA has not set a dietary recommendation for antioxidants, according to Joe Simrany, president of the Tea Association of the USA (www.teausa.org). 
   As for listing the type and amount of antioxidants, Keating recommends that retailers start questioning their suppliers because information from one brand cannot be generalized to other brands. Simrany says that tea brands also should do multiple studies of their own. “If challenged, they’ll need to have specific backing for their statements,” he says. 
   Finally, conservative is the way to go when it comes to health claims. Such claims should be kept general and should relate to the benefits of antioxidants; in no instance should labels state that drinking tea prevents or treats a disease. “If you start making medical claims, it’s a drug, not a food,” says Keating. And nobody wants tea to become regulated as a drug. 

Understanding Antioxidants 
Keating urges vendors to educate themselves about antioxidants and tea. A quick overview: The antioxidants in tea are courtesy of a class of polyphenols (plant compounds) called flavonoids. Green tea, which is made from fresh tea leaves that are fried in a pan or steamed and dried, contains high levels of flavonoids called catechins. Black tea, which is made from withered tea leaves that are crushed and fermented, contains lower levels of catechins, along with flavonoids called theaflavins and thearubigins that occur during fermentation. Oolong, which is partially fermented, contains a combination of these flavonoids. 
   Most of the tea produced worldwide is black (78 percent), some is green (20 percent), and a small percentage is oolong (two percent). An even smaller amount of white tea is produced, which is made from immature tea leaves that are steamed. White tea is claimed to contain very high levels of flavonoids but has not been studied nearly as extensively as green and black tea. 
   Tea accounts for a large percentage of the flavonoids that Americans ingest. In fact, a study recently presented at the American Dietetic Association’s (ADA) annual Nutrition New Forecast meeting revealed that tea is the major source of flavonoids in the U.S. diet. The study, which was sponsored by Lipton and carried out at Michigan State University, found that tea supplied more than half of the average American’s daily intake of flavonoids—74 out of the estimated 134 milligrams a day. 
   Of course, because all plant-based foods contain antioxidants, this may say just as much about Americans’ aversion to fruits and vegetables as it does about the powers of tea. Excluding potatoes, the average American gets just three servings of fruits and vegetables a day—although the latest dietary guidelines call for most Americans to get nine a day. Tea shouldn’t be used as a substitute for these important foods, but it could help fill some of the gaps. 
   “Tea isn’t a magic bullet,” says Jack Bukowski, MD, an assistant professor of medicine at Harvard Medical School who has studied the health properties of tea. “It is, however, a vegetable with some amazing properties.”
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What Tea Can and Can’t Do 
In its 2004 position paper on functional foods, the ADA suggests that green tea may reduce the risk of certain types of cancer, and black tea may reduce the risk of heart disease. But the ADA characterizes the evidence for green and black tea as only “moderate.” By contrast, the evidence for health claims about foods such as soy and whole oats is “very strong.” The FDA agrees—which is why soy, oats and a variety of other foods can make FDA-approved health claims.
   Dr. Bukowski explains that most of the human studies of tea that have been conducted so far are retrospective and observational, which subjects them to a variety of problems. For example, retrospective studies may be marred by people’s difficulty in remembering how much tea they drank over a set period. Observational studies, in which people are not randomized to a particular group, are limited by the fact that tea lovers may have different habits than coffee drinkers. For example, they might smoke less, weigh less or exercise more. Although most observational studies adjust their results to take such factors into account, they are unable to adjust for all potential differences. Studies of tea have other inherent weaknesses. For example, the flavonoid content of a cup of tea varies depending on the definition of a cup, how the tea is brewed, the type of tea, the time of year the tea was harvested and how the tea was processed.
   The strongest evidence so far is for tea’s ability to reduce plaque buildup on the teeth, according to Dr. Bukowski, possibly by reducing the amount of bacteria in the mouth. For example, a Japanese study published in 2002 found that a dental treatment made with catechins from green tea was able to reduce gum disease. Other studies suggest that tea can reduce the risk of heart attacks, strokes, cancer, obesity and kidney stones, boost the immune system and help control weight. Results have been inconsistent, however, with some studies finding an effect and others finding none. That’s why Fung-Lung Chung, Ph.D, a professor of oncology at Georgetown University Medical Center who has researched the role of tea in cancer prevention, says that “quite a lot of work still needs to be done” when it comes to strengthening the evidence for tea.
   How much tea? The ADA recommends that people drink four to six cups of tea a day to get health benefits. Dr. Bukowski says the more the better—at least seven cups a day. He points out that several studies have used capsules that contained the equivalent of 10 to 15 cups of green tea. But Dr. Chung emphasizes that it’s premature to make specific recommendations about how much to drink. “Any amount would be potentially beneficial,” he says. 
   Tea lovers who wish to avoid caffeine can still get antioxidants from decaffeinated tea, although not in the same amounts as regular tea. Lipton, which uses a carbon dioxide-and-water decaffeination process, notes on its packaging that the flavonoid content of their green and black decaffeinated tea is 105 milligrams per serving (versus 150 mg to 190 mg in its regular tea). Keating recommends that tea retailers ask their suppliers for written documentation as to how the tea was decaffeinated because chemical solvents such as ethyl acetate and methyl chloride reduce the antioxidant content even further. 
   Another option for people who wish to avoid caffeine is herbal tea, sometimes called an “herbal infusion” or a “tisane.” (Herbal teas contain herbs but no tea, while flavored teas may contain herbs and other ingredients in addition to regular Camellia sinensis tea.) Most herbal teas are naturally caffeine-free. Linda Smith, owner of Divinitea in Schenectady, N.Y., usually suggests rooibos for people who want antioxidants but not the caffeine that tea contains. Rooibos, which is made from a South African herb, does contain a significant amount of flavonoids—14 milligrams per serving, according to HerbalGram, the peer-reviewed journal of the American Botanical Council. Yerba maté, honeybush and hibiscus also are purported to contain antioxidants.
   “It’s true that some herbals contain antioxidants, but they don’t have them in the quantities that tea does, and they also don’t have the same research behind them,” says Keating. For example, when his group questioned one company about their claim that yerba maté contained antioxidants, they found out that the claim was based on an analysis of dry maté—not brewed tea. Another point to remember about yerba maté is that the herb does contain caffeine, according to Wayne Silverman, PhD, Chief Executive Office of the American Botanical Council.
   One option for manufacturers of herbal teas is to market them as dietary supplements, according to Dr. Silverman. Under the Dietary Supplement Health and Education Act (DSHEA) of 1994, manufacturers can make health-related claims called “structure/function claims” about dietary supplements. These claims must be related to the role of the substance in maintaining the body’s normal structure or function and cannot imply that the agent treats or cures a disease. For example, saying that a product “promotes heart health” would be an acceptable claim as long as it is backed by reasonable evidence. Such claims must be accompanied by the disclaimer: “This statement has not been evaluated by the Food and Drug Administration. This product is not intended to diagnose, treat, cure or prevent disease.” The FDA does not preapprove these claims, but the manufacturer must send the text of the claim to the FDA within 30 days of marketing the product. The packaging must clearly display the words “dietary supplement.”
   Brands such as Traditional Medicinals and Yogi Tea label all their teas—including green tea—as dietary supplements, complete with the FDA disclaimer. Although doing so allows the brands to make structure/function claims, Keating advises against this approach. “Supplements were very popular in the ‘90s, but the industry did poorly for years after the media came down on companies that made overblown or unsafe claims,” he says. 
   Web sites are usually considered advertisements, meaning that they need to conform to truth in advertising rules set by the Federal Trade Commission. But in some instances, they might be viewed as extensions of product labels, which would put them under FDA labeling laws. Simrany views them as somewhere in between and advises retailers to provide fair balance, disclaimers and complete references for any claims they make on a Web site.

The Future of Health Claims About Tea
In 1990, the Nutrition Labeling and Education Act stated that companies could request FDA approval to make certain health claims. Since then, the FDA has ruled that foods ranging from soy to fruits and vegetables could be promoted for their ability to reduce the risk of diseases such as heart disease and cancer. The FDA approved the use of these claims after reviewing numerous quality studies in humans. 
   Someday, tea may be one of those products bearing such a health claim. If the evidence is not strong enough for a primary health claim, the FDA may permit a qualified health claim based on weaker evidence. For example, the qualified health claim for nuts begins with the words, “Supportive but not conclusive research shows that ...”
   In late June, the FDA rejected a qualified health claim related to green tea and cancer risk filed by Sin Hang Lee, MD, of Dr. Lee’s Tea. However, the Tea Association of the USA is in the process of putting together materials to submit to the FDA regarding tea’s ability to reduce the risk of cardiovascular disease. 
   “When the FDA starts to allow tea-health claims, it will be a very big deal” says Keating. Keating points out that “when that happens—not if but when—it will be important for retailers to know what’s in their tea.”
   So start asking your suppliers, testing your teas and boning up on your knowledge. Join the Tea Association of the USA or another trade organization for the latest recommendations and information. If you sell herbal infusions, check with an organization like the American Botanical Council (www.herbalgram.org) to ensure that your claims are supported by the evidence.
   But there’s no need to go overboard with health claims on tea. Simrany says that mainstream media outlets are already doing a good job of publicizing the positive studies that come out, so individual brands can choose to make no health claims at all. 
   He also offers this advice: “We don’t want to convert tea from a pleasurable beverage to a medicine. The fact that it’s healthy offers a nice point of distinction from coffee or soda, but the point is that people drink it because it tastes good.” 



Devon Schuyler is a freelance writer based in Portland, Ore. Comments on this article may be sent to mail@freshcup.com. 
