Vitamin B3

Niacin (Vitamin B-3) is the common name for two compounds: nicotinic acid, which is easily converted to the biologically active form, and nicotinamide (or niacinamide). It should not be confused with the toxic drug, nicotine, found in tobacco and cigarettes. Niacin is a water-soluble vitamin that participates in more than 50 metabolic functions, all of which are important in the release of energy from carbohydrates. Because of its pivotal role in so many metabolic functions, niacin is vital in supplying energy to, and maintaining the integrity of, all body cells. Niacin also assists in antioxidant and detoxification functions, and the production of sex and adrenal hormones. Niacin deficiency, known as pellagra, not surprisingly affects every cell, and is characterized by dermatitis, diarrhea, and dementia. 

The body is able to convert tryptophan, an amino acid, into niacin. Niacin is also available in supplemental form. Supplements appear in two forms: niacin and niacinamide. Niacin is sold as nicotinic acid or nicotinate. It is sometimes recommended as a favorable treatment for lowering blood cholesterol. Niacinamide is effective in arthritis and early onset type-1 diabetes. However, two studies warn that the sustained-release form of the vitamin is hepatoxic.1 The immediate-release form might be the preferred treatment choice for high cholesterol, according to a 1994 Virginia Commonwealth University study.2 

Niacin has been found to work better than many traditional drugs to lower cholesterol. The benefits of niacin are that it lowers LDL cholesterol, lipoprotein, triglyceride, and fibrinogen levels, while raising HDL cholesterol levels. HDL, or high density lipoprotein, is considered a good kind of cholesterol. Follow-up studies point to the long-lasting effects of niacin treatment as well. In one comparative study published in 1994, the drug Lovastatin and niacin were tested.3 While Lovastatin displayed a greater ability to lower LDL levels, niacin had a more significant overall effect. Niacin initiated an increase in HDL cholesterol and lowered Lp(a) lipoprotein levels. These factors are greater indicators of heart disease. Lovastatin showed no effect for lipoproteins. A 1995 study found niacin to be more effective in renal transplant patients than Lovastatin.4 These patients had lipid problems and an increased risk for heart disease. 

