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Do detoxes/cleanses really 
deliver on their claims?
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Jessie R. Badley and Pamela J. Lein from the University of California, Davis, 
explain the science behind detoxification and the claims of detox health 
benefits in social media and the deception associated with it

DETOXIFICATION: THE SCIENCE 
BEHIND SOCIAL MEDIA CLAIMS  
OF DETOX HEALTH BENEFITS
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Does the human body  
need help to detox?
The basic premise of all detoxes/
cleanses is that we have toxic materials 
building up in our bodies. However, 

systems, notably the liver, kidneys, 
 

and/or removal of toxins. 

Toxic substances found in the human 
body include not only xenobiotics, or 
substances foreign to the body, such as 
plant materials, pesticides, drugs, 

additives, fragrances, industrial 
chemicals, and environmental 
pollutants, but also those produced 
within the body, for example, waste 
matter, digestive byproducts and 
products of metabolism. 

Our body removes xenobiotics and 
endogenously produced toxic 
substances through metabolism to 
make them more readily excretable via 
the bile, urine, or exhaled breath. While 

are predominantly located in the liver, 
they are also present in many organ 
systems, including the gut, kidneys, 
lungs, and even the brain.

country may be regulated as a drug in 
another country.

Detox diets or cleanses:  
The bottom line
While there are many online 

intermittent detox diets or cleanses 
useful, there is a notable lack of 

and while small, there are health risks 
associated with their use, and they are 
largely unregulated, even with respect 
to the consistency of ingredients in  
the product. 

Detox and cleansing products are 
primarily a marketing ploy, and unless 
you have liver disease or an extremely 
unhealthy lifestyle, your body is 
perfectly capable of detoxing itself. So, 
in most cases, the only thing being 
removed by “detoxing” or “cleansing” is 
money from your bank account.

Many lifestyle factors, including diet, 
exercise, sleep, stress, and alcohol 
consumption, are key factors that 
impact the body’s ability to remove 
toxic materials. Lifestyle choices can 
enhance or interfere with normal 
detoxication and elimination processes. 
In healthy individuals with healthy 
lifestyles, there is no need for detoxes 
or cleanses. 

However, in individuals with dietary 

other metabolic or medical conditions 
that impede normal metabolism or 
elimination, dietary supplements or 
other medical interventions may be 

processes.

Health and wellness myths  
on social media
There is an ongoing conversation in 
public health about regulating health 
and wellness content on social media; 
however, policies to control such 
content run up against issues of 
freedom of speech, and the general 
consumer is largely left on their own to 
identify reputable sources of 
information. With the rapidly expanding 
global use of dietary supplements, a 
number of countries, notably Canada, 
China, and the European Union, are 
developing policies for ensuring 
product safety; but, this remains a 
largely unregulated business in many 
countries, including the United States. 

Manufacturers of supplements are not 
obligated to show proof of safety or 
conduct toxicity testing before bringing 
a product to market. The biggest 
challenge in regulating dietary 
supplements is that there is no global 

across countries, and a substance that 
is considered to be a supplement in one 
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