
 
 

 

 

 

Muscle Building Supplements 

 Fact Sheet for Parents and Caregivers 

 



 

Muscle Building Supplements 

What are supplements? 

Muscle building supplements are products intended to provide nutrients or substances (e.g., protein 

powders, some weight loss pills or powders) with the intention of helping the person gain lean muscle 

mass. They are often easily purchased from supermarkets, gyms, or health food stores. Common muscle 

building supplements are things like mass gainer, protein powders, testosterone boosters, or caffeine 

supplements. In our research on boys aged 14-16 in all boys’ schools, we found that out of 237 students, 

49.8% used protein powder, and 8.4% used creatine (Yager & McLean, 2020).  

Why are supplements a problem? 

Some supplements are fairly safe to use, although can have unpleasant side effects like diarrhea and 

nausea. The majority of people don’t need supplements like protein powders, as most people get more 

than enough protein from their diets. One of the dangers of supplements comes from their lack of 

regulation; they fall into a grey area within the regulatory bodies, such that they are not classified as drugs, 

and fall under a general self-regulated category under food. This means that some supplements can 

contain dangerous substances (such as stimulants or anabolic steroids) or dangerous amounts of otherwise 

safe substances (Cohen, 2014; Cohen et al., 2014; Geyer et al., 2004; Rahnema et al., 2015; Van Thuyne et 

al., 2006). For instance, one weight loss supplement containing green tea extract was linked to several 

cases of liver failure . 

 

Which supplements are commonly used, and what are their side effects? 

Here are a few commonly used muscle building supplements: 

• Protein Powder – Protein powder is used to add protein to the diet in place of food, and is 

used to build muscle. Protein powders may have side effects in high doses or for those with 

lactose intolerance, particularly for the digestive system, such as bloating, cramps, increased 

bowel movements (Harvard Health Publishing, 2020). 

• Mass Gainer – Often in powder form, used to add both protein and calories to the diet, with 

the aim of gaining weight. Mass gainer can have similar side effects to protein powder, but 

https://www.asada.gov.au/news/blog-i-had-14-days-live


may also contain caffeine and creatine. In large amounts, these substances may cause 

dehydration, fever, or dizziness (Mayo Clinic, 2017).  

• Testosterone Booster – A number of substances are marketed as testosterone booster, 

including herbs, amino acids, and naturally occurring hormones. It is aimed at increasing 

testosterone levels in the body, to build muscle and improve athletic performance. As there 

are a number of substances marketed as testosterone booster, the side effects can vary but 

include dehydration, changes in blood pressure, hair loss, and gastrointestinal distress 

(Healthline, 2020). There are particular risks for some testosterone boosters that are 

designed to mimic the effects of steroids but are legally able to be sold over the counter 

(Rahnema et al., 2015).  

• Pre-workout Powder – Similar to testosterone booster, pre-workout powder may contain 

one or more different types of substances. Creatine and caffeine are common. In large 

amounts, these substances may cause dehydration, fever, or dizziness. 

• Creatine – An ingredient that is used alone and with other supplements aimed at building 

muscle and improving athletic performance. Side effects can include dehydration, heat 

intolerance, fever, gastrointestinal distress, and water retention. Creatine is linked to kidney 

damage among people with a risk of kidney disease, or when used with drugs that effect the 

kidneys (Mayo Clinic, 2017). 

• Fat burner – Fat burners, or weight loss supplements, may contain one or more substances. 

Common are green tea extract, caffeine, and soluble fiber. When taken in large doses, fat 

burners may result in anxiety or high blood pressure. In very high doses, or when 

ingredients are poorly regulated, they may lead to liver damage (Yellapu et al., 2011). 

 

Which supplements are okay to use? 

Sport Integrity Australia app – you can download this to see which supplements have been independently 

tested for safety. 

Informed Sport conducts Batch Testing of supplements for safety.  

Check out the Goodform Traffic Light Poster below to see our simple framework of identifying safer 

supplements.  

You can also consult a health professional to check whether or not a supplement is safe to use. It’s 

important to note that supplements are not necessary for most people to use. A nutritious, varied diet and 

healthy exercise are the best options. 

https://www.sportintegrity.gov.au/
https://sport.wetestyoutrust.com/
https://www.bodyconfidentcollective.org/goodform


 

 

 



 

What should I do if I am concerned about my child? 

It is helpful to consult a health professional or mental health professional if you’re concerned about your 

child’s body image. Some general practitioners, psychologists, counsellors, and dietitians can provide 

information on eating and body image.  

Other Resources 

The Embrace Hub 

www.theembracehub.com  

Body image explained – The Butterfly Foundation 

https://butterfly.org.au/body-image/body-image-explained/ 

Guys and body image - ReachOut 

https://au.reachout.com/articles/guys-and-body-image 

 

Professional Support  

Your GP 

A mental health professional – for instance, a psychologist with experience in body image and eating 

disorders – you can search here: https://www.psychology.org.au/Find-a-Psychologist 

A dietitian – you can find a local Accredited Practising Dietitian here: 

https://dietitiansaustralia.org.au/find-an-apd/ 

The Butterfly Foundation - http://butterfly.org.au/ 

National helpline: 1800 33 4673 (8am-midnight, 7 days a week) 

Kids Helpline -  (general helpline for people aged 5-25, open 24 hours):  1800 55 180

http://www.theembracehub.com/
https://butterfly.org.au/body-image/body-image-explained/
https://au.reachout.com/articles/guys-and-body-image
https://www.psychology.org.au/Find-a-Psychologist
https://dietitiansaustralia.org.au/find-an-apd/
http://butterfly.org.au/
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