
 

 
 

Making Sense of Nutrition Research and Advice 
 
Looking for advice about diet and nutrition? There is certainly no shortage of information 
these days. Self-proclaimed experts telling you what to eat or not to eat are everywhereÑ
on internet blogs, in health magazines, and on cable television all day (and night) long. In 
this age of information overload, how does one make sense of nutrition claims, some of 
which conflict, many of which sound too good to be true?   
 
Sorting out the fact from the hype isn't necessarily easy, but here are eight pointers to 
help you avoid the worst advice and, hopefully, find your way to useful information.   
 
 

¥ I f it sounds too good (or bad) to be true, it is.  
 
There are no miracle foods that will ensure your good health or guarantee weight loss. 
Conversely, foods that are bad for you are not poisonous. White sugar is empty calories 
and you would do well to minimize it in your diet, but it won't do you any harm to eat a 
cookie now and then. Unfortunately, that kind of advice doesn't make headlines. 
Sensational claims sell magazines and books and get the most hits on the internet.  
 
 

¥ Anecdotes are stories, not science. 
 
Claims about harm or benefit of a food or nutrient are sometimes made on the basis of 
personal experience. One person's experience with dietÑ or even the experience of a 
group of peopleÑ is called anecdotal evidence. Experts know that anecdotal claims are 
subject to many uncontrolled factorsÑ including placebo effectsÑ and are not good 
evidence. The only way to discover the facts is through controlled experiments.  So-
called experts who rely primarily on the experiences of their clients or patients as 
evidence rather than scientific experiments are not credible 

 
 

 
 
 
 



 
 

¥ Look at the big picture.  
 
Nutrition is an extremely complex science. Individual studies provide clues about diet but, 
for actual answers, we need to look at the whole body of research. Findings from single 
studies are never in complete agreement. For one reason or another, some studies yield 
results that are just plain wrong. It is only by looking at what most of the research says 
that we can piece together the truth about nutrition.   
 
 

¥ Rats are not little humans. 
 
There are many cases in nutrition history where animal experiments have led scientists 
astray. For years, experts gave out incorrect advice about protein quality of plant foods 
because of the way rats grew when they used those foods. It turns out that people use 
protein differently than rodents. Findings about nutrition in animals can help scientists 
form hypotheses to be tested in humans.  But they shouldnÕt serve as the basis for giving 
nutrition advice.   
 
 

¥ Even good studies may not show cause and effect. 
 

Many of the most highly-publicized studies are epidemiologic studies. These are 
observations of disease occurrence in populations and also of factors that influence 
disease risk. While they can show which factors and disease outcomes occur together, 
they can't show cause and effect. For example, epidemiologic studies show that people 
who watch many hours of television are more likely to be overweight. That doesn't mean 
that television viewing actually causes weight gain. Rather, it is because those who watch 
TV are sedentary and also snack more. Epidemiologic studies are used to generate 
hypotheses about diet and health, which can then be tested with more controlled studies 
that are able to show cause and affect relationships.  
 

¥ A long list of references doesn't prove anything.    

It's a little bit of a paradox. Any sound nutrition advice should draw on a list of published 
scientific studies. But citing a long list of these studies doesn't ensure that the advice is 
accurate. Remember that individual studies are not always in agreement. There are 
always a few studies that show opposite findings from the bulk of the research. People 
with a particular point of view can easily sleuth out enough studies to support their view. 
It might make it look like their view is the correct one, but in reality they have supported 
it by ignoring most of the data and simply picking and choosing the studies they like.  
 

 
 



¥ Wr iting an article doesn't make a person an expert. 
 

Scientists publish research findings in peer-reviewed journals.  To qualify, the research 
undergoes anonymous review by established experts to make sure it meets accepted 
standards. Bear in mind that not all journals are equally rigorous.  It isn't a perfect system, 
but it does ensure that published studies are based on some scientific standards and that 
conclusions come from people with true expertise in their field. On the other hand, 
anyone with an idea or opinion and a little bit of writing skill can publish an article in a 
magazine or on the internet or write an entire book. They may or may not have the 
appropriate expertise in nutrition. Check the credentials of the author. Do they have 
degrees from an accredited school and are they associated with a credible organization? 
Remember though that even those who have appropriate credentials aren't held 
accountable to standards of scientific scrutiny when articles are published on the web or 
in magazines. 
 
 

¥ Randomized clinical tr ials: The Gold Standard of Research. 

Randomized clinical studies are tightly controlled so that researchers can draw direct 
cause and effect conclusions. They compare treatment groupsÑ  for example, people 
eating a particular type of diet or taking a particular supplementÑ to a control group 
consuming their usual diet or a placebo. They try to eliminate any other factors that might 
impact the outcome. Often they are "double-blind." That means that nobody knows who 
is receiving which treatmentÑ not the subjects, and not even the researchers evaluating 
the data.  That way, no one can bias the outcome of the study.  

 

 
 
Prepared August 2007 by Virginia Messina, MPH, RD, and Mark Messina, PhD, MS.  
 
 


