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Making Sense of Nutrition Research and Advice

Looking for advice aboutdiet and nutrition?Thereis certainly no shortage of information
these days. Self-prodaimed experts telling youwhat to eat or notto eat are everywhereN
oninternet blogs in health magazines, and on cable televison all day (and night) long In
this age of information overload, how does onemake sense of nutrition claims, some of
which conflict, many of which soundtoo goodto be true?

Sorting outthefact from the hypeisn't necessarily easy, but here are eight pointers to
hdp you avoid theworst advice and, hopdully, find your way to useful information.

¥ |If it soundstoogod (or bad) to betrue, it is.

There are no miracle foodstha will ensure your good health or guarantee weight loss.
Conveasdaly, foodstha are bad for you are not poisonous White suga is empty calories
and you would dowell to minimizeit in your diet, butit won'tdo you any ham to eat a
cookie now and then. Unfortunaely, that kind of advice doesn't make headlines.
Sensationd claims sell magazines and booksand get the mod hits ontheinternd.

¥ Anecdotesare stories, not science.

Claims aboutham or bendfit of afoodor nutrient are sometimes made on the basis of
persond experience. One person'sexperience with dietN or even the experience of a
groupof peopleN is called anecdotal evidence. Experts know that anecdotal claims are
subject to many unontrolled factorsN induding placebo effectsN and are not good
evidence. Theonly way to discover thefactsisthroughcontrolled experiments. So-
called expertswho rely primarily onthe experiences of thar clients or paients as
evidence rather than scientific experiments are notcredible



¥ Lookatthebigpicture.

Nutritionis an extremely complex science. Individud studies provide clues aboutdiet but,
for actud answers, we need to look at thewhole body of research. Findingsfrom single
studies are never in complete agreement. For onereason or another, some studiesyield
resultsthat are jud plain wrong It isonly by looking at wha mog of theresearch says
tha we can piece togeher thetruth aboutnutrition.

¥ Ratsarenot little humans.

There are many cases in nutrition history where animal experiments have led scientists
astray. For years, experts gave out incorrect advice aboutprotein qudity of plant foods
because of theway rats grew when they used those foods It turnsouttha people use
protein differently than rodents. Findingsaboutnutritionin animals can hdp scientists
form hypoheses to betested in humans  But they shouldn®serve as the basis for giving
nutrition advice.

¥ Even goodstudies may not show cause and effect.

Many of the mog highly-publicized studies are epidemiologic studies. These are
observationsof disease occurrence in popubtionsand also of factors tha influence
disease risk. While they can show which factors and disease outcomes occur togeher,
they can't show cause and effect. For example, epidemiologic studies show tha people
who watch many hours of television are more likely to be oveweight Tha doesn't mean
tha televison viewing actudly causes weight gan. Rather, it is because those who watch
TV are sedentary and al'so snack more. Epidemiologic studies are used to generate
hypoteses aboutdiet and health, which can then be tested with more controlled studies
tha are able to show cause and affect relationships

¥ Alonglist of referencesdoesn't proveanything.

It's alittle bit of aparadox. Any soundnutrition advice should draw on alist of published
scientific studies. But citing alonglist of these studies doesn't ensure tha the advice is
accurate. Remembe tha individud studies are notaways in agreement. There are
aways afew studies tha show opposte findingsfrom the bulk of theresearch. People
with a particular point of view can easily deuth out enoughstudies to suppot ther view.
It mightmake it looklike ther view isthecorrect ong butin reality they have suppoted
it by ignaing mos of thedata and ssimply picking and choosng the studies they like.



¥ Writing an article doesn't make a person an expert.

Scientists publish research findingsin peer-reviewed joumds. To qudify, theresearch
undegoes anonynousreview by established experts to make sure it meets accepted
standads Bear in mindtha notall journds are equdly rigorous It isn't a perfect system,
butit does enaure tha published studies are based on some scientific standadsand tha
condusonscome from people with trueexpertise in ther field. On the other hand,
anyonewith an idea or opinionand alittle bit of writing skill can publish an articleina
magazine or on theinternet or write an entire book They may or may not have the
appropriate expertise in nutrition. Check the credentials of theauthor. Do they have
degrees from an accredited school and are they assodated with a credible organization?
Remembe thoughtha even those who have appropriate credentials aren't hdd
accountble to standadsof scientific scrutiny when articles are published ontheweb or
in magazines.

¥ Randomized clinical trials; The Gold Standard of Research.

Randomized clinica studies are tightly controlled so that researchers can draw direct
cause and effect condusons They compare treatment groups\ for example, people
eating a particular type of diet or taking a particular supplementN to a control group
conauming their usud diet or aplacebo. They try to eliminae any other factors tha might
impact the outcome. Often they are "doublke-blind." Tha meanstha nobodyknows who
is receiving which trestmentN notthe subjects, and not even theresearchers evaluaing
thedaa. Tha way, noonecan biastheoutcome of the study.
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