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Cooking up Diet Confusion

We are not clueless about the basic care and feeding of Homo sapiens.  Just as we know what to feed dogs and cats and horses, koala bears and tropical fish, we truly do know a thing or two about what our species should eat to thrive.  But a much-hyped diet study in last week’s prestigious New England Journal of Medicine did a great job of cooking up apparent confusion.


The study, conducted in Israel by an international team of investigators, assigned just over 300 obese adults to one of three diets: low-fat, low-carb, and Mediterranean.  The punch line was that all groups lost weight over a 2-year period, with the low-carb diet group losing the most.  The Mediterranean diet had the best effects on blood sugar, the low-carb diet had the best effects on the ratio of bad to good cholesterol.


The researchers, funded largely by the Atkins Foundation, reached this basic conclusion: different diet strokes for different folks.  The underwhelming performance of the low-fat diet was, of course, noted, and the impressive performance of the low-carb diet emphasized.


Unfortunately, while cooking up their meal plans in an Israeli cafeteria, these researchers also cooked the books


The low-carb diet assignment, although invoking Atkins, was nothing of the sort; it was sanitized, optimized, and super-charged.  The low-carb diet group was advised to choose mostly plant-based sources of fat and protein, and to limit intake of saturated and trans fat.  As a result, the saturated fat intake differed by less than 3% among the three diet assignments.  There was little more variation in fiber intake.  Gone entirely was the carnivorous indulgence that made the Atkins Diet popular in the first place.

In contrast, the low-fat diet assignment was a feeble knock-off; fat intake was roughly 30% of calories.  Rigorous studies of low fat diets that have demonstrated powerful benefits restrict fat to roughly 10% of calories.   The low fat diet group was not advised to avoid 'harmful' carbohydrates, namely refined starch and simple sugars.  The fiber intake of the low-fat diet group actually went down during the study!

So in this test of progress over two years, the low-fat dieters were given the dietary equivalent of pogo sticks, while the low-carb group got Porsches.  That might have something to do with greater weight loss in the low-carb group, but then there is also the fact that the low-carb group cut the most calories by far.  So this study basically affirms that a calorie is a calorie, which wasn’t in question in the first place.  
While the low carb diet improved the bad/good cholesterol ratio the most in this study, we have solid prior evidence that truly low fat diets actually lower the risk of heart attack, whether or not they alter the cholesterol to HDL ratio as favorably.  We have no such evidence for low-carb diets, which could, for all we know, improve the cholesterol ratio, but not heart attack risk.  
But even more problematic than comparing diets unfairly is comparing them at all.  Competing diets in a beauty pageant format sells nutrition short.  It adds insult to injury if one contestant, as in this case, gets dressed in a designer gown, another in a burlap sack.

There are some carbs that should be cut, namely sugar and refined starch.  But there are many sources of carbohydrate that certainly should not be cut: whole grains, vegetables, fruits, beans, lentils.  There are fats that should be cut as well - saturated and trans- and those that should not: omega-3 polyunsatuates, monounsaturates.  The Mediterranean diet is great overall, as this study affirmed, but can be improved; whole grain pasta is better than the standard refined variety, for instance.
Imagine a study that asked: which is best for health, eating well, being active, or not smoking?  We already know that the three should be combined.  Or a study to compare the benefits of a blood pressure lowering drug to a cholesterol lowering drug to a diabetes drug in adults with high blood pressure, high cholesterol, and diabetes.  All three conditions should be treated.

The same thinking applies to diet.  Not all carbs and not all fats are created equal.  An either/or approach to dietary contestants in a pageant does not reflect our true knowledge of nutrition, and the true capacity of using food to improve both health and weight.  From my perspective, the most beautiful combination of health-promoting diet features was never even entered into this contest. 
The notion that one diet may be right for a person with diabetes, a different diet right for someone with high cholesterol may sound plausible, but for the most part it’s not.  Who is most at risk for heart disease?  People with diabetes.  What factors increase cancer risk the most?  The same factors that increase diabetes and cardiovascular risk, by and large.  Different diets can't work best for the SAME person at the same time.  We each get one body, vulnerable to many ills, and choosing food well can help defend against them all.  Choosing badly can accelerate our woes.
The latest diet news always seems a tempting morsel.  But the chefs in this case mixed significant bias into the recipe.  The result is a half-baked batch of half-truths that serve up confusion where there is none, and either/or choices we don’t need to make.  Ingest at your own risk.
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