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Debunking Dietary Dogma

Last week, two kidney specialists at the University of Pennsylvania –one of whom is a friend and former medical student of mine- published a paper in a specialty medical journal indicating that the gospel about eight 8oz glasses of water a day is…all wet.  These doctors could find no solid, scientific basis for this prevailing bit of dietary folklore.
There is certainly not the only drought of misguided dietary dogma out there.  The prevailing view in the US until quite recently was that eating fat makes you fat.  That was never quite true; an excess of calories is what leads to weight gain.  In the US, high fat intake from sources such as fast food and fried snack foods and an excess of calories tended to run together.  But in Mediterranean countries, where healthy fats came from nuts, seeds, olives, avocados and seafood, there has never been an association between dietary fat, and getting fat.

Then, we went a bit overboard in renouncing fat phobia and replacing it with carbohydrate phobia.  Dietary fat has more calories, gram for gram, than either carbohydrate or protein.  And matched for calories, fatty foods tend to be less filling than foods high in either carbs, or protein.  So we replaced one fiction about dietary fat with others.  Since an excess of dietary fat leads readily to an excess of calories, dietary fat still matters.
As for carbohydrate, and the notion that it’s what makes us fat: everything from jelly beans to pinto beans is a “carb.”  Some foods in this category may very well contribute to weight gain, some foods in this category- in particular fresh fruits and vegetables- are among our best defenses against obesity.

The carbohydrate folklore extends in several other directions.  The view prevails that only carbohydrate intake causes insulin release.  In fact, protein intake does as well, and a meal containing both carbohydrate and protein will trigger a greater release of insulin than a meal based on carbohydrate alone.  That is because insulin is involved in the metabolism of all nutrient classes, not just carbohydrate.

The glycemic index has been used to guide food choice, and this, too, is generally misguided.  Carrots have a higher glycemic index than white bread, ice cream a lower one.  I certainly hope you don’t actually believe it will help you stay lean, or healthy, to foreswear carrots and eat more ice cream.  

The glycemic index requires that foods be compared based on an equal dose of sugar; that puts a whole lot of carrots up against a very little bit of ice cream.  The glycemic load, which factors in how much sugar a standard serving of a food actually contains, generates far more logical and useful results, although it can be misused, too.


You may find the revelation about water especially tough to swallow, since this particular wives’ tale has been wagging dietary dogma as far back as any of us can remember.  But let’s face it: it never made much sense!

The notion that there is a one-size-fits-all answer to "how much should I drink?" is exactly as silly and implausible as a one-size-fits-all answer to "how much should I eat?" In both cases, the only sensible answer is: it depends. 

It depends on your body size; your health; your activity level; your environment, and the climate; and what you eat. Food is a source of nutrients and water, so how much you should eat and drink depend in part on the composition of foods you choose. Fruits and vegetables, for instance, provide lots of water.

It also depends on the functional capacity of our kidneys.  A healthy, average-sized adult can concentrate 24-hour urine output into as little as about half a liter, or dilute it into as much as 12 liters. Fluid intake beyond these extremes will get you into trouble no matter who you are, or what you are doing.  But such extremes are unlikely for most of us who don't engage in guzzling contests, or trek across deserts without canteens. Staying well hydrated is important, but most of us can do this if we just drink when thirsty. Thirst is your body's fluid gauge, and it works pretty darn well.

Which leads to a more generalizable message about dietary folk wisdom.  If it doesn’t make sense, it may well be wrong, no matter how many times we’ve heard it.

Fortunately, there is some prevailing dietary sense to counterbalance a whole lot of dietary nonsense.  What you’ve heard about the benefits of vegetables and fruits, whole grains, and foods close to nature in general is all true.  So are the benefits of portion control.  And while a fixed dose of 8 glasses a day may not make much sense, choosing water as your primary beverage certainly does.

The modern environment offers up a lot of foods we are better off not eating.  It offers up a lot of information about food we are better off not believing, too.  To stay well nourished, both food, and food for thought, should be selected carefully.
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