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Confused About Obesity, Supplements and Organic
Food? Here's A Handbook For Busting Nutrition
Myths
By Cameron English — February 25, 2020

The internet is brimming with nutritional nonsense. A new book teaches
us how to spot the myths.
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The internet can be a confusing place. A five-minute Google search for nutrition advice is perhaps
the best illustration of this fact. Allow me to demonstrate with a classic example. Do GMO crops
cause cancer?

“Most GMOs are … designed to be sprayed with Monsanto’s Roundup herbicide …
Glyphosate, the active ingredient in Roundup, is classified as a class 2A
carcinogen by the International Agency for Research on Cancer ...”

Or this:

“Science has been studying cancer for a long time, and it has come to a few
conclusions. One of which is that there are precious few ways to prevent cancer [2]
, and avoiding GMOs is not one of them.”

The first statement [3] was written by an anti-biotechnology activist with a history of fabricating fears
[4] about genetic engineering, the second [5] by a biochemist [6] with 30 years of research
experience. Nonetheless, the average consumer or athlete may not know whom to believe at first
glance. Faced with this contradictory but seemingly authoritative commentary, what do you do if
you really want to know if GMOs boost your cancer risk?
The solution is simple, if not always easy to apply: turn to the experts and think critically about
everything you read. To make that task a bit easier in practice, nutrition scientist David Lightsey
has produced a helpful handbook to guide curious consumers through the morass dietary
nonsense they'll inevitably encounter online: The Myths About Nutrition Science [7] (TMNS).
A food and nutrition science advisor to QuackWatch [8], Lightsey has spent 31 years separating
evidence-based information from plain old nonsense. His book, at just over 200 pages, will arm
readers with a basic understanding of many perennially important nutritional issues–everything
from obesity and supplements to GMO crops and pesticides–and a useful immunization against
the junk science peddled online, what Lightsey calls “the quagmire of misinformation which is so
pervasive in this area.”
This book would have been enormously helpful to me as a budding science journalist a decade
ago, but anybody looking for sound nutrition information will get something out of TMNS.
The useless media and “health news”
Arguably the best part of TMNS is its takedown of mainstream health reporting. Citing the now
classic 2005 study by physician John Ioannidis, Lightsey begins by pointing out that the bulk of
medical research [9] published today is simply incorrect. Eager to publish flashy results in top-tier
science journals and desperate for grants (the lifeblood of any working scientist), many academics
have resorted to cutting corners to get the results they know will attract attention, and thus more
research funding.
If bona fide experts get so much wrong, Lightsey asks, “can a journalist with little or no science
background … accurately assess what he or she is reporting on?” The answer is usually “no,”
unfortunately. Reporters don't have to be crippled by scientific illiteracy; a dedicated journalist can
correct their knowledge deficit by doing some homework before writing a story. The real problem
is, few of them do.
Instead, reporters more or less copy their stories from press releases universities distribute to
promote research conducted by their faculty. Lightsey cites a 2015 study, for instance, which
found that just over 85% of 312 medical news stories were derived from a press release or some
other secondary source.
This is sloppy reporting, pure and simple. But science by press release has more lasting

consequences: it exaggerates a study's results and fails to contextualize them among the much
larger body of research on the topic in question. This is one of the primary reasons ACSH has
caught just about every mainstream media network irresponsibly reporting, for example, that
95% of baby food is “contaminated” [10] with heavy metals.
Misinformation is everywhere
This is a recurring theme throughout Lightsey's book. Whether it's a mainstream reporter, a
supplement salesman at the gym or a celebrity athlete, nobody's entitled to our trust when it
comes to nutrition. That's not because these sources of information are inherently unreliable,
although they often do peddle nonsense. The real reason is that informed consumers should make
decisions that comport with the available evidence [11], and not based on the conclusions of a
single study or the recommendations of Tom Brady [12]—no matter how many Super Bowls he's
won.
Returning to our opening point above, Lightsey pithily sums things up:

“Nutrition 'science' has become so contradictory that one must learn to take every
new 'study' which declares to enlighten us about some purported nutritional health
threat or benefit with a large grain of salt.”
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