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Hyped studies can lead to diet confusion

Have you ever changed your diet
based on headlines only to find your-
self changing back a year later? Head-
lines about diet and health can be very
disconcerting when they challenge
long-held beliefs. A recent example is
the headline "Fish is not a proven heart
protector." A natural response is con-
fusion, frustration and wondering if
you should even bother to eat well.

Question: How can the average per-
son put this type of news into perspec-
tive?

Answer: Studies about the potential
protective effects of fish or fish oils in
preventing various diseases evaluate
groups of people to determine how the
average person in the group is af-
fected. You may or may not be like the
"average" person in the study. This is
one reason why the conclusion of one
study sometimes differs with the con-
clusion of another study. Each one can
have a different "average" person and
generally these studies have not been
conducted on older people.

Q: So, what can you do with con-
flicting information?

A: Focus on function. If the headline
seems to imply that eating fish pro-
vides no benefits for a particular dis-
ease, such as heart disease or cancer,
do not jump to the conclusion that fish
has no health benefits. Fish is a high-
quality protein with relatively low fat.
As people get older, protein needs
don't decline, but calorie needs drop.
Consuming an adequate amount of
high-quality protein can become more
challenging with age and foods like
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fish can be a very beneficial source,
especially for those with chewing
problems.

Most of the media hype about the
omega-3 fatty acids in fish centers on
their potential for preventing chronic
conditions, especially cardiovascular
disease. But these special fatty acids
also have other important functions.
One fish oil omega-3 fatty acid is
called eicosapentaenoic acid, or EPA,
which is converted by cells into com-
pounds known to reduce inflammation
and help dilate blood vessels.

Another omega-3 fatty acid is
docosahexaenoic acid, or DHA, a ma-
jor component of brain tissue and of
the retina in the eye.

Together, EPA and DHA are known
to help reduce elevated blood triglyc-
erides and boost the "good" HDL
cholesterol level. For some people, an
adequate supply of these fatty acids
can normalize blood lipid levels better
than medication.

Q: Do contaminants in fish pose a
significant risk?

A: Some types of wild fish from
specific locations can contain cigua-
toxin and puffer fish contain the pow-
erful tetrodotoxin. But generally, ma-
jor concerns about more common fish
center on the potential for contamina-
tion with mercury and PCBs. When
scientists evaluate the risk/benefit bal-
ance between these contaminants and
the known beneficial components of
fish, the general conclusion is that
most adults can safely consume from 7
to 15 ounces of fish per week without

concern. Fortunately, this also is the
amount of fish known to provide
enough omega-3 fatty acids to provide
measurable health benefits.

Q: Are fish oil supplements con-
taminated?

A: ConsumerLab.com tested 41 fish
oil supplements and found that none
contained significant amounts of mer-
cury or PCBs. Three products failed
testing because two contained less of
the fatty acids than claimed on the
label and one product contained oil
that was not fresh.

Q: Can taking fish oil supplements
pose any other risks?

A: High intake of supplemental fish
oils can cause an interaction with some
medications, so check with your doc-
tor or pharmacist. (Those taking
"blood thinner"-type drugs, especially,
should work with their physician if
they plan to increase their consump-
tion of fish oils. Excessive intake of
such supplements can potentially im-
pair immune function and increase the
risk of hemorrhagic stroke due to an
excessive blood thinning effect.)

So as you watch the roller coaster of
health headlines go by, it is far better
to watch than to get on the ride. Rest
assured that a key to health is consum-
ing a wide variety of wholesome foods
in moderate amounts and balanced
proportions. To maximize your odds
of good health, add some daily physi-
cal activity and do not stress out on
headlines or anything else.
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