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communicators and specific ones for sci-
entists; journal editors; journalists; and
industry, consumer, and interest groups.
They try to ensure that sound science
and improved public understanding are
the ultimate guides in communicating(3).

Have the guidelines helped to improve
nutrition and health reporting? Accord-
ing to the International Food Informa-
tion Council (IFIC) Foundation’s latest
survey, they have.

The IFIC Foundation’s 1999 survey of
diet, food safety, and health news, con-
ducted by the Center for Media and Pub-
lic Affairs, examined the coverage in 39
local and national news outlets from May
through July 1999 and compared the
results to its 1997 and 1995 survey find-
ings (4).

m Coverage of food news rose 53% in
1999 compared to 1997, despite the re-
moval of four newspapers and four tele-
vision programs from the sample.

n The 1999 survey observed more focus
on the benefits of food than ever before.
Disease prevention and the benefits of
certain foods became more central to
news coverage. For the first time, the
number of claims of health benefits out-
paced claims of harm associated with
foods (57% versus 43%).

= News accounts mentioned specific nu-
trients and other attributes of foods 26%
more frequently in 1999 than in 1997.

= Thenumberofreportsonnewresearch
studies rose from 77 in 1997 to 190 in
1999.

= Researchers became the most numer-
ous group of sources for the first time in
1999. Food producers were second in
the source parade at greatly increased
numbers over 1997.

/
D

News reports lack context
On the downside, the IFIC media analy-
sis found that news accounts rarely pro-
vide a context for the advice they offer.
In fact, when it came to linking health
claims to scientific research, 1999 repre-
sentsadecline from 1997 levels. In 1997,
34% of recommendations or warnings
were linked to scientific evidence. By
1999, that proportion plunged to 18%. In
all three years, most of the citations con-
sisted only of vague references such as
“studies show.” .
By the same token, stories about eat-
ing more or less of a food rarely specified
how much, how often, or to whom the
advice applied. In 1999, when associat-
ing a food with a potential harm or ben-
efit, only one in eight statements in-
cluded details of the amount consumed
or a specific population to which the
advice applied, and only one in ten refer-
enced the frequency of consumption.
Penny Kris-Etherton, PhD, RD, Dis-
tinguished Professor of Nutrition at Penn
State University, capsulized the challenge
of mass communication: The messages
have to be simple enough to be under-
stood by everyone, but oversimplifica-
tion can be counterproductive. “There
are so many reports on the good effects
of fiber, omega-3 fatty acids, and the like
that consumers don’t know how to incor-
porate all these foods into their diets
without taking on extra calories,” Kris-
Etherton explained. Another case in
point is the media’s coverage of fats.
Reports have effectively conveyed warn-
ings about fats and heart disease, but
they have ignored the connection be-
tween fats and calories, she said. As a
result, many weight-conscious consum-



ersmistakenly believe that fat-free means
calorie-free. She urges dietetics profes-
sionals to “help people translate the
stream of nutrition messages into practi-
cal applications.”

Limited number of sources cited
Another study of nutrition-related re-
porting in five newspapers over a six-
month period in 1995 found that the
papers routinely cited only a few jour-
nals. Out of 148 articles citing 43 differ-
ent journals, 59% were from the same
five journals (5).

When asked about this finding, Jeanne
Goldberg, PhD, RD, professor of nutri-
tion and director of the Center on Nutri-
tion Communication in the Tufts Univer-
sity School of Nutrition Science & Policy,
offered a simple explanation: The sources
they quote are the ones that provide
them with information. “Whereas scien-
tists used to shun the limelight, they now
see the benefits of media coverage,” she
observed. “Many organizations routinely
send pressreleases on their studies. When
reporters need a statement or back-
ground information, they draw upon a
cadre of trusted sources who are cred-
ible, articulate, and accessible.”

Underscoring Kris-Etherton’s obser-
vation on the need for dietetics profes-
sionals to help people understand and
apply nutrition information, Goldberg
noted that the master’s degree program
at the Tufts Center on Nutrition Commu-
nication is training young RDs to be ef-
fective nutrition communicators.

Although new information about health
and nutrition usually originates with sci-
entific research, the news media are the
most visible messengers of this informa-

tion, so they are often blamed for making
science seem revolutionary rather than
evolutionary. “Nutrition is not a science
of breaking news,” says Goldberg.
Raeanne Sarazen RD, test kitchen di-
rector for the Chicago Tribune, agrees
that dietitians are generally far removed
from mass communication, so food,
health, and science reporters don’t think
of them when they need a source. She
has been on the job for about a year now,
and although she was not hired because
of her RD credentials, she noted that
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because she is an RD, which her two
predecessors were not, she is able bring
a level of nutrition expertise to her posi-
tion. In her weekly column she tries to
hit upon issues in nutrition education.
The problem of nutrition misinforma-
tion is compounded by the Internet,
which Goldberg calls an “unrefereed fo-
rum.” In fact, respondents in the 1997
National Health Council survey found
the Internet to be the last believable
source of medical and health news.

What should you tell your clients

The next time a client asks about a “good”
or “bad” food that was discussed on the
evening news, tell him or her about the
10 Red Flags of Junk Science, devel-
oped by the Food and Nutrition Science
Alliance. FANSA is a partnership of four
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