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For any nutrition information to be trusted, there must be credibility in 
the conduct and quality of the underlying nutrition research, and in the 

accuracy of the dietitian’s interpretation and translation of research. 
Therefore, dietitians must be able to accurately evaluate and translate 

studies when nutrition is trending.



Multiple Sectors Contribute to Nutrition Research

• Government

• Non-profit Organizations

• Individual Academic Institutions

• Food and Beverage Industry Groups



Bias in Nutrition Research

• Bias is inclination or prejudice in favor of a particular person, thing, or viewpoint; deviation of either 
inferences or results from the truth; or any process leading to that kind of systematic deviation, 
including tendencies by which data are reviewed, analyzed, interpreted, or published in a way that 
yields a measurable deviation of research results from the truth.

• A study's funding source commonly is discussed as a primary source of bias. 

• Bias also can originate from researchers, academic or research institutions, journal publications, 
mass media, and health professionals themselves. It can't be assumed that all non-industry-funded 
research is without bias, as data falsification and poor methodology can occur within any sector. 

• Since some degree of bias is nearly unavoidable, the important question for dietitians as they 
evaluate nutrition research is whether bias has led to conclusions that deviate from the truth in a 
meaningful way.



Potential Sources of Bias

Research Design and Implementation

• Sample selection bias

• Sample size bias

• Data collection and quality bias

• Statistical analysis bias

• Confounding variable bias

Publication and Communication

• Publication bias

• Citation bias

• Confirmation bias

Ranganathan P, et al. Perspect Clin Res. 2016., Lomangino KM, et al. J Acad Nutr Diet. 2016.



Critically Evaluating Nutrition Research

• Source

• Population

• Study Type

• Methods

• Results

Since no single study holds the 

full answer, dietitians should 

consider it in the context of the 

totality of evidence on a topic, 

looking for contrasting evidence 

and evaluating its significance. 



Communicating with Accuracy and Balance

• Specify the information’s source and legitimacy

• Clarify the audiences to whom results apply

• Distinguish between correlation and causation

• Quantify the true effect size of the intervention or exposure of interest

• Identify strengths and limitations, including potential biases

• Interpret results from a neutral point of view

• Put findings in the context of the broader literature

• Stay within a comfort level of expertise



Examples of Spin in Health Reporting

• Using sensational, "click-bait" headlines, hyperbole, and embellished claims;

• Making negative or unremarkable study results sound positive;

• Extrapolating animal research to humans or omitting the detail that the study was conducted in animals;

• Failing to qualify the generalizability of results from studies with small sample sizes or specific characteristics;

• Exaggerating effect size;

• Relying on anecdotes that may not represent benefit of a nutrient, food, or dietary pattern at population level;

• Omitting or downplaying funder involvement;

• Making cause-and-effect claims based on data that support only correlation;

• Using ambiguous terms for changes in variables and failing to state any associated health impact;

• Equating surrogate endpoints with hard outcomes, such as reduced LDL cholesterol with fewer heart attacks; 

• Failing to explain findings in the context of the broader literature;



Conclusion

Nutrition information is easy to find, but it's harder to discern what's 
credible. Dietitians who can critically evaluate nutrition research and 
accurately translate it into practical dietary advice can enhance their 

professional credibility as trusted resources for sound, evidence-based 
nutrition information, and help to improve the public's understanding of 

and trust in the scientific process and its outcomes.
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