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known as journalism: A 1994 
New England Journal of Med- 
icine article by Marcia Angel1 
and Jerome Kassirer argued 
that reporters and the public 
were complicit in seeking 
easy, definitive, permanent 
answers from scientists who 
don't have them. 

Christine Gerbstadt, a reg- 
istered dietitian and doctor 
who works with the Ameri- 
can Dietetic Association, 
knows that the consistent 
message put forward by her 
organization - eat a varied 
diet, exercise and maintain a 
restrained lifestyle - doesn't 
resonate with consumers the 
way food fads do. 

She acknowledges the ap- 
peal of "natural" products for 
consumers who like to think 
there's some lost Valhalla of 
health down the next grocery 
aisle - and for business peo- 
ple "trying to make a buck off 
the latest buzz product." 

We don't like complexity 
and fluid knowledge. We 
want to live longer, and we 
have little patience with com- 
plicated ideas about how to 
get there: They're boring. 

We want our prescription 
for health to be peppy, easy 
and avaiIable in a word - 
two at most. 

Hence: "oat bran," "low 
fat," "low carb." And now, 
"digestive health." 

What's vexing is that some 
of the food fads evcntually 
are confirmed by additional 
research. The University of 
Kentucky's Anderson says 
addit ional  s tud ies  have 
proved that he was right after 
all: Oat bran is good for your 
heart. Being right might not 
bring back the oat bran- 
enhanced tortilla chip. but 
Anderson is gratified none- 
theless. Regular consumption 
of oats changes the intake of 
lipid particles in the blood, he 
s ays .  O a t s  h a v c  a n t i -  
inflammatory effects, and 

hardening of the arteries is an 
inflammatory proccss. Oats 
are rich in anti-osidants, hclp 
lower blood pressurc and 
help in wcight management. 

But these are complcs con- 
cepts. "Oat bran equals good" 
played bcttcr at the grocery 
store. 

Colon confusion 
Of course, marketing to 

your intestinal tract is hard: 
It's tough to distinguish be- 
tween prebiotic (more fiber) 
and probiotic (more bacte- 
ria). And there's the gross-out 
factor in any detailed discus- 
sion of colon cleanliness. 

Beth Loiselle, who offers 
nutritional counseling at Lex- 
ington, Ky.'s Good Foods 
Market and is the author of 
"The Hcaling I'owcr of 
Whole Foods" (Healthways 
Nutrition, $24.98, says that 
natural health products have 
a part in 3 balanced diet but 
that consurncrs have to bc 
wary of putting all parts of di- 
et and supplementation in the 
contest of a thoughtful, var- 
ied eating plan. 

"All of these things are im- 
portant, but when people 
hear n little bit and just do 
onc thing and don't look at 
their overall diet I that's not 
going to help them." she says. 

She urges clients to eat 
more whole grains, cut back 
on sugar and make sure they 
cat some protein with cach 
meal. Loiselle believes in 
"real food" with as little pro- 
cessing as possible, and lots 
of vegetables. 

Even Anderson, the lord of 
oat bran, is a Iittle skeptical of 
thc "digestive health" boom- 
let. How, he asks, can you 
measure increased intestinal 
cfficicncy? 

"ChoIesterol is easy to 
measure I but if you want to 
enhance the immune system, 
it's sort of tricky," he says. 
"What do you measure? Cho- 

lcsterol is a strong predictor 
of heart disease, but there are 
no strong predictors of im- 
mune function." 

Anderson himself watches 
calories and limits his con- 
sumption of even heart- 
healthy foods such as al- 
monds. But even Dr. Oat Bran 
has a sweet tooth: He likes 
antioxidant-rich dark choco- 
late, and sometimes he will 
pop a few pieces of milk 
chocoIate, too. 

Even the man who saw his 
star rise and fall and rise 
again on oat bran rcscarch 
finds reason to listen to some 
rcsearch studies on other 
foods: "I was really pleased 
with the emerging research 
on dark chocolate." 
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