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Concern Goes Back… to the 
Beginning of the Guidelines (1980)

• A report, Toward Healthful Diets. by the National Academy of Sciences in 1980

• the proposed diet had “generally unimpressive results” 

• The Director of the National Heart, Lung and Blood Institute urged restraint

• The American Society for Nutrition was concerned and  assigned a special 
panel to address the adequacy of evidence for the guidelines—outcome was 
split.
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When you start questioning the Guidelines, 
there are many defenses.

#1 No one even knows about them

•More fruits and vegetables

•Eat whole grains

•Low-fat dairy, lean meat

•Use vegetable oils, not butter

•Emphasize legumes, beans, peas, nuts and seeds
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#2 People don’t follow the
Dietary Guidelines
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So, yes, Americans have followed the 
US Dietary Guidelines
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• “Mediterranean-style”

• “US-style”

• Vegetarian
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1. PREDIMED trial
2. DASH trials
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PREDIMED
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DASH or “US-Style” Diet

Tested on no more than 1,200 people

(Mainly on hypertensive, middle-aged men)

Only one trial has lasted longer than 8 weeks (that trial was 5 
mo)

While LDL-C usually drops, so does HDL-C.

Overall, arguably equivocal data regarding CVD risk 
improvement
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1. PREDIMED trial
2. DASH trials
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A single trial: 180 subjects with metabolic syndrome, 2 years.
Outcome: 2.7 kg more weight loss for patients on Mediterranean 
diet vs. low-fat controls. 

Esposito et al., JAMA. 2004 Sep 22;292(12):1440-6.
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Zero clinical trials presented to show that any of the USDA 
Dietary Patterns can prevent or reverse Type 2 diabetes.
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Vegetarian Diet

•The US Dietary Guidelines advisory committee review 
could find no randomized, controlled trials to support 
this diet. 

•The government’s review of the “Healthy Vegetarian” 
diet concluded that the evidence for any disease-
fighting powers of this diet was “limited”— the lowest 
rank given for available data.
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If not clinical trials, then what 
is the evidence for the
US Dietary Guidelines?

It is all epidemiological.
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Is that really all the major clinical trials 
that have been conducted on diet?
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Trials on the Low-Fat Diet
• Women’s Health Initiative, 2006

Multi-center, NIH-funded trial, on ~49,00 women, for avg of 8 years

Conclusions: the low-fat diet did not help fight obesity, cardiovascular disease or any 
type of cancer. (This trial looked at hard endpoints). 
Source: Howard BV, Van Horn L, Hsia J, et al. Low-fat dietary pattern and risk of cardiovascular disease: the Women’s Health 
Initiative Randomized Controlled Dietary Modification Trial. JAMA 2006;295:655–66.

• “Boeing trials”, 1990s
On a 1,230 men and women, tested on the USDA diet. 

Conclusions: No benefit for weight loss, blood sugar control (diabetes), and mixed 
outcomes for heart disease (LDL-C dropped, but so did HDL-C and triglycerides went 
up)
Knopp, R.H., et al.,  Journal of the American Medical Association 278, no. 18 (1997): 1509-15; Walden, C. et al, Arteriosclerosis, 
Thrombosis, and Vascular Biology 20, no. 6 (June 2000): 1580–1587.
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Randomized Controlled Trials
on Saturated Fats

• There were actually a large number of government-funded, randomized, 

controlled clinical trials. The “Core Trials”

• On altogether at least 67,000 men and women, in experiments lasting 1 to 8 

years

• Most in in-patient settings; therefore highly controlled.

• RESULTS: No Effect of saturated fats on cardiovascular mortality or total 

mortality. 

• No Effect on myocardial infarction, stroke, total coronary heart disease (CHD) 

events, major CHD events. 

Source: Astrup et al, JACC State-of -the-Art Review, Journal of the American College of Cardiology (2020), © Nina Teicholz
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None of these trials, on 
the low-fat diet or on 
saturated fat, have ever 
been directly reviewed by 
any US Dietary Guidelines 
Advisory Committee
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Randomized controlled clinical trial (2018)
USDA Diet (DGA) vs ”typical American diet” (TAD)

Source: Krishnan, Sridevi et al. “A randomized controlled-feeding trial based on the Dietary Guidelines for Americans on 
cardiometabolic health indexes.” The American journal of clinical nutrition vol. 108,2 (2018): 266-278. doi:10.1093/ajcn/nqy113

VS.
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•52 women over 8 weeks

•All food provided

•TAD: higher in refined grains, saturated fat, and sugar

• 3 ½ additional servings of refined grains per day, including 
lemon cheesecake, and “all day condiments” that 
included candy and “Jelly Bellies” 

• DGA: had more fruits, vegetables, and whole grains
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Results?

•DGA women scored 98/100 on “Healthy Eating Index”

•TAD women scored 65-69

•Outcomes measured: markers for diabetes and heart 
disease

• Except: systolic blood pressure slightly better for the DGA 
women
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What can we learn from 
these clinical trials?

•They do not support our current official dietary guidance

•Their findings were ignored or suppressed

•Our guidelines can therefore be seen, on key issues, as 
being non-evidence-based.
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“The current DGA process for reviewing the science 

falls short of meeting the best practices for 

conducting systematic reviews.

“Methodological approaches and scientific rigor for 

evaluating the scientific evidence need to be 

strengthened….

…require increases rigor to better meet current standards 

of practice.

September, 2017

To develop a trustworthy DGA, the process needs to 

be redesigned.” 

First-ever outside peer-review of the 

Guidelines process
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The National Academies issued 11 
recommendations to the USDA on how to 

improve the Guidelines’ process

Source: https://www.nutritioncoalition.us/news/usda-fails-to-fully-implement-natl-academies-recs-for-transparency
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Resistance to change…
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Studies on saturated fats reviewed for the
2020 US Dietary Guidelines

Astrup, A. et al.. Dietary Saturated Fats and Health: Are the U.S. Guidelines Evidence-Based? Nutrients 2021, 13, 3305.
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Dietary Cholesterol
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No more cholesterol caps

•Dropped by the American Heart Association in 2013

• “Insufficient evidence”

•Dropped by the US Dietary Guidelines for Americans in 2015 

• “no appreciable relationship between consumption 
of dietary cholesterol and serum cholesterol”

Source: Report by the 2015 Dietary Guidelines Advisory Committee, USDA-HHS, .2015. 

Source: https://doi.org/10.1161/01.cir.0000437740.48606.d1Circulation. 2014;129:S76–S99

https://doi.org/10.1161/01.cir.0000437740.48606.d1
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•Reviewed again by the US Dietary Guidelines in 2020 
• -> “insufficient evidence” to link dietary cholesterol 

with blood cholesterol.

No more cholesterol caps
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US Recommended Dietary Patterns 
“are…lower in cholesterol”



© Nina Teicholz

On low-carbohydrate diets

“Hi SC2 members,
As you all know, there has been a continued, and 
perhaps growing, interest in low-carbohydrate diets, 
and we have been asked on numerous occasions why 
the Dietary Guidelines do not recommend low-
carbohydrate diets as the dietary pattern of choice to 
the general public….”
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Folks,
[The USDA] did conduct a review on low carb for us though we are not 
adding it as a formal question…[and we are putting the results in the 
Methodology section]
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“Given the popularity of [a low-carb] pattern and 
enormous amount of research that has been generated 
in the past several years, I was  wondering if we should 
have a separate section on low-carb diets rather than 
burying it in the Methodology section.”

“People who are familiar with the field may complain 
that we gloss over recent evidence and don’t give low-
carb diets…sufficient attention that they deserve.”
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Expert committee could find NO studies on a low-
carbohydrate diets
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There are no questions on low-carbohydrate diets
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95% of the expert committee had at least one potential conflict of 
interest with a food or pharmaceutical company

60% had 20 such conflicts or more

One woman had 152 conflicts
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Have the US Dietary Guidelines caused 
harm?
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Law of Unintended Consequences
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In 2000, expert committee for the 
Guidelines expressed concern that the 
government’s low-fat advice…

“could engender an 
overconsumption of total calories in 
the form of carbohydrates, resulting 
in the adverse metabolic 
consequences of high-carbohydrate 
diets.”

“Further, the possibility that 
overconsumption of carbohydrates 
may contribute to obesity cannot be 
ignored” 
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2015 Expert Committee (Dietary Guidelines Advisory Committee:

Low-fat “diets are generally associated with dyslipidemia (hyper-triglyceridemia
and low HDL-C concentrations)” which are indicators of increased risk for heart 
disease. 
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• Postmenopausal women with heart disease put on a low-fat 'heart-healthy' 
diet were at 26% greater risk of developing additional CHD events compared 
with women with heart disease eating the control diet.

• A later publication (2017) from the Women’s Health Initiative, with 5 years of 
follow-up data found heart disease (CHD) risk among postmenopausal women 
had increased further to 47%-61%.

Findings:
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• In the past 15 years, scientists including at least 7 members of 
previous expert committees overseeing the science for the Dietary 
Guidelines, have raised serious concerns about the guidelines’ 
methodology and/or the resulting recommendations. 

• A 2010 DGAC member wrote, “Despite our evidence-based review 
lens where we say that food policies are “science based,” in reality 
we often let our personal biases override the scientific evidence” 
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In sum, Some myths dispelled
•When people say the Dietary Guidelines are not to blame…

•In fact:

• People are very aware of the Guidelines

• People have followed the Guidelines

•When people say clinical trials are too high a standard, in fact…

• There’s no lack of clinical trials that the Guidelines could (and 
should) have drawn upon for evidence
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Summary
• The Guidelines were based on weak evidence from the outset

• Have since ignored many important clinical trials that refute their 
efficacy

• The evidence base for the Guidelines is most epidemiological (weak 
science)

• The Guidelines therefore cannot be considered a trustworthy, 
reliable document

• I think we can see demonstrable harm from the US Guidelines, in 
obesity, diabetes, and heart disease. 

• We should therefore be open to alternative ideas about nutrition ☺
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