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Re: Research from Contact Me
9 messages

gary taubes <taubes@gmail.com> Tue, Aug 6, 2013 at 2:37 PM
To: syoder@uw.edu

Hi Seth, 
    I've attached the two files of the Burkitt interviews below. I might be able to help on other references, but 
many to most of my files are hard copies in old fashioned file cabinets. I just don't have the time and no 
assistant to make pdfs of them. I also have a university access to files, so I doubt I have many PDFs that 
you couldn't access also, but if I have the time I can check for specific articles. My one request is that if you 
find any mistakes, let me know. I estimate there are about 200 errors in GCBC (not counting the 
references) from minor misquotes and misplaced ellipsis to errors of significant substance. i fantasize 
about someday having the opportunity to publish a revised version, and any mistakes i could correct would 
be nice. 
Along these lines, if by "some research" you mean you're going to excoriate me in a thesis length 
document or on line, please let me know. 
Meanwhile, here's Burkitt below. 
Best,
gt

On Aug 6, 2013, at 1:32 PM, GaryTaubes.com <taubes@gmail.com> wrote:

Name

Seth 

Email

syoder@uw.edu

Reason for Contact

Research

Message

Hi Mr. Taubes, 

I am a graduate student in the Nutrition Sciences program at the University of Washington. I've 
been doing some research on your book Good Calories, Bad Calories and I am having some 
trouble accessing some references cited in that book. For example, most of the journal 
archives at UW date back to about the 1960s. There are a handful that have earlier editions, 
but most stop in the 1960s. You cite many articles published before that time and I can access 
some of them online using my university's credentials, but many titles are not available to me. I 
was hoping you might have PDFs or something of all your references saved on your computer 
somewhere. Or perhaps your agent might and I could correspond with him/her. 

I am also having trouble getting some older newspaper articles, even when using ProQuest 
and LexisNexis. 

I also tried borrowing the Burkitt interviews (http://capitadiscovery.co.uk/



brookes/items/777803?query=burkitt&resultsUri=items%3Fquery%3Dburkitt) via an interlibrary 
loan, but am unable to do so. Wold you happen to have a digital copy or transcript of the 
interviews?

If you think you could help me out then I can give you a list of everything I am missing or 
perhaps you could put the PDFs on Dropbox or some other cloud service that I could access. It 
would be appreciated. 

2 attachments

Burkitt56.doc
67K 

Burkitt64.doc
72K 

Seth C Yoder <syoder@uw.edu> Wed, Aug 7, 2013 at 6:15 PM
To: gary taubes <taubes@gmail.com>

Mr. Taubes, 

I appreciate your prompt and kindly reply with the Burkitt transcripts. 

With a manuscript the size of GCBC I can imagine it's only normal to have some errors. However, with that 
said, my research might result in something of an excoriation. Like you mentioned, I have found what 
appear to be a number of errors in the book in the range you mentioned. I'm unconcerned with the minor 
typos and stuff like that, but I've run across a few claims made in the book that aren't really substantiated 
by the cited references. 

If I was going to publish the results of this research it would probably be on a personal blog with next to no 
readers, so I wouldn't worry about its effect on your reputation. Moreover, I have only managed to acquire 
about half of the nearly 1500 references in GCBC. It took me a while to get those, and I still have a long 
way to go. You might be on your fifth book tour before I get anything of substance together. 

I suppose I can gather what I consider to be the more substantive mistakes together and send them to you 
for comment if you wish. Perhaps toward the end of my paper collection I will give you a list of what I 
absolutely cannot find. Maybe you will be able to provide me with a few papers that I lack. But then again, 
considering my plans for them as of today, maybe not.

Thanks,
-Seth

[Quoted text hidden]

[Quoted text hidden]

On Aug 6, 2013, at 1:32 PM, GaryTaubes.com <taubes@gmail.com> wrote:

Name

Seth 

Email



syoder@uw.edu

Reason for Contact

Research

Message

Hi Mr. Taubes, 

I am a graduate student in the Nutrition Sciences program at the University of Washington. 
I've been doing some research on your book Good Calories, Bad Calories and I am having 
some trouble accessing some references cited in that book. For example, most of the 
journal archives at UW date back to about the 1960s. There are a handful that have earlier 
editions, but most stop in the 1960s. You cite many articles published before that time and I 
can access some of them online using my university's credentials, but many titles are not 
available to me. I was hoping you might have PDFs or something of all your references 
saved on your computer somewhere. Or perhaps your agent might and I could correspond 
with him/her. 

I am also having trouble getting some older newspaper articles, even when using ProQuest 
and LexisNexis. 

I also tried borrowing the Burkitt interviews (http://capitadiscovery.co.uk/
brookes/items/777803?query=burkitt&resultsUri=items%3Fquery%3Dburkitt) via an 
interlibrary loan, but am unable to do so. Wold you happen to have a digital copy or 
transcript of the interviews?

If you think you could help me out then I can give you a list of everything I am missing or 
perhaps you could put the PDFs on Dropbox or some other cloud service that I could 
access. It would be appreciated. 

gary taubes <taubes@gmail.com> Wed, Aug 7, 2013 at 6:36 PM
To: Seth C Yoder <syoder@uw.edu>

Hi Seth, 

I'm not all that worried about my reputation. It's the nature of this business that errors are going to be 
made.  I would like to know what they are, so I can correct them. But I'd have to be convinced they were 
errors. And the question, of course, would always be whether claims that aren't substantiated by the 
references are errors in the claims or errors in the referencing. I've found one paragraph in which both the 
references and the claims are wrong, and I'm still mystified as to how it happened. (I'd like to think it was 
because this was a section where several pages in an early draft were condensed down to one paragraph, 
but that might be wishful thinking.) Even with that paragraph, though, the general gist of it was correct -- 
only the numbers and the reference and, sigh, who actually did the work was wrong. 

It would seem to me that you would want my take on these before you write anything to make sure you've 
got it right and to account for any mitigating factors. I'be spent an awful lot of the last six years discussing 
with critics errors in their descriptions of my errors and sophistry in their attacks on my logic. This doesn't 
mean they weren't occasionally right about errors in the book, but I have yet to hear from a critic who didn't 
make a number of idiotic mistakes as well. (A glass house situation at best.) I don't know what your 
ultimate purpose is, but it might be also be a good idea to discuss errors in the context of what the book 
gets right. 

I'll do what I can to help, but probably not to the extent of doing library legwork for you. If I have something 
in electronic form, I'll be happy to send it along. Scanning hard copies from my files is not likely.  



Good luck with it. I look forward to seeing what you come up with. 
All the best,
Gary
[Quoted text hidden]

Seth C Yoder <syoder@uw.edu> Fri, Aug 9, 2013 at 2:14 PM
To: gary taubes <taubes@gmail.com>

Mr. Taubes, 

I certainly would not expect you to do any of the library legwork for me. To be honest, I was surprised you 
even replied. I was just kind of hoping against hope for a treasure trove of zipped files or something like 
that. I am simply grateful to even have the Burkitt transcripts.  

Let me give you four examples of the type of errors I believe I have found and you can tell me how 
legitimate you think they are.

On page 18 of the hardback you discuss some of Keys's data that would later become part of the Seven 
Countries Study and then write:

Many researchers wouldn’t buy it. Jacob Yerushalmy, who ran the biostatistics department at the 
University of California, Berkeley, and Herman Hilleboe, the New York State commissioner of health, co-
authored a critique of Keys’s hypothesis, noting that Keys had chosen only six countries for 
his comparison though data were available for twenty-two countries. When all twenty-two were included 
in the analysis, the apparent link between fat and heart disease vanished

But if you look at the Yerushalmy and Hilleboe paper that apparent link does not vanish. It becomes kind of 
not perfect, the way Keys had presented it, but it certainly does not vanish. Moreover (and this is not part of 
your claim), Yerushalmy and Hilleboe stratify their data between animal and vegetable fat, animal and 
vegetable protein, both as total consumption of calories and as a percentage of calories. In all cases 
involving animal protein and animal fat the correlation coefficient was above 0.5 for every definition of heart 
disease, whereas vegetable fat and vegetable protein were negatively correlated for all heart diseases. It's 
easy to understand why that part is not discussed.

On page 44 of the hardback:
This alliance between the AHA and the makers of vegetable oils and margarines dissolved in the early 
1970s, with reports suggesting that polyunsaturated fats can cause cancer in laboratory animals. This 
was problematic to Keys’s hypothesis...

The two references for this claim are a study by Pearce and Dayton that involves elderly men rather than 
laboratory animals and a NYT article by Jane Brody. Pearce and Dayton do mention that there might be 
evidence to suggest that polyunsaturated fats may cause neoplasms in the introduction, so maybe that's 
what you are referring to. At any rate it presents kind of a weak case for polyunsaturates causing cancer, 
saying that other similar trials have not found the same results. They also state in the discussion:

Many of the cancer deaths in the experimental group were among those who did not adhere closely to 
the diet. This reduces the possibility that the feeding of polyunsaturated oils was responsible for the 
excess carcinoma mortality observed in the experimental group. However, there were significantly more 
low adherers in the entire experimental group than in the controls (table VI). In both groups, the numbers 
of cancer deaths among the various adherence strata are compatible with random distribution (table v).

The Jane Brody piece involved a recommendation by the AHA to cut down dietary fats. She barely touches 
on the issue except for the end where she says "Despite this evidence, doubt and doubters remain." She 
then lists bullet points, one of which says "Polyunsaturates are dangerous. Dr. Mueller says that there is 
no evidence that consumption of polyunsaturates is harmful at the recommended levels or at levels 
considerably above these levels." Call me nit-picky but I don't think those references really substantiate 
that claim. 

On page 75 you discuss the Women's Health Initiative, and say:



The women on the diet also consumed fewer calories—averaging 120 calories a day less than the 
controls
over the eight years of the study.*
*They did not, however, lose any weight because of this, which is paradoxical, and an issue we will 
discuss later.

According to the study you cited, the intervention lost a significant amount of weight compared to the 
controls. 

On page 84 of the hardback version you discuss the results of a 2001 Cochrane review:

The review concluded that the diets, whether low-fat or cholesterol-lowering, had no effect on longevity 
and not even a “significant effect on cardiovascular events.”

I was unable to find the 2001 Cochrane review, but it appears that the results were published in BMJ the 
same year by the same authors (attached). According to that paper, the first part of that claim is true. The 
second part doesn't show the results I found, which concluded it reduced cardiovascular events by 16%. 
The BMJ paper concluded:

The findings on cardiovascular events are broadly in keeping with benefits that might be expected from 
modest lowering of cholesterol concentration and certainly provide support, at an individual level, for the 
central role of dietary fat intake in the causation of cardiovascular disease.

The results also indicated a reduction in mortality by 9%, but that figure was within the 95% CI.

These are the types of errors/mistakes that I consider meaningful. Perhaps I am the one making mistakes 
in reviewing the references or perhaps you consider these mistakes to be nothing of real substance. To be 
fair, I have only managed to look up a handful of references. Half or more appear to be on point, and the 
others are like the mistakes I've pointed out. So it could very well be that these are perhaps the only real 
mistakes in the text and when I really dive into the cited papers I'll find that they are in the minority. I won't 
know until I take the time and really go through the references. At this point, though, I have been focused 
on acquiring the references, and actually combing through them will be weeks or months in the future. 

[Quoted text hidden]

Reduced or Modified Dietary Fat for Preventing Cardiovascular Disease 2001.pdf
187K 

gary taubes <taubes@gmail.com> Fri, Aug 9, 2013 at 6:02 PM
To: Seth C Yoder <syoder@uw.edu>

Hi Seth, 
  As I said, I can learn from good criticism and if you're willing to fact-check the book for me for free, I can 
benefit from that. I ran out of money when researching and writing GCBC. I got an enormous advance for 
the book, and that advance allowed me to support my family for four years in Manhattan. The catch is the 
book took five. So things I had hoped to do -- hire fact-checkers to make sure I got as close to everything 
right as possible -- never got done. Instead I relied on Knopf's excellent copy editors, and sent the 
manuscript for critique to a dozen researchers (I forget the exact number, but they're named in the 
acknowledgements) to make sure that I got the science right at least. I trusted my reporting on the less 
significant facts, but that trust was misplaced in many instances. I do think on occasion of trying to 
convince my editor to publish a 10th anniversary edition of GCBC and if that were to happen (I can hear my 
editor laughing now), I would correct every error I could find. In that case, as noted, you're doing me a 
favor. The problem is there is unlikely to be a new printing barring such an anniversary edition, so no 
opportunities to correct errors otherwise. 
  One other note by way of explanation. At one point, the manuscript for GCBC was 400,000 words and it 
was unfinished. As such I asked my editor to read it and asked him if it could work as two books. He said 



no, and we set about the job of cutting the book significantly. The published length is less than 200,000 
words and that includes the chapter I had yet to write when it was 400k. That process alone resulted in 
errors of both fact and references, as I mentioned in the earlier e-mail. You'll see as an example below 
what happens.
  Finally, keep in mind that GCBC is ultimately a work of journalism. That doesn't justify any errors. I tried to 
be as precise in my language as I could, always, but in making this book only as short a tome as it is, I 
would occasionally err on the side of imprecision if it saved words. I should not have, but I apparently did. 
Take the Keys example below. Yerushalmy and Hilleboe described the association between heart disease 
and dietary fat as being "greatly reduced" when all the countries are used. It's true this is not the same as 
vanishing, but in the context of their finding that the association is stronger for animal protein (there was no 
anti-red meat campaign back then) and that "a strong negative association is found for both animal protein 
and fat with mortality from noncardiac diseases," I would hesitate to say I grossly miscommunicated their 
findings. That said, technically you're absolutely right. 
  Now just for your own interest, I'll explain how even this error comes about. In order to do the massive 
amount of research for GCBC (those 1500 references, which represented only a portion of all those read) 
and then synthesize it, I would read articles and books quickly, highlight key portions, and then the articles 
and books would go to my researchers (students and grad students like yourself) who would scan in the 
articles, convert them to word documents, and put the highlighted sections in bold print. I could then re-
read the  articles in Word -- or the excerpts of the articles -- and index them, a process that took me two to 
three months along. I could then use the index to build an outline and the outline to build the book. The 
outline itself would refer back to the original sources. The catch is that charts and graphs were not included 
in the highlighted portions. So in the case of Keys and the Six Countries paper, I was not looking at Y&H's 
numbers, but there words. I've attached the Word document below from which I worked. Again this doesn't 
excuse the error. It just explains how it was made. 
  The more important point here is I wasn't really concerned with the strength of the association but the fact 
that Y&H had to lecture Keys in their article in the meaning of associations and how they can be 
misleading. I think (and correct me if I'm wrong) that you think Keys's data is making an argument for the 
benefits of vegetable fat (it's a recurring theme in your e-mail). My point, and Y&H's, and what I liked about 
their article, is no such argument can be made. I've attached below my 2007 NYT Magazine article on 
observational epidemiology as evidence. I'm making the same arguments then that Y&H made exactly half 
fifty years earlier. This was the point of that section and the importance of Y&H's analysis. It was in GCBC 
not to denigrate Keys's hypothesis, but to make the point that it was heavily criticized at the time, and yet 
Keys was resistant to criticism. (Always a bad sign in a researcher.) So no, I don't think this is a significant 
error or issue, although it is indeed an error and it should not have been made. What i should have said is 
that the association was "greatly reduced", quoted "greatly reduced" and left it at that. 
 I'll address your other points below. (And, if you're curious, I have a habit of engaging critics endlessly. I 
can't quite explain it, and I'm trying to get over it because I rally don't have time. You are benefitting from it, 
nonetheless.) 
 See notes below in text.

On Aug 9, 2013, at 2:14 PM, Seth C Yoder <syoder@uw.edu> wrote:

Mr. Taubes, 

I certainly would not expect you to do any of the library legwork for me. To be honest, I was 
surprised you even replied. I was just kind of hoping against hope for a treasure trove of 
zipped files or something like that. I am simply grateful to even have the Burkitt transcripts.  

Let me give you four examples of the type of errors I believe I have found and you can tell me 
how legitimate you think they are.

On page 18 of the hardback you discuss some of Keys's data that would later become part of 
the Seven Countries Study and then write:

Many researchers wouldn’t buy it. Jacob Yerushalmy, who ran the biostatistics department 
at the University of California, Berkeley, and Herman Hilleboe, the New York State 
commissioner of health, co-authored a critique of Keys’s hypothesis, noting that Keys had 
chosen only six countries for his comparison though data were available for twenty-two 



countries. When all twenty-two were included in the analysis, the apparent link between fat 
and heart disease vanished

But if you look at the Yerushalmy and Hilleboe paper that apparent link does not vanish. It 
becomes kind of not perfect, the way Keys had presented it, but it certainly does not vanish. 
Moreover (and this is not part of your claim), Yerushalmy and Hilleboe stratify their data 
between animal and vegetable fat, animal and vegetable protein, both as total consumption of 
calories and as a percentage of calories. In all cases involving animal protein and animal fat 
the correlation coefficient was above 0.5 for every definition of heart disease, whereas 
vegetable fat and vegetable protein were negatively correlated for all heart diseases. It's easy 
to understand why that part is not discussed.

On page 44 of the hardback:
This alliance between the AHA and the makers of vegetable oils and margarines dissolved 
in the early 1970s, with reports suggesting that polyunsaturated fats can cause cancer in 
laboratory animals. This was problematic to Keys’s hypothesis...

The two references for this claim are a study by Pearce and Dayton that involves elderly men 
rather than laboratory animals and a NYT article by Jane Brody. Pearce and Dayton do 
mention that there might be evidence to suggest that polyunsaturated fats may cause 
neoplasms in the introduction, so maybe that's what you are referring to. At any rate it 
presents kind of a weak case for polyunsaturates causing cancer, saying that other similar 
trials have not found the same results. They also state in the discussion:

Many of the cancer deaths in the experimental group were among those who did not 
adhere closely to the diet. This reduces the possibility that the feeding of polyunsaturated 
oils was responsible for the excess carcinoma mortality observed in the experimental 
group. However, there were significantly more low adherers in the entire experimental 
group than in the controls (table VI). In both groups, the numbers of cancer deaths among 
the various adherence strata are compatible with random distribution (table v).

The Jane Brody piece involved a recommendation by the AHA to cut down dietary fats. She 
barely touches on the issue except for the end where she says "Despite this evidence, doubt 
and doubters remain." She then lists bullet points, one of which says "Polyunsaturates are 
dangerous. Dr. Mueller says that there is no evidence that consumption of polyunsaturates is 
harmful at the recommended levels or at levels considerably above these levels." Call me nit-
picky but I don't think those references really substantiate that claim. 

 First, I'm not making the case or even trying to make the case here that polyunsaturates cause cancer. I'm 
discussing the fall out from studies that suggested this was a possibility. Nothing in the Dayton paper cited 
refutes that, not even the quote you pull out.  The VA results worried even Dayton. That's why he did further 
research and wrote a whole article about it.  "When we found a higher than expected incidence of 
carcinoma deaths in the experimental group, we did a detailed retrospective record search in an effort to 
identify all malignancies..." Much as he would have liked to explain them away -- the quote you cite --  he 
decided that he couldn't, not without further testing. That's why he says toward the end:  "Our results and 
those from the literature are uncertain and confusing in respect of the role of polyunsaturated fats in an 
increased incidence of malignancies."  I talk about reports "suggesting that polyunsaturated fats can cause 
cancer in laboratory animals." It's Dayton who cites the results in lab animals, so referencing this paper  is 
an easy way -- perhaps not a correct way, but an easy way -- to get the lab animal studies in. Certainly not 
a significant error. I think Dayton was a good scientist. He dealt with the evidence without bias and 
suggested more research needed to be done. Had Keys and others been as good as Dayton, I might never 
have had to write GCBC. 

All that said, the sentence I wrote is indeed wrong, as you point out, because the worrisome reports were in 
humans (the Dayton study) and lab animals. 

As for the Brody reference, this was the victim here of the condensation of a lengthy section into a shorter 
section. I've attached the original version below. Here's what it said in the 400,000 word (unfinished) 
version:



With only a few studies to go on, it was a tricky business dealing with the possibility of 
potentially cancer-causing polyunsaturated fats without scaring the public or appearing to 
undermine the credibility of the previous decade’s dietary recommendations. Citing as her 
source, John Mueller, chairman of the AHA’s Committee on Nutrition, Jane Brody 
accomplished this balancing act in a June 1973 New York Times article by suggesting that 
“polyunsaturated fats are dangerous,” but then adding that “there is no evidence 
consumption of polyunsaturates is harmful at the recommended levels or even 
considerably above those levels.” So they were dangerous, but not so dangerous that the 
public need worry or change their eating habits as a response. Sales of cooking oils and 
margarines, which had climbed steadily in the 1960s under their heart-healthy label, now 
leveled off through the 1970s.[i] And now the advice to reduce cholesterol began to focus 
on simply eating less fat, and less saturated fat, despite the fact that only two studies had 
ever tested the effect of such lower fat diets on heart disease, and they had been 
contradictory.

[i] nutrient content of the u.s. food supply, 1909-1997, s. gerrior, l. bente, center for nutrition policy 
and promotion. USDA, home economics research report no. 54.

I cited Brody merely to make the point that this was a concern, even if it was not enough of a concern to 
prompt further research or to prompt the AHA to worry about it publicly. In that sense, again, the reference 
is not there to support the claim that polyunsaturates cause cancer -- I'm not making that claim -- but to 
support the observation that people were worried about this. 

On page 75 you discuss the Women's Health Initiative, and say:

The women on the diet also consumed fewer calories—averaging 120 calories a day less 
than the controls
over the eight years of the study.*
*They did not, however, lose any weight because of this, which is paradoxical, and an issue 
we will discuss later.

According to the study you cited, the intervention lost a significant amount of weight 
compared to the controls.

According to my version of the reference they lost on average 1.1 kg over seven years compared to .6 
kilograms for the controls. Yes, this is statistically significant, but this would fall into the realm of what I 
would call journalistic license. I happen to think that a 2.4 pound weight loss over seven years in women 
with an average BMI of 29 is effectively no weight loss at all. Particularly so in the context of a footnote. But 
you're right, technically it's an error. A signifiant error? If this is as bad as it gets, I'll take it 20 times over. 

On page 84 of the hardback version you discuss the results of a 2001 Cochrane review:

The review concluded that the diets, whether low-fat or cholesterol-lowering, had no effect 
on longevity and not even a “significant effect on cardiovascular events.”

I was unable to find the 2001 Cochrane review, but it appears that the results were published 
in BMJ the same year by the same authors (attached). According to that paper, the first part 
of that claim is true. The second part doesn't show the results I found, which concluded it 
reduced cardiovascular events by 16%. The BMJ paper concluded:

The findings on cardiovascular events are broadly in keeping with benefits that might be 
expected from modest lowering of cholesterol concentration and certainly provide support, 



at an individual level, for the central role of dietary fat intake in the causation of 
cardiovascular disease.

The results also indicated a reduction in mortality by 9%, but that figure was within the 95% 
CI.

Well, the only one I have in my files is an update from the 2001 report and is dated 2002. What it says in 
the abstract is 

"There was no significant effect on total mortality... a trend towards protection form [stet] cardiovascular 
mortality (rate ratio 0.91, 95% CI 0.77 to 1.07), and significant protection from cardiovascular events (rate 
ratio 0.84, 95% CI 0.72 to 0.99). The latter became non-significant on sensitivity analysis.

Ok. I have no idea where the quote came from in my GCBC  sentence -- unless its in an earlier version 
dated 2001 (if such a thing exists) -- and I just skimmed through the 2002 document. It is true that the 
authors of these documents took what I consider an optimistic tact and said it looks like this is working, but 
the data doesn't support it yet. I took the data unvarnished. So I don't know why those words are in quotes, 
but the fact that this was non-significant on sensitivity analysis suggests it was non-significant. Definitely 
could have been clearer. Probably screwed up the date of the report and maybe to probably screwed up 
with the quotes. But a significant error? Again if this is the worst it gets, I'm relieved. Also consider the 
context. It's a discussion of the implications of Rose's philosophy -- that even a suggestion of a benefit is 
reason enough to advocate cholesterol-lowering diets -- and then a comparison between what the 
Cochrane collaboration found -- a suggestion of a benefit -- and what Keys had said in 1975, that heart 
disease could drop to a level one fourth what it was then.

Ok. Good luck with this and I look forward to more. My feeling though is that you're spending valuable time 
in your education carefully examining the leaves and missing not only the forest entirely, but even the trees. 
I gather you don't like the conclusions from the book, and I look forward to learning why. What I've seen so 
far doesn't address substantive issues of science, but the quality of scholarship. I'm grateful that you're 
doing this. But it strikes me as a waste of what I'm guessing (or hoping) is a good mind. 

All the best,
gt

[Quoted text hidden]

<Reduced or Modified Dietary Fat for Preventing Cardiovascular Disease 2001.pdf>
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Seth C Yoder <syoder@uw.edu> Sat, Aug 10, 2013 at 11:04 PM
To: gary taubes <taubes@gmail.com>

Mr. Taubes, 

The earlier version of the vegetable oil and cancer bit does put the references in a much better context. To 
be honest, until I included that in yesterday's email I was under the impression that you had claimed that 
polyunsaturated fats cause cancer, when in fact you had claimed others were suggesting that 
polyunsaturated fats cause cancer - a small but important difference. Nevertheless, I decided to leave it in 
the email because it was technically incorrect and the cited texts just seemed odd. 

If you're interested in the circumstances that led me to the near-Sisyphean task of fact-checking GCBC I 
will tell you. I was in one of my classes listening to a lecture on serum lipids and lipoproteins by Dr. Alan 
Chait (whom you reference a few times, but I can't remember if it is favorably or not). He mentioned Keys's 
Seven Countries Study and what a landmark study it was regarding diet and heart disease. 

Being a nutrition student, I consume a variety of nutrition-related books, articles, blogs, podcasts, films, and 
what-have-you. I had heard somewhere that Keys had cherry-picked his data for the Seven Countries 
Study and that in actuality the link presented in that study was false. I mentioned as much during Dr. 
Chait's lecture and asked if he'd ever run across something that contradicted Keys's data, but he said he 
had never heard of any such thing. As it happens, another student (who was a big fan of your work) tried to 
make the case during class that Keys was absolutely wrong and there was a study to prove it, but she 
couldn't recall what the study was. 

A short time later I decided to read GCBC and came across the very topic we were in class. Since you 
were so meticulous with your citations I was able to go straight to the horse's mouth, so to speak, and find 
the paper (by Y&H). Of course when I read it, it was clear that the results had been misrepresented, and 
what appears to be pertinent information later in the paper was ignored. From that point on I made a point 
to look up the references when I ran across something that didn't jive with what I had been taught in 
school. Sometimes I was surprised by the results because they did indeed contradict what you might refer 
to as the "conventional wisdom" or "mainstream nutrition dogma." However, I was finding more errors than 
I was comfortable with. 

I decided to spend an afternoon looking up and saving ALL of the references, so it would be easier to go 
back and check as I was reading. I soon found that one afternoon wasn't going to be enough and I 
extended it to the whole weekend. I couldn't do it in one weekend, so I figured maybe two or three 
weekends would be enough. Before I knew it I was spending all my free time in the library, convinced that I 
would have all the references by the end of the day. I had invested too much time in these references 
anyway, I might as well complete the task. You say you're a sucker for arguing with critics. Well, I'm 
especially vulnerable to the sunk cost fallacy. 

At the risk of talking about myself to much, let me say that saying I don't like the conclusions in the book is 
not accurate. It's more like I am skeptical of the conclusions presented in the book. Moreover, while it may 
be that after all this research into your book I find that, despite some errors the gestalt is largely accurate I 
doubt I will feel like I have wasted my time. First of all, I really dig libraries. I like the smell of the old books, 
I like the ultra-high speed wi-fi, it has more space than my cramped apartment, and otherwise I'd probably 
be watching mindless TV. Second, and more importantly, if you are correct then it's a big deal. If you are 
incorrect it's a big deal.

At any rate, I have enjoyed our correspondence. 

-Seth

P.S. Since I have your attention, at least temporarily, I'd like to point out that I find the style of GCBC's 
citations very annoying. I hate having to flip to two different sections to find a citation. However, I would 
also like to commend you for being as diligent with your citations as you did. Indeed, many popular nutrition 
books I have read seem to treat their citations as an afterthought. 



[Quoted text hidden]

gary taubes <taubes@gmail.com> Tue, Aug 13, 2013 at 1:48 PM
To: Seth C Yoder <syoder@uw.edu>

Hi Seth,
  First of all, you can call me, Gary. 
  Second, one key point here is that we have yet to get to Keys's Seven Countries Study. This is all a 
discussion of the paper he wrote in the early 50s, with the six countries. 
  The SCS is the massive, international study he began around 1960. It was the SCS that had a significant 
influence on nutrition practice and I discuss that in detail in my book, and, yes, I think it was crazily over-
interpreted and flawed. In that case, among many of the critical flaws, he didn't cherry pick his data but he 
did carefully pick his nations, based in large part on pragmatism. He had worked with physicians and 
nutritionists in those countries before and so he could sign them up. But he also had a reasonable idea of 
what the diets were in those nations and what the heart disease rates were, and so stacked the deck in 
favor of his hypothesis. Had he chosen, say, France and Switzerland instead of Japan and Crete, he gets 
an entirely different answer. The mega issue, though, is that observational studies cannot be used to 
establish cause and effect, as I wrote in the NYT Magazine article, and discuss in GCBC. Even if Keys had 
established a perfect correlation between dietary fat and heart disease in his studies and no one denied it 
was perfect, it still wouldn't tell you whether or not the saturated fat in the diet causes the heart disease. 
You'd have to do a randomized controlled trial. That's why I didn't bother with any of the other associations 
in the paper on six countries from the 1950s. They're meaningless other than in their ability to generate a 
hypothesis. And that hypothesis was tested in the trials I discussed endlessly (as several critics pointed 
out) in later chapters. 
   This is why I fear you're missing the forest for the leaves. I admire your goal here, but I would hope you'd 
come away from this exercise learning more about how science should be done then about, as I said, the 
quality of my scholarship. I like to think I've written four books all on the same subject -- how easy it is to 
get the wrong answer in science and how hard it is to do it right. The first two were on physics subjects; the 
last two on nutrition (which sold much better, thank you very much). Even if I butchered the scholarship on 
the Seven Countries Study (which I don't think I did), the point would be that it's an observational study and 
so capable only of generating hypotheses. Then you'd have to look at the experimental tests and make 
some determination of whether they did a good enough job supporting the hypothesis. 
  The reason I co-founded a non-profit to fund experimental research in humans -- NuSI.org -- is because 
the field you're working in is under the mistaken impression that observational evidence is sufficient to 
establish reliable knowledge, and it's simply not. So we'll raise the money necessary to do rigorous 
experiments that at least hold the promise of producing definitive evidence on these controversies. My 
books are intended to get people to take these hypotheses seriously. I obviously have a bias and now 
believe that they're true, but i also recognize that the history of science is littered with folks just like me who 
fell in love with their hypotheses only to have them refuted by the right experiments. If you finished GCBC, 
you know that the epilog is effectively a call for better science (with a reiteration of what I had come to 
believe, because my editor wasn't going to let me leave the book without something that looked like dietary 
advice). If you don't learn something about what it takes to do good science in this exercise, it would seem, 
as I said, like a waste of time. 
  As for the style notes on the references, it's a balance always. In books for the lay public, the publishers 
don't want to clutter up the pages with footnotes and references. Lay readers apparently equate footnotes 
to academic texts and it deters them from reading, or so I assume the logic is. Without footnotes and 
references at the end of each chapter, this is as good a system as I could find and one that was used by 
other writers I respect. I'm open to ideas if you think there's a better way. I still have a book on sugar I'm 
supposed to be writing...
Best,
gt
[Quoted text hidden]

Seth C Yoder <syoder@uw.edu> Wed, Sep 11, 2013 at 5:14 PM
To: gary taubes <taubes@gmail.com>

Gary, 



I did not intend to ignore your email for so long. I spent some time trying to force my thesis through UW's 
bureaucracy. Evidently I was successful. 

I'm glad that you brought up the issue of epidemiological studies vs. clinical trials. I do think it's an 
important distinction that many people do not understand. I certainly did not appreciate the real difference 
between clinical trials and observational studies (much less the difference between cross-sectional, case-
control, and cohort studies) prior to going to college. I just thought a study was a study, but soon I came to 
realize that the quality of knowledge that is generated is very different depending on the study design. 

I understand your more-or-less absolutist view regarding epidemiological studies. Personally, I don't agree 
with it. I think that while randomized, double-blind, placebo-controlled trials are the gold standard of 
scientific evidence (maybe including meta-analyses as well), I do think that epidemiological studies can 
provide good data with respect to not only just generating hypotheses but they can be a good proxy when a 
clinical trial would be prohibitively expensive, absurdly difficult, unethical, or otherwise impossible to 
conduct. Especially when available evidence from cell studies, animal studies, and other epidemiological 
studies are in agreement. Of course, most of the epidemiologists I know are very careful to not make a 
claim that would not be supported by their study. They are meticulous about making sure to appropriately 
qualify their results by saying an observational study suggests variable X increases the relative risk of Y, or 
X raises the odds of having Y, or simply X is associated with Y. I have never read an observational study 
that would claim X causes Y.  Perhaps you have come across other studies that do make such dubious 
claims. If they are cited in GCBC perhaps I will come across them at some point. 

Media outlets, on the other hand, seem to make these mistakes often. Is it an intentional misrepresentation 
to create a better headline or is it a genuine misunderstanding of the results? I'm sure you would know 
better than me. 

Anyway, in chapter two of GCBC (and elsewhere) you devote some ink to denigrating observational 
studies. Or if not exactly "denigrating," making sure you hammer home the post/cum hoc ergo propter hoc
fallacies in your own way. This is not necessarily something to object, though, since I think it's important to 
know. But for someone who takes such a hard line on observational studies you don't seem to mind citing 
them to support your positions throughout the book. To be fair, you always write "association" or "link" and 
never claim causation. In fact on page 72 of the hardback version you even go so far as to mention "Such 
a prospective study is no substitute for a randomized clinical control trial, but it constitutes the best that 
observational epidemiology can do" before discussing a Willett study.  Although that's perhaps the mildest 
caveat given for an observational study which is spun more positively shortly later when you write "[...] and 
so NCI would continue to recommend—despite what was then, by far, the best evidence available—that 
Americans eat less fat to prevent breast cancer." 

Like I said, I don't mind when one cites epidemiological evidence to support their claims, but it comes off as 
hypocritical when you decry basically the whole enterprise of epidemiology but use its findings to support 
your narrative. Although, like you said, you do make a broader point in that much of nutrition science is not 
as clear cut as we might believe, and on that point I think we agree. 

Anyway, before this email gets too long, I would like to say I wish you good luck (or maybe the opposite of 
good luck - good planning, good hard work, good methodical execution) with NuSI. I certainly don't object 
to more nutrition research in the world. As a matter of fact let me know if you'd like a recent graduate and 
often-time contrarian to help you with your research. By the way have you and your team figured out how 
to overcome the limitations of other dietary trials? Problems such as the intervention effect that you point 
out in GCBC, since it is so difficult with food to come up with an adequate placebo. Or how to properly 
study the effect of diet on heart disease or cancer since they effectively take a lifetime to develop. Is NuSI 
going to provide the food to increase compliance or simply instruct participants how to eat and hope they 
follow the diet? I listened to an EconTalk podcast featuring you some time ago, but if memory serves you 
said something like it would have been more appropriate if Keys had come up with the hypothesis and had 
someone else do the actual Seven Countries Study to reduce bias, and that scientists shouldn't study their 
own hypotheses because they can get too invested in them. Will NuSI be doing that? Will it actually 
conduct the experiments or simply fund others to do them? In recent articles about NuSI you have 
remained kind of vague so maybe you don't want to spoil the surprise that will be unveiled whenever the 
results are published. 



I've written far too much. I need to be applying for jobs in this wonderfully robust economy.

Cheers,
-Seth    
[Quoted text hidden]

gary taubes <taubes@gmail.com> Wed, Sep 11, 2013 at 7:20 PM
To: Seth C Yoder <syoder@uw.edu>

Hi Seth, 
  I'm going to apologize for the quick response because I'm procrastinating right now on other work and this 
is something that I can do. First of all, regarding your comment that most epidemiologists you know don't 
imply causality from their studies, that may be true, but then you know a rare subset of epidemiologists. 
John Ioannidis and his colleagues published a paper on this earlier this year that I've attached below. They 
looked at all the papers published in 2010 in the NEJM, JAMA, the Lancet and Annals of Internal Medicine. 
Quoting from the results, Of 631 original articles published in these journals, 298 (47%) were relevant 
observational studies, and 167 of those (56%) recommended a medical practice based on their results, of 
which only 24 recommended that an RCT should be done to validate the recommendation. "The other 143 
articles made a total of 149 logical extrapolations to recommend medical practices." So that's more than 
half of all the papers published assumed that the associations seen in their research could be considered 
sufficiently likely to be causal that they didn't even have to be tested. Wow! I think this is a huge problem in 
medical research and I think you're wrong to minimize it. 

Now, you can ask the question, how likely are these observational studies to be correct in that the 
associations they report are indeed causal? Are they better than 50-50. What if they got nine out of ten 
right, would you give a public health recommendation on the basis that you have a ten percent chance of 
causing more harm than good? What about the Hippocratic oath -- first do no harm? Does that not apply in 
public health medicine and is it only relevant to individual patients, not populations. And, of course, the 
likelihood that 90 percent of these associations are causal is exceedingly small, since there are an infinite 
number of possible associations for every one that is causal. 

So your key question is why do I use these studies on occasion to support my points in GCBC. I thought a 
lot about that when I wrote the book and the answer is in the NYT Magazine article I assume I sent you in 
the earlier e-mail. (It's also attached below if I didn't.) You might also read my blog post on this, if you 
haven't already. So the key here is the healthy user effect I discuss in the article and in the post. The 
healthy user effect is a confounder in epidemiological trials and clinical trials that says that people who 
faithfully take your health advice -- who follow your recommendations or take the pills regularly -- are 
healthier than people who don't, and this is true even if the pills they're taking are placebos. So the gist of it 
is that you can assume that those of us who faithfully follow the dietary guidance we get from the public 
health authorities are healthier than people who don't, and if you do an observational study -- like the 
Nurses Health Study, for instance -- you should see this effect and find that people who eat the way they're 
supposed to eat -- whole grains, vegetables, fruits, lean meat, fish, fiber, etc. -- are healthier naturally than 
people who don't, who eat, well, crap. But you don't know if that effect is caused by the diet they're eating 
or a figment of the fact that they're healthier. The only way to find out is to do a randomized controlled trial 
so that these "healthy users", the "girl scouts", as Jerry Avorn called them in the NYT Magazine story, are 
randomly distributed in all arms of the trial. 

But here's the point, because of this healthy user effect, observational studies should be conventional 
wisdom confirmation machines. They should find that people who follow the conventional wisdom are 
healthier than people who don't. So people who get a lot of fiber in their diets, for instance, should be 
healthier than people who don't. If you see this association in a trial, it's not particular meaningful. It's quite 
likely a false positive. But what if you don't see it? What if the people who don't eat fiber are healthier? Now 
the association has gone the other way and I think it starts to become meaningful. You still don't know if it's 
causal without an RCT, but you can get nervous that it might be. So you'lls everywhere that I evoke the 
observational evidence, it's because they don't confirm the conventional wisdom when they should. And if 
that conventional wisdom was built on observational evidence to begin with, as it typically was, then what 



the hell, if observations refute it, that's good enough, too. Does that make sense? If you should expect a 
positive -- whether true or not -- and get a negative, that's starting to become meaningful. 

Re, NuSI, yes, absolutely, we are going to avoid the problems with the other clinical trials, as best we can, 
and in some trials, completely. So the researchers will go out of their way to maximize compliance to the 
diets and the researchers ability to monitor the diets. In the key study, described in the Scientific American 
article attached below, the diets will be fed in a metabolic ward and the researchers will know to within.s ay, 
50 calories a day how much the subjects are eating and exactly what they're eating. The catch with these 
studies is that you can't keep your subjects locked away forever, so you're limited to the three or four 
months before they go stir crazy. We're thinking of ways to get around that in future studies, but we have to 
raise a few tens of millions of dollars to do those studies, so it's not a pressing issue. In the meanwhile, 
yes, we're the researchers (skeptics all) who are doing these studies are focusing on how to assure they're 
far better controlled than any other studies ever done. And it's going to cost us. The pilot study that I 
describe in Scientific American will include 16  subjects, for two months each, and cost $5 million. Yikes. 

As for working at NuSI some day, you never know, but my colleague who runs the place has a very low 
tolerance for errors of any kind -- mine included. 

Congratulations on the thesis. Glad to hear it's a go.  
Best,
gt
[Quoted text hidden]
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