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Nutrition Research Task Force Call MINUTES 

Wednesday, August 26, 2020  
3:00 p.m. Eastern 

 
Participants: Sylvia Rowe, Rick Mattes, co-chairs; Lindsay Allen, Alison Brown, Andrew 

Brown, Jaapna Dhillon, Sharon Donovan, Len Epstein, Edith Feskens, Daniel Hoffman, 
Mike Kelley, DeAnn Liska, Roger Sunde, Katy Tucker, Steve Zeisel 

 
ASN Staff: Sarah Ohlhorst 
 
The call convened at 2:55pm and was called to order at 3:03pm.  
 
Background 
Co-chair Rick Mattes provided background describing how this Nutrition Research Task Force 
originated within ASN. In the fall of 2019, there were controversies within the field of nutrition 
science following the Annals of Internal Medicine publication of 5 systematic reviews examining 
the relationship between red meat and health. The ASN Board of Directors saw an increasing 
sense of polarization within the field of nutrition research, and within ASN itself, and decided 
ASN should act to remedy this polarization. This action is also part of a new vision for ASN to 
be more outward-facing, more relevant and topical to the field of nutrition research.  
 
The Board of Directors tasked ASN with writing a report that will discuss the various 
methodologies in nutrition research and the merits they deserve, as well as the limitations they 
present. This report is viewed as a service for ASN members, as well as for the various audiences 
that translate nutrition research, including journalists and policymakers. The goal is to draft a 
white paper that will cover the types, purposes, strengths, and limitations of the primary 
methodologies used in nutrition research. Task Force members are not intended to represent a 
specific area within nutrition research but are invited to think more broadly and globally as this 
report is taken on. This will be a seminal report that will provide a context of nutrition research 
to help the public, media, and nutrition professionals understand the many aspects of nutrition 
research. This report will be invaluable to both the scientific and public dialogue and will be a 
resource to many. Though the primary audience will be nutrition professionals, it is important to 
keep the various additional audiences in mind as the report is drafted, including nutrition 
researchers, educators and practitioners, policymakers, industry, and the media.  
 
Scope of Work and Timeline 
Co-chair Sylvia Rowe reviewed the scope of work and proposed timeline. This is an ambitious 
timeline and we hope we can stick to the schedule. Submission of the report to the ASN Board of 
Directors is planned for January 2021, with publication to follow in early 2021.  
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It was suggested that in addition to the longer resource document, there should be an executive 
summary and other outward-facing communication products and a communications campaign 
for the various audiences. It was also noted that teaching resources could be developed from this 
report. The length of the report will be discussed as a Task Force, and it will largely be 
dependent on the number of methods that the Task Force decides to review. 
 
Task Force members asked for clarity regarding the goals of the report. The goals in the scope of 
work did not exactly match the goals in the emails to Task Force members inviting them to 
serve. The primary goal is to provide an overview of the strengths and limitations of the primary 
methodologies used in nutrition research. A secondary goal is that the report will moderate the 
tone of scientific discourse and improve interpretation and appropriate use of nutrition science in 
helping various audiences, including journalists and policymakers.  
 
It was questioned if the report would cover additional topics such as peer review and publication 
issues, but the Task Force overall agreed that the scope of the report should be limited to focus 
on the stated goals. It was noted that such topics could be covered in a build on to this initial 
report later, if desired by ASN. It was also stressed that the report cannot read like a textbook. 
 
Proposed Approach  
Several friction points were provided to Task Force members to consider prior to the call. 
Personalized nutrition versus global issues was suggested as an additional friction point to add to 
that list. The Task Force was not expected to identify the list of primary methods the report 
should cover during this first call. Instead, Task Force members were asked to consider the 
various nutrition research interfaces they interact with and the methods they feel should be 
included in the report.    
 
Task Force members noted that trying to address every single approach and method used within 
nutrition science would be unmanageable. The array of methods and approaches is vast, and we 
cannot take them all on, but we can start to provide more information and context for the primary 
methods. With each Task Force member preparing a list, we will likely have a good deal of 
overlap and can start to lump and categorize the different approaches and from that gain a 
manageable outline for writing the report. It was pointed out that the introduction to the report 
should discuss the writing approach and how the methods were selected, how decisions were 
made, etc. Significant context needs to be provided for readers.  
 
The Evidence-Based Medicine Pyramid (see figure below) was suggested as a basis of methods 
to consider. After consideration, it was noted that the evidence-based medicine pyramid could be 
used as a starting point but that the Task Force needs to take on some of the issues that are 
specific to nutrition rather than science as a whole. For example, food intake data is often 
considered flawed data, while others consider it highly useful. This should be a vital nutrition 
science approach covered. Task Force members should look at the pyramid but also consider the 
weaknesses and strengths at each step specific to nutrition. The goal is to highlight the web of 
science used in nutrition rather than criticize or tout any single approach. 
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While framing the report in the familiar framework of the pyramid could bring more people 
along, the Task Force would also need to show why this framework is not optimal for nutrition 
and why that is part of the confusion. There are unique confounders and conflicts of interest 
within nutrition. We need to explain why one approach works well for nutrition while another 
does not work for nutrition. For example, why long-term double-blind randomized controlled 
clinical trials are a challenge within nutrition. How can we design the best studies for nutrition?  
It was also discussed that often evidence assessment tools such as GRADE are not optimal for 
nutrition research. We have unique challenges in the field that should be communicated. 
 
It was noted that in practice, the data that leads to nutrient recommendations are less than 
optimal. While we cite one number for EARs and DRIs, it comes down to estimates. If you look 
at the data in the original research papers that resulted in the EARs, DRIs, etc., it does not come 
to such a point. 
 
The question that comes up when we address approaches is often how best to use and interpret 
data. For some examples, there may be more social science evidence, others may have more 
clinical evidence. How would you assign a relative weight? What makes you sure you are close 
to the right answer? For many approaches, there may be commonalities.  
 
As the Task Force continued to discuss the best writing approach for this report, ultimately the 
group agreed to closely examine multiple examples for the primary methods used within each. It 
was cautioned that the Task Force should stay away from controversial topics within nutrition 
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research as examples. However, nearly every topic in nutrition can be controversial. The Task 
Force also felt it was important to avoid specific diseases or nutrients as some readers may not be 
able to see the forest for the trees. The examples should be addressed at the population level. It 
was suggested that the Task Force may want two examples - one where mechanistic data is very 
important and another where you do not understand the mechanism but there is an effect. Two 
examples ultimately were selected to be addressed - one global nutrition and the other 
personalized nutrition.  
 
Next Steps 
Task Force members requested a clarification of the charge to the group and next step. This is 
attached.   
 
The next call will take place on Wednesday, September 23rd at 2:00pm Eastern. It was suggested 
that the next meeting should be conducted using the Zoom meeting platform to allow Task Force 
members to see one another and to know who is speaking. Sarah will send a calendar appt with 
Zoom log-in information.  
 
The call adjourned at 4:01pm.  


