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Give Me the Beef 
 
Nutrition research is amazing sometimes. Just when you think you have something nailed down, along comes 
another piece of research that throws it all up in the air. Such is the case with a recently published study in the 
journal Circulation (1). While I couldn’t get access to the complete article, I did read the abstract. Researchers 
reviewed studies that examined the relationship between the meat intake—red meat and processed meat—and 
the incidence of heart disease, diabetes, and stroke. What processed meats are we talking about? Bacon, 
sausage, hot dogs, and other packaged meats. Let’s see what they found. 
 
 
The Study 
 
The premise of the study was that saturated-fat intake is associated with the development of inflammation and 
subsequently degenerative disease such as heart disease and diabetes. Meats contain primarily saturated fat, so 
it makes sense to see what relationship exists between meat intake and those diseases. 
 
Researchers used a very elaborate process to select studies that examined the relationship between meat intake 
and heart disease, stroke, and diabetes. Out of close to 1,600 studies, they found 20 that fit. Then they performed 
a meta-analysis to see what the studies revealed when combined. The 20 studies had over 1.2 million subjects—
any way you look at it, that has to provide some information, even if you’re not a fan of meta-analysis (which as 
I’ve stated many times, I am not). 
 
They reported that red-meat intake—a 3.3-ounce serving per day—was not associated with an increased risk of 
heart disease or diabetes. However, with only a 1.7-ounce serving of processed meats per day, they found a 42% 
increased risk of heart disease and a 19% increased risk of diabetes. There was no association between either 
type of meat and strokes, but only a couple of studies looked at that relationship, so no conclusions could be 
drawn. 
 
 
My Take 
 
I think it’s more meaningful to evaluate disease risk in a slightly different way—in this case, I looked at the actual 
cases of heart disease, stroke, and diabetes as a percentage of the total number of subjects. Out of the 1.2 
million subjects, 2% had heart attacks, 0.2% had a stroke, and 0.9% developed diabetes. A 42% increased risk of 
having a heart attack means that 2.8 people out of a hundred would have a heart attack instead of 2.0. The risk of 
diabetes and stroke wasn’t significantly affected. 
 
But here’s the thing. Those are the disease rates of the subjects in those studies. If we changed our diet, got fit, 
lost weight, and managed stress better, maybe the rate of heart attacks would be much lower than 2% to begin 
with. Change that rate from 2% to 0.2% and whether you eat processed meats or not doesn’t matter. Why? 
Because you’re doing so many positive things, the amount of meat in your diet probably won’t affect you—and 
let’s get real, folks, you’ll never reduce the risk to zero. 
 
 
The Bottom Line  
 
The researchers made no sweeping recommendations. Rather, they said that further research is warranted to 
tease out what the real problem is in processed meat—some scientists suggested it was the high sodium content, 



while others blamed the dyes and other additives used to cure the meats. I think looking for the real problem is 
the right conclusion. 
 
What should you do? Well, it seems that if you want to eat red meat—and I do—it would be better to eat fresh 
meat. Use processed meats sparingly or save them for special occasions, such as a hot dog at a picnic or a part 
of a sub at a working lunch. Seems like a reasonable approach to me. These findings reinforce my belief that the 
closer your food is to the way nature made it, the better it is for you—even beef. 
 
What are you prepared to do today? 
 
 Dr. Chet 
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   Straight Talk on Health 
Hear Dr. Chet’s take on the latest health news and research—listen to Straight Talk on Health at 7 p.m. 
Sunday in the Eastern Time Zone on WGVU-FM 88.5 or 95.3, or listen live via the Internet by going to 
www.wgvu.org and clicking on "Listen Live" in the gray bar at the top. 


