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Background  
In early 2015, the Dutch-based discussion group Nutrition in Transition (NiT) initiated a 
critical evaluation of approaches used in nutrition science in order to understand challenges 
to the capability and credibility of the discipline and to foster discussions on how the 30 
standing of nutrition science can be improved [1]. Comparable initiatives in the USA [2,3], 
Australia [4] and elsewhere are working on increasing insights on how nutrition science can 
increase its credibility and capability, with each initiative taking its own approach. 
Discussion to date has identified that nutrition science is meeting inherent boundaries, 
hampering conceptual and methodological progress and the translation of novel insights 35 
into societal benefit and trust [1,5]. Nutrition science is facing limitations to its capability 
and credibility, impeding its societal value. New challenges lie in developing a sustainable, 
safe and healthy food system allowing future food security that supports optimal growth, 
development and function, gaining healthy life years, preventing multifactorial diseases and 
multi-morbidity, and designing feasible and effective personalized and public health 40 
nutrition strategies so contributing to meeting the sustainable development goals [6].  
 
The relevance and impact of nutrition science primarily relate to the increased knowledge 
about the long-term impact of nutrients, foods and food patterns on health maintenance 
and disease onset. Methods in nutrition science need to adapt and expand to accommodate 45 
the new challenges. Reductionism is indispensable to answer questions related to specific 
nutrients and other food components. This approach has been highly successful for 
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nutrition science for decades and has been the basis for current nutritional 
recommendations and for the positioning of single products through the use of nutrition 
and health claims. However, too much emphasis on “substances” (i.e. specific nutrients and 50 
non-nutrient components of foods) has become a dogma, hampering nutrition science’s 
ability to diversify its views on individual and public health beyond the statistical or 
biochemical/physiological behavior of single molecules. To investigate the effects of isolated 
substances and to demonstrate causality as required by the reductionist approach, the 
randomized controlled trial (RCT) is the highest ranked tool in the evidence pyramid. 55 
However, adequate nutrition is dependent on the complexity of foods and daily diets, 
sometimes including the use of dietary supplements and fortified foods, and on social, 
cultural and behavioral factors that influence food choice and consumption. Results of RCTs 
performed on single components, or even on single foods, often lead to conflicting views on 
what constitutes a healthy daily diet and hamper translation of nutrition science to the real 60 
world. To embrace the need for real world solutions to complex challenges, new research 
methods and approaches beyond, but in addition to, RCTs need to be developed. 
 
The general public is hugely interested in food matters and glean information through both 
traditional and social media outlets. In the meantime, the moral character and reliability of 65 
nutrition science and its champions often appear at stake, resulting in misinformation, 
confusion and loss of trust. This area of nutrition science communication needs addressing 
in order to better assure public and patient trust.  
 
During its existence so far, the NiT discussion group has identified several main points of 70 
concern [1] that can be considered as major areas for an open, honest and thorough debate 
and discussion, in order to catalyse a new global consensus on standards in the science of 
nutrition. Recently, the Federation of European Nutrition Societies (FENS) has chosen to 
further develop the NiT initiative and begin a more internationally oriented discussion on 
“Improving standards in the science of nutrition” [5]. It is now proposed to convene three 75 
working groups under the auspices of FENS, with each working group dealing with specific 
working areas: 1) the concepts and methodologies required to produce credible nutrition 
science in relation to public and personal health, 2) the organization, capabilities and 
funding structure required to produce credible nutrition science, 3) the way nutrition 
science is communicated to the general public and patients, to the medical community, and 80 
to industry. 
 
The proposal for FENS working groups  
Three working groups are proposed (Figure 1). 
 85 
The first working group (“Concepts and methodologies”) will focus on what concepts in 
nutrition science need revision and how this can be achieved, and what will be the 
consequences for methodologies in order to have credible and capable scientific research. 
Several questions have already been raised that most likely provide a basis for these 
discussions:  90 

• what is health (maintenance) and how can it be made measurable?  
• what are the requirements to establish a cause and effect relationship in the case of 

(primary and secondary) preventive effects of nutrition on health?  
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• should and, if so, how can, the idea of “totality of evidence” be revised in the light of 
preventive effects of nutrition on health?  95 

• what is needed to consider biomarkers and sets of biomarkers valid in that same 
context, and also how to distinguish between statistical validity and biological 
relevance, without losing rigor in science and without losing relevant scientific data?  

• what is the role of real-life research and citizen/patient participation in future 
nutrition science? 100 

 
The second working group (“Organisation, capabilities and funding”) will focus on: 

• how research on nutrition and health is currently organized and funded in different 
countries and continents, including interactions among the various scientific 
disciplines;  105 

• whether that organization is optimal, and, if not, what structures, capabilities and 
interactions are required; 

• how nutrition science is communicated “internally” (i.e. within the scientific world);  
• how nutrition science can better recognise and deal with interactions with different 

stakeholders, including industry [2,7].  110 
 
The third working group (“External communication and public trust”) will deal with the steps 
required to better assure “public trust” in nutrition science. “Public” includes those 
professionals that apply nutrition sciences in their daily practice as well as consumers and 
patients. As already indicated, the credibility of nutrition science is at stake with public 115 
confusion and distrust generated by conflicts and mixed messages. More honest 
communication of research findings and their meaning for the general public, medical 
professionals and patients is required, as well as better communication of risk and benefit. 
Of course this activity goes hand-in-hand with the discussions in the other two working 
groups around credible and capable approaches and methodologies, internal 120 
communication, and the involvement of industry. Ways to discourage non-credible sources 
of information also need to be developed. The American Society of Nutrition has already 
conducted important work in analyzing the scientific rigour and credibility of the nutrition 
research landscape and what could be the best practices in nutrition science to earn and 
keep the public’s trust [2,3].  125 
 
INSERT FIGURE 1 ABOUT HERE 
 
The structure of the proposed activity 
In addition to the three FENS working groups, there will be a Steering Group and an 130 
Advisory Committee (see Figure 1). The steering group will comprise of the President of 
FENS, the Chairs of the three working-groups and a Secretary. The steering group will be 
advised by an Advisory Committee that will comprise interested scientists from outside of 
Europe for example representing the American Nutrition Society and the Nutrition Society 
of Australia, amongst others.  135 
 
Each working group will have a Chair and a Secretary and up to 6 other members (to be 
appointed following a call in early 2020). For each working group a set of criteria for 
eligibility for membership is defined: 

• background and interest in the main topic of the working group; 140 
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• Chair will be a senior academic researcher in the field of the topic. 
Chair’s responsibility will be to guarantee the progress of the tasks defined by the working 
group. The Secretary will be a more junior academic researcher with interest in the field of 
the topic and who is willing to spend a substantial amount of time in setting up relevant 
documents that are the basis of discussion meetings within the working group. The 145 
Secretary’s responsibility will be to: 

• prepare and update the necessary documents for discussions in the working group 
organise the (telcon and face-to-face) meetings; 

• write the minutes of meetings. 
Members of the working groups will be, as far as possible, spread equally across European 150 
countries (and where possible with international contribution) and have a diverse 
distribution. Member’s responsibilities will be to: 

• attend and actively contribute to the discussions of the working group; 
• review the documents that are the input for discussions;  
• support the Secretary with required (scientific) input on updating discussion 155 

documents. 
 
Each working group will receive an initial briefing of activities. The briefing will be adapted 
according to the vision of the working group and foreseen activities of each working group 
must be achievable within the time frame of 3-3.5 years. Each year a 2-day face-to-face 160 
meeting will be organized to have a discussion within each working group (1 day) and 
between the working groups, the Steering Group, and the Advisory Committee (1 day). The 
output of each face-to-face meeting will be submitted as proceedings to a relevant journal. 
Output of the working groups will also be presented at international conferences and 
symposia where possible (e.g. American Society of Nutrition congresses in 2020 and 2022 165 
and the IUNS Conference in 2021). The frequency of digital meetings will be determined in 
close contact with the Chair and Secretary of the steering group.  
 
It is aimed to complete the overall activity 6 months before the next FENS conference in 
Belgrade in 2023 (see Figure 2). It is anticipated that each working group will report its 170 
findings at that conference.  
 
INSERT FIGURE 2 ABOUT HERE 
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Figure legends 245 
 
Figure 1. Structure of the working groups 
 
Figure 2. Timeline of the activities  
SC, Steering Committee; WGs, Working Groups 250 
 
 
 


