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Nutrition knowledge is essential for today's physicians, according to a 
JAMA Internal Medicine commentary published July 1. The
commentary—authored by Neal Barnard, MD, president of the
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Physicians Committee for Responsible Medicine—points out that
overweight, diabetes, heart disease, and many forms of cancer are driven
by unhealthful diets, and that most doctors do not have the knowledge to
turn this problem around. In a 2018 survey, 61 percent of internal
medicine residents reported having little or no training in nutrition.

In the commentary, Dr. Barnard recalls a patient who was hospitalized
with a foot infection that was a complication of longstanding diabetes.
Although Dr. Barnard notes that with sufficient change in the diet, 
insulin resistance and diabetes itself can improve and sometimes even
disappear, the patient's doctors recommended amputation.

"Although the roots of type 2 diabetes are in the everyday food choices
that lead to obesity and insulin resistance, we were ready to amputate,
but never started a discussion about improving her diet," writes Dr.
Barnard. While 94 percent of resident physicians recognize the
importance of diet and feel that nutrition counseling should be part of
patient visits, only 14 percent feel trained to offer it.

Research shows that a diet rich in fruits, vegetables, grains, and beans,
can help fight heart disease, hypertension, diabetes, and cancer. But just 
9.3 percent of U.S. adults meet the daily vegetable intake
recommendation, while only 12.2 percent of adults get enough fruit.

Dr. Barnard recommends five steps the medical community can take to
address this lack of knowledge about nutrition: (1) Nutrition should be a
required part of continuing medical education for physicians
everywhere; (2) Doctors should work with registered dietitians; (3)
Electronic medical record services should include customizable nutrition
questions and handouts; (4) Doctors are role models and should embrace
that fact by modeling healthy eating habits; (5) The medical community
should support healthier food environments, including in hospitals and
schools.
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https://medicalxpress.com/tags/insulin+resistance/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2779722/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/29496410
https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jamainternalmedicine/fullarticle/1832195
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/16873779
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/28338764
https://www.cdc.gov/nutrition/downloads/fruits-vegetables/2018/2018-fruit-vegetable-report-508.pdf
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/medical+community/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/medical+education/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/role+models/


 

Legislators throughout the U.S. are also calling for nutrition education
for physicians. Last month, Washington, D.C., Councilmember Mary
Cheh introduced a bill recommending continuing education on nutrition
for physicians, nurses, and physician assistants. In New York, lawmakers
have introduced similar legislation: A7695/S5887.
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