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INTRODUCTION

Nutrition research has favored a reductionist approach (1) that
emphasizes the role of single nutrients in diet-disease (or diet-
health) relations. This approach has led to important steps for-
ward, for example, in learning the basic cause of and identifying
prevention strategies for vitamin deficiency diseases (2, 3), or in
clarifying the influence of dietary cholesterol and fat intake on
serum chol 1 (4, 5). Neverthel the reductionist approach
must be seen as a simplification designed 1o facilitate the under-
standing of complex diet-disease relations. Metaphorically speak-
ing, understanding one leaf in a forest does not necessarily pro-
vide insight into the entire forest. The interrelation of human
physiology and of the biological activity of plant and animal foods
that humans consume is incredibly complex, replete with checks,
balances, and feedback loops, dependent on a myriad of sub-
stances that differ only in subtle ways from one another.

Therefore, it is likely that there are additive or more than addi-
tive influences of foods and food constituents on health—that is,
food synergy, though the extent and nature of that synergy are dif-
ficult to uncover. Based on the idea that there is food synergy, this
paper considers the question, What is the best way to understand
the full effect of dietary intake on health?
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the needs of industry, was to resupply the deficient nutrients.
There seemed to be no need to modify food production, because
the only problem was a shortage of a few important vitamins. The
net result of all these forces was overreliance on several nutrients
and food enrichment, what might be called a “Wonder Bread” cul-
ture of institutionalized supplementation.

It is now clear that today’s chronic diseases, such as athero-
sclerosis, ischemic heart disease, and cancers, are complex dis-
eases with multiple etiologies and not simple deficiency diseases.
For example, findings of the strongly reduced risk of ischemic
heart disease, diabetes, and some cancers among habitual con-
sumers of whole-grain foods support the idea that food synergies
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