Fast Food Findings:
Researchers have found a ‘striking’ new side effect
from eating fast food, and what you can do about it
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For those who have seen the documentary “Super Size Me” it won’t come as any
surprise that critics of the fast-food industry continue to be warning us about the
perils of our over-consumption and addiction to processed food. Big Macs and
Whoppers might taste good, but taste can be deceiving, especially if your taste buds
cannot tell the difference between chemical flavoring and real nutrients that deliver
authentic taste from vitamins, fatty acids, enzymes, and minerals. The rise of processed
food has coincided with an alarming growth in the size of our collective gut, and in our
decline in health.
But there might be some new powerful ammunition for those who could do without the
food the fast-food industry serves.
Researchers at George Washington University have linked fast-food consumption to
the presence of potentially harmful chemicals; a connection they argue could have
"great public health significance." Specifically, the team found that people who eat fast
food tend to have significantly higher levels of certain phthalates, which are commonly
used in consumer products such as soap and makeup to make them less brittle but have
been linked to a number of adverse health outcomes, including higher rates of
infertility, especially among males.
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The danger, the researchers believe, isn't necessarily a result of the food itself, but
rather the process by which the food is prepared. The findings were published
in Environmental Health Perspectives, a journal funded by the National Institutes of
Health.
"We're not trying to create paranoia or anxiety, but I do think our findings are
alarming," said one of the study's authors, Ami Zota, an assistant professor
of environmental and occupational health at George Washington University. "It's not
every day that you conduct a study where the results are this strong."
(Update: A few hours after publication, Zota called to say that in reading her quote she
felt that the word "alarming" was too strong a word to use to describe her
findings. Rather, she said "striking" was more appropriate, because it conveys the
magnitude of the findings without assigning a sense of urgency.)

Fast-Food Nation
In order to gauge how fast food affects the presence of certain non-natural chemicals,
the team analyzed data for nearly 9,000 people. The data was collected as part
of federal nutrition surveys conducted between 2003 and 2010. The surveys included
detailed information about the participants' diets, including what each had eaten in the
last 24 hours. They also contained the results of urine samples taken at the same time,
which allowed the researchers to measure the levels of three separate chemicals.
For the purpose of the study, any food eaten at or from restaurants without waiters or
waitresses was considered fast food. Everything else — food eaten at sit-down
restaurants and bars or purchased from supermarkets and vending machines — was
not.
The first thing the researchers found was that roughly one-third of the participants said
they had eaten some form of fast food over the course of the day leading up to the urine
sample collection. That proportion, high as it might seem, is actually in line with
government estimates. In fact, more than a third of all children and adolescents living
in the country still eat some form of fast food on any given day, a number that hasn't
budged in decades, according to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.
The second thing the researchers found is that those participants who said they had
eaten fast food in the last 24 hours tended to have much higher levels of two separate
phthalates — DEHP and DiNP. People who reported eating only a little fast food
had DEHP levels that were 15.5 percent higher and DiNP levels that were 25 percent
higher than those who said they had eaten none. For people who reported eating a
sizable amount, the increase was 24 percent and 39 percent, respectively.
And the connection held true even after the researchers adjusted for various factors
about the participants' habits and backgrounds that might have contributed to the
association between fast-food consumption and phthalate levels.
"We looked at it in so many different ways, and the effect still remains," said Zota.
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The problem with these chemicals
There is little consensus on the harms of phthalates, which are widely used in
commerce and give materials such as food packaging added flexibility, except that
exposure to them "is widespread." But there is growing concern that the chemicals
could pose a variety of risks, particularly when observed in the sort of levels seen in the
study.
"There's a vast amount of scientific evidence suggesting certain phthalates can
contribute to several adverse health effects," said Zota.
A 2012 study found a strong association between the presence of DEHP and diabetes. A
2013 study found that exposure to the industrial chemical can increase the risk of
various allergic diseases in children. And a 2016 study concluded that it can also
negatively affect child behavior.
While there is less evidence that DiNP is problematic, some recent research suggests it
very well could be. A study undertaken last year, for instance, found that exposure to
the phthalate was associated with higher blood pressure.
For these reasons, many governments have moved to limit exposure to the industrial
chemicals. Japan disallowed the use of vinyl gloves in food preparation for fear that
their use was compromising health. The European Union, which limits the use of the
chemical, has been nudging manufacturers to replace it. And the United
States restricted its use in toys. In fact, the U.S. Department of Health and Human
Services warned that DEHP is "reasonably anticipated to be a human carcinogen."

To Fear or Not to Fear
The reason people who eat fast food seem to have much higher levels of potentially
harmful industrial chemicals is unclear. But it's easy enough to guess: the sheer amount
of processing that goes into food served at quick-service restaurants.
The more machinery, plastic, conveyor belts, and various forms of processing
equipment that food touches, the more likely the food is to contain higher levels of
phthalates. And fast food tends to touch a good deal more of these things than, say, the
food one purchases at a local farmers market.
"I really hope this study helps raise public awareness about the exposure problems
associated with our industrialized food system," said Zota.
Considering the prevalence of packaged food — and widespread exposure to phthalates
(they can be detected in more than 98 percent of the population, per the CDC) —
however, the takeaway isn't necessarily that fast food is toxic. Fast food, after all, isn't
the only culprit here. Nor are less healthful things in general.
"It’s not fair to say, 'Oh, these exposures only happen if you eat unhealthy foods,'" Leo
Trasande, an associate professor of pediatrics, environmental medicine and population
health at New York University, told Bloomberg.
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Anything that's gone through some form of processing or industrial packaging is
vulnerable.
Still, given the new study's findings, it certainly seems as though eating fast food is
more toxic than avoiding it, and not for the obvious reasons. Perhaps that's something
many would have expected to hear, but it doesn't make it any less true.
"Traditional fast food was never meant to be daily fare, and it shouldn’t be," said
Marion Nestle, who is the Paulette Goddard professor of nutrition and food Studies
at New York University. "It’s too high in calories and salt and, as we now know, the
chemicals that get into our food supply through industrial food production."

What you can DO to avoid Commercial Convenience Food Risks
Make it easy for you to eat healthy foods that are convenient. Even if you don’t have
time to cook, it’s easy to have convenience food at home in the form of raw fruits,
vegetables, and nuts and seeds.
Fruits
Designate one shopping day per week and load up on
organic fruits that come in their own wrapper, and can be
eaten on the go – like red grapes, bananas, tangerines,
berries, apricots, and even organic frozen fruits, like
pineapple, papaya, and mango from which to throw in the
blender, perhaps with some fresh mint, and make a quick
breakfast smoothie.
Veggies
Fill your fridge with glass containers of cut up organic
vegetables in the raw – fennel, cauliflower, yams,
jicama, cucumber, red beets, green beans, mushrooms,
edamame, and broccoli and keep a quick dip made from
goat or sheep yogurt loaded with nutritional yeast,
lemon juice, elephant garlic, Real Salt and your favorite
spices to whet your appetite and satisfy your nutrient
cravings.
Trail Mix
Pre-make yourself trail-mix zip-lock baggies filled with
things like raw almonds, pine nuts or cashews,
sunflower seeds, coconut flakes, dried cranberries and
apricots, red flame raisins, and a few carob or dark
chocolate chips that you can grab in a hurry.
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