From Excess to Access

The obesity of online information regarding one’s health and nutrition can be counterproductive. Cut through the clutter to make the Internet work for you

By David Humble

Looking for reliable information about health, nutrition and fitness issues, or just an effective nutrition or exercise plan? Type the word “diet” into any Internet search engine and you’ll receive millions upon millions of results. And that’s not counting the more than 3,000 books that are just a mouse click away. Of course, every friend, family member and fellow commuter has dieting tips to offer - whether you want them or not. If Americans want to feel better and look better, there’s no shortage of advice, professional or otherwise, on how to do it. And to judge by recent Web site ratings and book sales, people are logging on in droves in search of quality information on health and dieting from reputable and trustworthy sources. 

So why are more than 64% of Americans overweight or obese, according to the United States Department of Health & Human Services?

The problem is obviously not a lack of health information—in fact, we have way too much. Red meat is good for you; red meat is bad for you. Have a little red wine; don’t drink any alcohol. Eat only vegetables; eat other things too. Hold the bun on the burger; whole grain breads should be a staple. Starch; no starch. And that’s before getting into details in terms of preparation. Try telling “good” carbs from “bad” carbs or even “net” carbs, let alone figuring out the glycemic index. 

Trendy restaurants are jumping on the low-carb, low-fat, and/or low-calorie bandwagon, and even grocery shopping can be hard work when reading labels. Again, besides the daunting volume, there’s a glut of choices, contradictions and plain old confusion. One item is “enriched” and the other is “fortified.” What’s the difference? 

Here’s the worst part: All of those seemingly contradictory statements are actually true...for somebody out there, just not for everybody.  We’re all different, and no single regimen can possibly benefit everyone, male or female, old or young, healthy or unhealthy. 

So let’s step back for a moment. By making it easy for anyone to disseminate any kind of information to anyone else, the Internet has caused an “obesity of information” on almost every conceivable topic – some of it legitimate, some not. Just as you can look up credible stock information, the incredulous also lurks out there, typically from scam artists who present themselves as legitmate sources of credible knowledge. In addition to too much information, general exposure can leave you feeling vulnerable.  For example, while searching for old college friends, you might become accessible to people you’d rather avoid. 

With all of these potential shortfalls, one ‘killer app’ of the Internet is that consumers can, in fact, find specific information of interest through streamlined online resources that offer a highly personalized and relevant experience. That’s why online dating has become so popular—you can type in your preferences and only get those results that match your stringent and unique criteria.  

This is exactly the approach that has proven successful in the health, nutrition and fitness category. Your body, your health, your preferences, your lifestyle and your needs couldn’t be more unique, and only by respecting and catering to that uniqueness does any diet or exercise program have a chance. Don’t let the obesity of online information scare you away or steer you down the wrong path.  Rather, tap into only those health, diet and fitness resources whose information and programs are customized to fit your individual needs, and you will find your way to a healthier life. 
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