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Dear Editor:

Kirwan et al. (1) highlight important limitations of our study, including
selection bias, recall bias, and lack of generalizability. They advise cau-
tion in translating the results of our survey, which includes self-reported
data, on the health effects of a carnivore diet. We agree with these con-
cerns, as explicitly stated in our report (2). However, several specific
criticisms of our study relate more broadly to scientific surveys and to
nutrition research in general.

Regarding points of disagreement, we recognize that FFQs (and
other dietary survey instruments) may correlate well with meat con-
sumption in the general population consuming mixed diets. However,
validation studies of these instruments would not have included a
population similar to the one we studied, and the level of dietary detail
available in standard FFQs pertaining to meat consumption patterns
were insufficient for our purposes. For these reasons, we developed
a survey instrument in consultation with members of the carni-
vore community, consistent with the principles of community-based
participatory research.

Kirwan et al. mention the existence of “ideological echo chambers”
that could “increase the likelihood of information gerrymandering”
among our sample – a concern that could apply to many surveys of
special communities, both within and outside the field of nutrition.
However, we saw no evidence of co-ordination among respondents.
Indeed, considerable variability exists among our data, including in
health measures that might be considered derogatory to this dietary
pattern. For example, many respondents reported markedly elevated
LDL cholesterol – a commonly recognized cardiovascular disease risk
factor – and a substantial increase on the carnivore diet compared with
prediet levels. Along similar lines, Kirwan et al. speculate that the 28
duplicate entries (∼1% of the total), may indicate an attempt by some
individuals to contravene study procedures and bias the data. A more
benign explanation involves technical issues, such as uncertainty that
a completed survey was successfully submitted online. In support of
this possibility, none of the eliminated duplicate surveys had been fully
completed by the respondents.

Kirwan et al. highlight potential misrepresentation of our research
by media and lay outlets, but this issue is by no means specific to our
study. As mentioned above, we extensively considered study limita-
tions, including in the abstract, and noted potential harms affecting con-
sumers (elevated LDL cholesterol, micronutrient deficiencies), animals,
and the environment. Furthermore, we did not issue a press release or
make any health claims about the carnivore diet on social media. Al-
though researchers should take care not to exaggerate data in any pub-
lic format, we do not think that discussion of scientific findings in an

academic journal should be censored out of concern for possible mis-
representation by media or other lay outlets.

Regarding the larger context, scores of dietary surveys are published
every year on various dietary patterns, many that utilize self-reported
data to characterize health status. Should this study design be aban-
doned entirely? If so, how would one obtain initial descriptive informa-
tion on special diets, including potential health/safety issues, and pre-
liminary data to inform well-funded prospective studies and trials?

Despite the acknowledged limitations, our study has notable
strengths in comparison to typical survey-based reports, including a
large participant number and the focus on a dietary pattern about which
little is known. In contrast to the several hundred surveys of vegan and
vegetarian diets in the medical literature, few if any systematically col-
lected data on the carnivore diet exist. Despite the self-report nature,
data were consistent with expectations. Specifically, anthropometric and
laboratory data were within physiologically plausible ranges and serum
lipids showed the low triglycerides to HDL cholesterol ratio and high
LDL cholesterol characteristic of diets with low carbohydrate and high
saturated fat content (e.g. carnivore diet) – providing evidence pertain-
ing to the validity of survey responses.

In conclusion, we reiterate the preliminary nature of our data and
support the call by Kirwan et al. for high-quality research into the long-
term positive and adverse health effects of a carnivore diet. We hope our
study will motivate funding agencies in this regard.
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