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 Foods Myths Debunked

Does it seem like every time you turn around you hear another story about a specific foods or food product 

causing cancer? It can be difficult to separate fact from fiction when it comes to what we learn from friends 

and family, the internet and the media. Such information may make a person feel like there isn’t any point to 

a healthy lifestyle if so many things “cause” cancer. About one-third of all cancers can be prevented by eating 

well, being active and maintaining a healthy body weight. Click here for more information.

Here are some common food concerns that you may have questions about and the current scientific evidence:

Milk, Calcium and Vitamin D

Milk and milk alternatives such as yogurt and cheese are excellent sources of calcium. In Canada, milk is 

fortified or enriched with vitamin D. Calcium and vitamin D work together to keep bones healthy. It will be 

difficult for you to get enough calcium in your diet if you don’t have milk or milk alternatives each day.

Choose a variety of lower fat milk products including milk, yogurt and cheeses. Include non-dairy sources of 

calcium as well – fortified unsweetened soy beverage and fortified orange juice, tofu (made with calcium 

sulfate), beans and green leafy vegetables. These non-dairy choices work well for people with lactose 

intolerance.

Artificial Sweeteners

Artificial sweeteners are used in a wide variety of foods and drinks. Many studies tell us the same thing – that 

artificial sweeteners have not been linked to an increased risk of cancer in humans. 

When making healthy eating choices, remember that diets high in sugar tend to be high in calories. Replacing 

the sugar in foods such as cake, candies and soft drinks with artificial sweeteners may reduce calories, but it 

does not make them healthy foods.
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Food Additives 

Food additives are used in very small amounts to increase shelf life and enhance the quality of our foods. 

Additives are tested for safety even before they are submitted for approval by the Health Products and Food 

Branch of Health Canada. Once approved and in use, all food additives are monitored. If at any time the safety 

of a food additive is in question, it can be removed from the market.

Genetically Modified Foods

Foods can be modified genetically by altering or adding genes in plants. The purpose is to improve taste 

and nutrition or to make crops easier to grow and ship. Such plants are called genetically modified food or 

genetically modified organisms (GMOs).

Health Canada inspects new genetically modified foods before they are released on the market. A genetically 

modified product is only approved for consumption when all of Health Canada’s safety standards are met. 

Once they are approved for sale in stores, the Canadian Food Inspection Agency monitors them for safety.

Some people are concerned that genetically modified foods cause cancer. However, there is currently no 

reliable evidence to support this claim. Research to date has not shown a link between genetically modified 

foods and cancer.

Organic Foods

Although people may choose organic foods because they believe that they are healthier and safer, there is 

not enough evidence that this is true. Organic foods differ from non-organic foods in the way in which they 

are grown and processed.

People often choose organic foods because they are concerned about the use of pesticides and the 

environment. But pollutants may be found on both organic and non-organic foods, so all vegetables and fruit 

should be washed thoroughly.

Soy

Soy foods such as tofu, soy milk, soybeans and soy nuts are an excellent source of protein. They are a lower 

fat, healthy alternative to meat.
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Researchers have been studying the role of soy in a number of health conditions. Soy contains estrogen-like 

phytochemicals, which may help reduce the risk of osteoporosis and heart disease. Studies of the effects of 

soy on the risk of cancer are not conclusive. Talk to your doctor if you’re thinking of adding soy foods to your 

diet.

Vegetarian Diet

A well-planned vegetarian diet tends to be low in saturated fat, be high in fibre and includes a variety of 

vegetables and fruit. But diets that include lean meats and fish in small amounts can also be healthy.

Vitamin and Mineral Supplements

The best way to get your full range of vitamins and minerals is through healthy food choices. The exception to 

this may be a need for Canadians to take a vitamin D supplement during the fall and winter months. There is 

growing evidence that vitamin D may reduce the risk of some types of cancer, particularly colorectal, breast 

and prostate cancers. For most people, a few minutes a day of unprotected exposure to the sun and dietary 

intake of vitamin D (plus supplements if you need them) provides adequate vitamin D. Due to our northern 

latitude and because the sun’s rays are weak, the Society recommends that Canadian adults consider taking a 

vitamin D supplement during fall and winter months. Talk to your doctor about taking 1000 international units 

(IU) a day during fall and winter months.

You may be at particular risk if you:

• are over 50

• have dark skin

• don’t go outside very much

• wear clothing that covers most of your body.

If you are in one of these groups, talk to your doctor about whether you should take a vitamin D supplement 

of 1000 IU every day, all year round.

Pesticides on Vegetables and Fruit and the Risk of Cancer

In Canada, the vegetables and fruit you buy are regulated and monitored by the Canadian Food Inspection 
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Agency. Less than 4% of all vegetables and fruit contain pesticide residue above Canada’s maximum limit. 

If laboratory tests indicate that action is required, the Canadian Food Inspection Agency will investigate. 

If needed, they will recall the food from the market. The benefits of eating more vegetables and fruit far 

outweigh the risks from pesticides. To clean your vegetables and fruit:

• Wash them well under clean, running tap water. Rinse packaged and prepared produce even if it’s marked 

pre-washed.

• Throw away outer leaves of cabbage, lettuce and other leafy vegetables.

• Scrub well and peel them. Unfortunately, peeling vegetables and fruit (such as potatoes and apples) may 

also reduce the amount of nutrients and fibre.

Source: Canadian Cancer Society, Food Issues


