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Raise your hand if you’ve ever had a friend or family member say to you, “Oh, I gave up meat for my 

health. I only eat seafood now.” Perhaps you’ve had similar thoughts. The health risks associated with 

processed and red meat consumption are nearly indisputable now among health organizations and 

professionals.[1-3] Additionally, it’s hard to argue that we can continue to feed the global population with 

land animals due to concerns of antibiotic resistance, greenhouse gas emissions, and human rights issues 

on factory farms and in slaughterhouses.[4-6]  

 

Somehow fish has become the darling of health and environment advocates for its proposed health 

benefits and booming market of “sustainable” fisheries. However, the stories we’re being fed about the 

benefits of fish are just as murky as our polluted rivers and oceans. 

 

The Story About Fish That We’re Told 

 

Fish is touted as a key component to any healthy eating pattern by many prominent public health and 

nutrition organizations. The American Heart Association, the Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics, the 

Dietary Guidelines for Americans, and the Harvard Healthy Eating Plate all recommend consuming fish 

as a healthy protein source to lower our risks for heart disease.[7-10] The logic behind these 

recommendations stems from a few perspectives. 

 

First, fish and seafood are prominent in the Mediterranean diet, which also consists of large amounts of 

fruits and vegetables, whole grains, nuts and seeds, olive oil, and moderate amounts of alcohol.[8] The 

Mediterranean diet has been touted for its effects on cardiovascular disease and type 2 diabetes 

prevention.[11,12] Second, fish is praised for its high proportion of polyunsaturated fats, particularly long-

chain omega-3 fatty acids, which have been known to have anti-inflammatory effects on our bodies and 

reduce risk of heart disease.[13,14]  

 
You might have heard that certain nuts and seeds also contain omega-3 fats. However, omega-3 fats 

found in plant foods come in the form alpha-linolenic acid (ALA). ALA must be converted to long-chain 
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eicosapentaenoic acid (EPA) and docosahexaenoic acid (DHA) in animals in order to facilitate its anti-

inflammatory effects; the rationale behind recommending fish over plant sources of omega-3s is due to 

concerns of low conversion rates in humans.[15] 

 

Somehow fish has become the darling of health and environment advocates for its proposed health 

benefits and booming market of “sustainable” fisheries. However, the stories we’re being fed about the 

benefits of fish are just as murky as our polluted rivers and oceans. 

 

 
 

The Holes in the Story 

 

The stories we have been told about fish are rooted in reductionist and Eurocentric perspectives in health 

and nutrition research. But look a bit closer, and you start to see the holes. 

 

First, the conversion of ALA to EPA and DHA is positively influenced by the amount of ALA, as well as 

the ratio of ALA to omega-6 fats that are pro-inflammatory, that one consumes.[16-18] ALA in and of itself 

also has beneficial effects on serum triglyceride levels comparable to EPA and DHA.[19] As Americans 

began to adopt the Standard American Diet (SAD), rich in processed plant foods, such as added vegetable 

oils, the ratio of omega-6 to omega-3 fatty acids consumed increased, while the presence of EPA and 

DHA in our cell membranes has declined[20](Blasbalg).  

 

Conversely, whole plant foods, such as nuts, seeds, and dark leafy greens are rich ALA; thus, diets rich in 

these whole plant foods may similarly protect heart health due to ALA and other anti-inflammatory 

molecules.[20] Furthermore, what is often underreported is the choline content in fish and its detrimental 

impacts on cardiovascular disease.  

 

While choline is an essential and important nutrient for cell membrane signaling, lipid metabolism, and 

brain development, an excess amount is problematic.[21] Choline is found in high amounts in red meats, 

eggs, and fish.[22] Bacteria in our gut metabolize choline into trimethylamine (TMA), which is absorbed 

into our bloodstreams and oxidized into trimethylamine N-oxide (TMAO).[24] TMAO is a small molecule 

that has been linked to increased risk of cardiovascular disease.[23,25] So, if fish contains different nutrients 

that are both protective and detrimental to heart health, it begs the question if fish is truly the darling of 

healthy eating patterns, such as the Mediterranean diet. A closer look at the waters fish inhabit may 

answer the question. 
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As ocean pollution becomes more prevalent globally, the concern of heavy metal accumulation in seafood 

and poisoning in human consumers increases. Heavy metals, such as mercury, can have toxic effects on 

all parts of the body, including the digestive, immune, and nervous systems.[26] Individuals who consume 

higher amounts of fish have higher blood mercury levels.[27,28] The Dietary Guidelines for Americans 

recommend that pregnant women consume up to 12 ounces of seafood per week because of this concern 

over heavy metal poisoning on fetal cognitive development.[29] And while they specify to consume certain 

fish that are lower in mercury,[29] why take that risk on your health and your child’s? 

 

It is a flawed argument to attribute disease prevention characteristics to specific foods rather than looking 

at the totality of eating and living patterns. While fish is prevalent in the Mediterranean diet, so are other 

foods, such as fruits, vegetables, legumes, nuts, and seeds, that are also inversely associated with heart 

disease, diabetes, and all-cause mortality.[30-32]  

 

Additionally, these food components are not unique to the Mediterranean: diets centered around whole 

plant foods are prominent in almost all traditional diets around the world. The traditional diet of 

Okinawans, individuals from Japan’s most southern prefecture, share many characteristics with the 

Mediterranean diet, including fish, but it is much lower in total fat.[33] Yet, the Okinawans were among 

the longest living populations in the world prior to the westernization of their livelihoods.[34,35] Most 

American, Latin American, and African cuisines focus on whole plant foods as well. In fact, the 

westernization of any diet is the true culprit for increased chronic disease risk in populations.[36] 

 

 
 

Fish is just one example of a single food glorified to superfood status. As Nelson Huber-Disla 

previously reported, this focus on superfoods can be misleading and even dangerous, but it’s much easier 

to convince people to buy and eat more of one food than it is to shift their entire way of eating.  

 

So, the next time you’re considering adding a food into your diet for one or two specific nutrients, try 

zooming out to look at the full picture. Are there other components of those foods that may be harmful? 

Or should you be more concerned about the healthfulness of your pattern of eating? 
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