
Food Truths, Trends and the Pandemic: Diet and Nutrition Trends 
Impacting Health 

 
Webinar Questions Answered by Kathleen Zelman, MPH, RDN, LD 

 
 
• Could the increase in eating disorders be attributed to fatphobia and fear of weight gain from the 

pandemic? Are we contributing with this by discussing an increase in obesity rates?  
 
Studies revealed that elevated stress levels and symptoms of depression were significantly associated with 
a greater chance of experiencing binge eating behavior. A survey of 1000 people self-reported changes in 
eating habits. I don’t think it was a fear of weight gain but seeking food to help ease stress and anxiety.  
Termorshuizen, JD, et al. Early impact of COVID-19 on individuals with self-reported eating disorders: A survey of ~1,000 
individuals in the United States and the Netherlands. Int J Eat Disord. 2020; 53: 1780– 1790 
 

• What are your thoughts on Quercetin?  
 
Quercetin is a flavonoid that has been used safely as a dietary supplement based on animal studies. The 
results are not consistent and may be dependent on the individual and their health. Quercetin glycoside is 
much more efficient than other forms of quercetin. It appears to have benefits with prolonged 
supplementation. 

 
The literature suggests Quercetin has antioxidant and anti-inflammatory effects which might help reduce 
inflammation however the beneficial effects of quercetin on inflammation and immunity require further 
research before it can be recommended as a public health measure.  
Li Y, Yao J, Han C, et al. Quercetin, Inflammation and Immunity. Nutrients. 2016;8(3):167. Published 2016 Mar 15. 

 
• Since Vitamin D is fat soluble, and is it stored in the body fat cells instead of being available for use.  

May be that why obesity is tied into severity of COVID? 
 
The majority of the emerging research on obesity and COVID 19 focuses on the cytokine storm that occurs 
when acute inflammation from the virus interacts with chronic inflammation of obesity.  
Muscogiuri G.et al. Obesity: the "Achilles heel" for COVID-19? [published online ahead of print, 2020 Apr 27].Metabolism. 2020; 
108: 154251. 
Xu  H, et al.  Association of obesity with mortality over 24 years of weight history: findings from the Framingham Heart Study.   
JAMA Netw Open. 2018;1(7) 

 
• Have there been any studies regarding hair loss and covid 19 in relation to nutritional deficiencies or 

other factors? 
 
Hair loss has been reported in people who have recovered from COVID-19. The Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention (CDC) notes hair loss as a potential long-term effect of COVID-19 that’s currently under 
investigation.  Potential triggers for hair loss are fever and stress, both commonly seen in COVID-19 
patients. The link between hair loss and COVID is just starting to be recognized and researched. 

 
• Is it the African Americans, Black and Brown people might be avoiding the sun versus their skin not 

absorbing vitamin D? And is it possible, African Americans, Black and Brown people need a longer time 
in the sun to reap the benefits of vitamin D? 



A study out of the Cooper Clinic estimated 40% of American adults may be vitamin D deficient but for 
African-Americans, it is estimated to be 76%.  Dark skinned people don’t synthesize as much vitamin D 
from the sun through their skin because they have more melanin, the pigment that provides skin color.   
As a result, they have lower serum 25-hydroxyvitamin D levels, according to the National Institutes of 
Health's Office of Dietary Supplements. Genetics are also a factor in synthesizing vitamin D from the sun.  
Farrell SW, DeFina L, Willis B, et alCardiorespiratory fitness, different measures of adiposity, and serum vitamin D levels in 
African-American adults Journal of Investigative Medicine 2019;67:1087-1090. 

 
• How would you respond to those who claim COVID-19 did not kill people with those chronic conditions 

you pointed out?  And that their diet alone will prevent COVID-19? 
 
The leading cause of death from COVID 19 was related to older people followed by those who were obese.  
Elderly individuals with chronic disease were at greatest risk because their immunity is compromised by 
the chronic disease.  80% of hospitalizations were in individuals that also had one or more of the following 
conditions: obesity, heart disease, diabetes and/or hypertension. Healthy dietary patterns and lifestyles 
are one of the most significant ways to support immunity and prevent illness but even the healthiest 
people have suffered when contracting COVID 19.   
Ohearn, M. et al.Coronavirus Disease 2019 Hospitalizations Attributable to Cardiometabolic Conditions in the United States: A 
Comparative Risk Assessment AnalysisJournal of the American Heart Association. 2021;10. 

 
• Can you share tips on adding of MSG? 

 
MSG (monosodium glutamate) is the purest form of umami – it helps to enhance the umami flavor in 
foods and occurs naturally in foods like parmesan cheese, ripe tomatoes, dried mushrooms, kombu (kelp), 
and anchovies.  MSG heightens flavor without adding excess salt. While salt is often added to dishes to 
enhance their flavor, MSG enhances flavor without as much sodium (up to a 40% reduction). The new 
Dietary Guidelines recommends MSG as a technique to reduce sodium.  Boost the umami deliciousness of 
foods by a sprinkle of MSG in your soups, pasta sauce, salad dressings, meat marinades, and stir-fries.  

 
• Can you speak to Vitamin K2 to help with Vit D supplementation? 

 
Vitamins D and K are both fat-soluble vitamins that play a central role in calcium metabolism.  Studies 
suggest that optimal concentrations of both vitamin D and vitamin K are beneficial for bone and 
cardiovascular health and more effective than the consumption of either alone. More research is needed 
but this powerful combination is reason to focus on a healthy diet that includes a variety of foods rich in 
Vitamins K and D for bone and cardiovascular health. 
van Ballegooijen AJ, Pilz S, Tomaschitz A, Grübler MR, Verheyen N. The Synergistic Interplay between Vitamins D and K for Bone 
and Cardiovascular Health: A Narrative Review. Int J Endocrinol. 2017;2017:7454376.  

 
• As it related to fatty fish versus Omega 3 supplements, is there enough evidence to support 

supplements for CVD or lowering inflammation? 
 
Food first is always the best approach because there is so much more in food than can be found in a 
supplement.  That said, if sources of omega 3 fatty acids are not tolerated or enjoyed, supplements can fill 
in the void and provide the benefits. 

 
• Has there been any studies done on the diets of person who had COVID and intake of specific nutrients? 

 



Unfortunately, the data collection and analysis of diets in relationship with COVID infections is in its 
infancy.  The nutrients that have been studied (Zinc, Vitamins C, D, A) have been inconclusive in terms of 
protection against the virus.  What has been presumed is that a healthy eating plan rich in nutrients 
including antioxidants, fiber, vitamins and minerals along with a lifestyle of regular physical activity, 
adequate sleep, stress reduction and not smoking is the best overall defense.  

 
• Is the taste and smell related to nerve damage caused by the inflammatory effects of COVID? 

 
Smell loss (anosmia) is a common symptom of COVID-19 - 30 to 80% of people with COVID-19 report loss 
of smell.  It occurs in a large proportion of infected patients even in the absence of any other symptoms. 
The likely targets of the virus are cells in the nose that support growth of the nerve cells that allow us to 
smell. Researchers think the virus might be triggering smell loss by infecting the olfactory neurons and 
then making its way into the brain. 

 
• How is poor diet and nutrition the single leading cause of what?  

 
117 million Americans have one or more chronic diseases and many of these are associated with diet and 
lifestyle.  The typical Western diet promotes chronic diseases like heart disease, diabetes, obesity and 
some cancers.  By adopting a healthy diet along with a lifestyle of regular physical activity, adequate sleep, 
stress reduction and not smoking is the best overall defense for a long, happy, healthy life.  

 
• Do you have any suggestions for educating persons with DM on the benefits of healthy eating to reduce 

risks for various diseases? 
 
People with diabetes require a detailed healthy eating pattern that works in concert with their medication 
and/or insulin.  It is critical to manage blood sugars within normal levels to maintain health and reduce the 
higher risk for other health conditions.  I would suggest connecting with a registered dietitian nutritionist. 


