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THE rules of living healthily seem to be changing.

Beliefs that were once held up as gospel truth suddenly do not seem so certain anymore.

How many times have you gulped down eight glasses of water a day because you have been told it is good for your health? Or loaded up on carbohydrates while steering clear of fatty foods?

Now, new studies have emerged that debunk these long-held beliefs and more.

Recently, an American kidney specialist said there was no scientific evidence to back up the advice that drinking eight glasses of water a day would improve your health.

The only thing it would do was increase the number of trips you made to the toilet.

And a recent New York Times magazine article questioned whether it was carbohydrates, and not fat, that were causing obesity among tens of thousands of Americans.

But should you believe everything that you read?

Because if you did, your mind would be playing havoc with your body right now, what with the endless stream of new studies and results that emerge on a weekly, if not daily, basis from the medical field.

Associate Professor Calvin Fones, chief of the Department of Psychological Medicine at the National University Hospital, says: 'Never in history has so much information been available to the public, through the Internet, newspapers and medical journals. While this is good, it can also be very confusing for the lay person.'

Doctors and health experts say there will always be conflicting studies, as long as research is being carried out to better understand different conditions.

Mr Kelvin Chua, assistant director (planning & development) at the Singapore Sports Council, says: 'New findings need to be tested and substantiated repeatedly over a period of time for them to be accepted by the community.

'Different studies, depending on different variances - the research objectives, method, subjects and duration - often lead to different conclusions. So, it is not uncommon that we see new research findings contradicting old beliefs.'

So, how can the public make sense of these conflicting studies?

First, take everything that you read with a pinch of salt.

Dr Lee Chung Yin, a consultant at the National Heart Centre, says: 'Don't believe everything you read. Be discerning and don't lap up the information from any old publication.'

For example, a tabloid newspaper would be less reliable than a credited medical journal which only prints medical studies that have been researched thoroughly.

Read up on what else has been written on the topic to get all sides of the story, and to understand it better so that you can make an informed decision.

Dr Lee says it is a good idea to find out the source of the study. For example, if a study on alcohol and health benefits is funded by an alcohol company, the results should be taken with an even more generous helping of salt since the results could be skewed in favour of the party funding the study.

Finally, Dr Fones advises the public not to overreact to new findings.

'Don't act on the information straight away,' he says.

'Discuss what you've read with your physician, especially if you have an existing condition. It is then up to the doctor to use his skill and experience to interpret what has been discovered, and find a solution that would fit the individual's needs and concerns.'

SEVEN BELIEFS REVISITED

1 WATER

Conventional wisdom:

Drinking eight glasses of water a day is good for your health.

New findings: You only need to drink enough to quench your thirst.

Kidney specialist Heinz Valtin of Dartmouth Medical School in New Hampshire says if a person gets low on fluid, the body compensates by bringing fluid back out of the kidneys and by slowing the loss of water through the skin. People also get water from the food they eat.

Healthy adults in a temperate climate leading a sedentary lifestyle can just drink enough to quench thirst, and this includes coffee, tea, and even beer.

What experts here say:

Professor Peter Hwang from the department of physiology at the National University of Singapore agrees with Dr Valtin's view that there is no scientific evidence to show that drinking lots of water will improve your health.

He says there are studies indicating that a liberal fluid intake, which will result in the production of about 2 litres or more of urine per day, will reduce the risk of getting kidney stones substantially.

'However, since the risk of developing kidney stones is generally considered low for a healthy population, my view is that it is not appropriate to get everyone in the community to drink lots of water every day in order to prevent stone formation in a few individuals,' he says.

'The drinking pattern should be left to the individual's preference.'

2 SLEEP

Conventional wisdom:

You need eight hours of sleep a night.

New findings: Adults may actually live longer if they sleep less. The research, published in February's Archives of General Psychiatry, found that those who slept eight hours a night were 12 per cent more likely to die within six years than those who got 6 1/2 to 7 1/2 hours of sleep.

The increased risk was more than 15 per cent for those who reported getting more than 8 1/2 hours or fewer than four hours a night. The findings were based on a nationwide survey of 1.1 million adults, aged between 30 and 102, across America.

What experts here say:

Associate Professor Calvin Fones, chief of the Department of Psychological Medicine at the National University Hospital, says that how much sleep one needs really depends on the individual, taking into account his age and lifestyle.

'You should get enough sleep so that you are able to function the next day without any mental and physical impairment,' he says.

Still, he feels that based on the study's findings, seven to 7 1/2 hours is a good amount of sleep to get every night.

Anything fewer than four hours could result in weakening of the immune system, and poor motor skills, which could lead to accidents.

3 BUTTER vs MARGARINE

Conventional wisdom:

Every teaspoon of butter will give you a heart attack. Spread on the margarine instead.

New findings: Margarine is loaded with transfatty acids, a type of fat that forms when vegetable oils are partially hydrogenated to make them solid at room temperature.

Research has shown that a diet high in transfats makes one more at risk of heart disease. Some scientists say that transfats are more lethal than saturated fat found in bacon, butter and lard.

What experts here say:

Buy soft margarine in a tub instead of the kind sold in sticks. These are lower in transfats.

Ms Chew Pei Gee, president of the Singapore Nutritionists and Dietitics Association, says the harder the margarine, the longer the hydrogenation process it would have gone through.

Margarine, in general, is healthier than butter because the latter contains higher saturated fat. But always use fat spreads in moderation. Alternatively, you could dip your bread in olive oil. It is rich in monounsaturated fats, which are associated with a lower risk of heart disease.

4 CARBOHYDRATES

Conventional wisdom:

Fat kills, so lay on the carbohydrates for energy and a healthy life. This diet plan, called the Traditional Healthy Mediterranean Diet Pyramid, was developed in 1994 by researchers at the Harvard School of Public Health.

New findings: Carbohydrates may be the cause for rising rates of obesity and heart disease in the United States. Fat - in eggs and butter - may not be as deadly after all.

What experts here say:

Ms Chew says most scientific evidence still links heart disease to a high intake of saturated fat.

She advises cutting back on animal fat and high-fat foods like red meat, full-fat dairy products like butter, deep-fried foods and coconut and palm oils.

She says:'Always remember the Healthy Diet Pyramid forms the basis of your diet.'

It consists of the four basic food groups that one needs for a healthy diet, in order of importance.

Rice, noodles, bread and potatoes, which are good sources of carbohydrates and dietary fibre, provide the base of a person's diet, and should be eaten most. Next come fruit and vegetables, followed by protein like meat, fish, milk, cheese and bean products. Fats, oil, salt and sugar, which are at the top of the pyramid, should be eaten least.

5 EXERCISE

Conventional wisdom:

A morning jog is a healthy way to kickstart the day.

New findings: Early morning jogs may do more harm than good. Research published recently in the British Journal of Sports Medicine says that early morning exercise increases susceptibility to infection.

Levels of cortisol, a stress hormone that suppresses the immune system, were found to be higher in the morning than in the evening.

What experts here say:

A morning jog is likely to do more good than harm to the body, says Mr Kelvin Chua, assistant director (planning & development) at the Singapore Sports Council.

Make sure it is done properly, though. Give the body ample time to adjust itself from waking up to hitting the running track, just like the way you would allow your car engine to warm up in the morning.

For those concerned about the latest findings, Mr Chua suggests doing your exercise or training in the evening.

Then, the body is warmed up sufficiently, levels of cortisol are lower and there is a higher rate of saliva flow, which also helps protect against infections.

6 SUN AND SKIN CANCER

Conventional wisdom:

Stay out in the sun too much and you will get skin cancer.

New findings: Too little sun and you won't get enough Vitamin D, which can result in skeletal deformities in children and muscular weakness and frail bones in adults.

An Australian study has found that nearly one in four Australian women has insufficient Vitamin D. Researchers say this is the result of a public health campaign to reduce skin cancer by persuading people to stay out of the sun.

What experts here say:

Don't overdose on sunlight, but don't deprive your body of it either.

Dr Goh Chee Leok, senior consultant from the National Skin Centre, says sunlight is necessary for the body to synthesise Vitamin D.

'This can be achieved with normal sun exposure as we go about doing our daily routine,' he says. 'Normal and reasonable exposure does not lead to skin cancer, but don't overdo it.'

That means not staying out unnecessarily during midday when it is especially hot, and avoiding getting sunburnt. He says Vitamin D deficiency happens only with people who are obsessed with avoiding the sun. And remember, always use a sunscreen.

7 ALCOHOL

Conventional wisdom: Red wine protects against heart disease.

New findings: Beer has equal or perhaps more health benefits than wine.

Norman D. Kaplan, a professor of internal medicine at the University of Texas Southwestern Medical Center in Dallas, found that when drunk in moderation, beer can protect against major ailments such as heart attack, stroke, hypertension and dementia.

His findings are based on two recent studies. One involved 70,000 beer-drinking female nurses who were found to have less hypertension than nurses who drank either wine or spirits.

Another study showed that male beer drinkers among a group surveyed were at a statistically significant lower risk of coronary artery disease than were men who drank red wine, white wine or spirits.

What experts here say:

National Heart Centre consultant Lee Chung Yin's advice is to skip the beer for now and stick with the red wine.

Few studies have been done on beer, and more should be done before any firm conclusions are made.

While Dr Lee declined to comment on the beer study, he said it was unlikely that beer would override wine in terms of health benefits.

He says: 'It's been shown in a few studies that consumption of small to medium amounts of red wine may lower the risk of cardiovascular disease, especially heart attacks.'
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