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BY DR NICK KIMBER, PhD
HEALTH SCIENCE

I
s the pre-historic caveman making a 
comeback? Some would claim absolutely 
and in a mammoth way! Paleo was the 
most searched diet term on Google 

in 2013 and has become one of the most 
popular diet trends endorsed by celebrities, 
bloggers, fitness professionals (particularly 
CrossFit),  over 5,000 books on Amazon  
and even caveman cafes that have  
created a whole new industry around the 
Paleo lifestyle.  

The Paleo craze began when the book 
The Paleo Diet by Dr Loren Cordain was 
published in 2001. According to Dr Cordain, 
modern Paleo eating advocates how our 
hunter-gatherer ancestors ate over 10,000 
years’ ago, promoting organic lean, grass-fed 
animal meat, poultry, wild caught seafood, 
eggs, fruit, non-starchy vegetables, nuts, 
seeds and olive oil, along with plant-based 
oils such as walnut, flaxseed, avocado and 
coconut. Excluded in the Paleo diet are 
grains, cereals, legumes (such as beans and 
peanuts), potatoes, salt and dairy products, 
processed foods and refined sugars. 

What are the benefits of eating like our 
Paleolithic ancestors did thousands of years 
ago? Cordain and other Paleo enthusiasts 
will tell you our genes have changed very 
little in this period and that our bodies 
haven’t adapted to the refined foods found 
on grocery shelves today.

Paleo-diet advocates argue that the 
arrival of agriculture 10,000 years ago was 

the beginning of the proliferation in human 
degenerative diseases such as cancer, heart 
disease, obesity and diabetes.

There is no doubt that dietary factors 
are strongly linked to the pandemic in 
preventable health problems that we  
have today, however there is a vast  
difference between reducing the intake  
of highly refined, processed food and  
eating like cavemen. 

Paleo is one of the most divisive modern 
diets today. Despite the large following, 
Paleo was rated worst of the 29 diets in the 
US News and World Report’s most recent 
best and worst diets survey. A panel of 
expert judges found it was too restrictive, 
hard to follow, ineffective for weight loss and 
unhelpful for heart health.

Many anthropological experts dispute 
the evolutionary basis of Paleo, claiming 
it makes unscientific assumptions about 
what our ancestors ate. According to 
Daniel Lieberman, a professor of human 
evolutionary biology at Harvard University, 
there were many types of Paleo diets that 
varied according to what was available in 
diverse habitats, from tropical regions of 
Africa to rain forests and tundra regions. 
Hunter-gatherers in the Middle East were 
known to eat grains, however, not every 
population did and whether they were 
healthy is not relevant when most ancestors 
did not live past their reproductive age.

The notion that our genes have remained 

One of most frequent and hotly debated 
questions for some time has to be  

– to paleo or not to paleo?

to paleo?
or not

unchanged since Paleolithic times has 
also come under scientific scrutiny as it 
contradicts what is known about human 
evolution. For example, Paleo diets forbid 
dairy products, however in some human 
populations a genetic mutation spread 
around 3,000 to 7,000 years’ ago, allowing 
for the metabolism of milk as adults. Lactose 
tolerance has continued to evolve since, so 
it doesn’t make sense to claim that humans 
haven’t adapted to eat dairy foods.

Scientific studies examining health 
benefits of Paleolithic diets are very few 
in number and characterised by few 
participants over short periods of time (three 
months). Many people dropped out of the 
studies, claiming the diet was difficult to 
follow. Improvements in satiation, glycaemic 
control and several cardiovascular risk factors 
have been found in those following a Paleo 
diet. But whether Paleo is superior to other 
dietary approaches that also achieve these 
health outcomes remains a point of debate.

Another major assumption of the Paleo 
diet is that options available to our caveman 
ancestors are still here today. Pastured 
animals, raised on diets of grass and grubs, 
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are closer to their wild relatives, 
but still nothing like the lean 
animals our ancestors ate. 

Avoidance of whole food 
groups has also raised concern 
and I certainly would support 
the notion that excluding 
plant-based foods such as 
wholegrains and legumes, is 
problematic when a wealth of 
evidence supports their health 
value. High intakes of red meat 
are associated with an increased 
risk of bowel cancer, while 
wholegrains reduce the risk. 
Combining these two factors 
may actually increase the long-
term risk of heart disease.

Practically, adhering to the 
Paleo diet is also expensive 
(particularly if choosing 
organic options) and difficult 
to sustain when so much of 
our food today includes dairy 
and grains. Another factor 
to consider is dramatically 
reducing carbohydrate intake 

by eliminating grains, results 
in people feeling drained and 
lethargic, so they reach for a 
quick fix snack that is typically 
high in sugar and fat. In this 
regard, Paleo actually back fires 
on a lot of people and they end 
up continuing on the nutrition 
roller coaster. 

On a more positive note, 
many aspects of the Paleolithic 
approach deserve merit such as 
the low content of processed 
foods, sugar and salt. Whether 
or not you cut the grains and 
dairy altogether or perhaps just 
throw out the cakes, biscuits, 
refined breads, bagels, lollies, 
confectionary and so on – the 
cavemen are at the very least 
getting us to think and talk 
more about the many pit-falls of 
the modern day diet.

•   Dr Nick Kember, PhD, is a leader 
in nutrition, author, international 
speaker and founder of the Nutri-
Fit programme:  www.drnick.co.nz

   Paleo eating is all about organic lean, grass-fed animal  
meat, poultry, wild caught seafood, eggs, fruit, non- 
starchy vegetables, nuts, seeds and plant-based oils.
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