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Abstract

Purpose | Values can influence various aspects of scientific research, including research
questions, methodologies, interpretations, and applications of scientific knowledge. Instead of
pursuing value-free science, the scientific community recognizes the importance of value-
aware science, which acknowledges the role of values in scientific inquiry but emphasizes
transparency and accountability. Conflicts of interest statements often focus only on financial
ties. Methods | We argue for the inclusion of positionality statements in nutrition science,
similar to practices in the social sciences and humanities. Positionality statements highlight the
influence of the researcher’s position, background, and values on scientific inquiry, promoting
transparency, reflexivity, and dialogue within the scientific community. We advocate for a shift
towards a perspectival epistemology that recognizes the value of diverse perspectives and
contributes to a more robust and reliable scientific knowledge. Results | We include case studies

demonstrating different styles of positionality statements and addresses potential critiques of
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positionality, including concerns about subjectivity and equating individuals with their social
identities. Conclusion | Overall, we conclude that embracing value-awareness and positionality

can lead to a more credible and socially engaged nutrition science.
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Introduction

The Federation of Nutrition Societies (FENS) has organised three working groups to improve
the standards of the field of nutrition [1]. Working Group 2 (WG2) deals with organisation,
capabilities and funding, with particular focus on issues of credibility due to contradictory
messages often resulting from financial conflicts of interest. This paper further discusses other
potential sources of conflict, in response to wider calls for higher level consensus on standards
that would provide venues for more transparent reporting in the field of nutrition [2, 3][2, 3].
Furthermore, trust in nutrition science is crucial for achieving desirable collective behaviours,

such as healthier diets [4].

In WG2, nutrition science is understood as “an integrative science that bridges disciplines and
actors that work around the understanding of the relation between food intake and its effects
on the human body, human health on individual and population level.” Nutrition is therefore a
“comprehensive science that considers the production chain and its effect on the environments
where humans of all ages and backgrounds live, and understands food consumption as the result

of an intricate network of determinants, from individuals, social and national levels?.

While science is often thought of as a value-neutral pursuit, values play a significant role in the
practice of science, both in shaping the scientific process and in influencing scientific
outcomes. These values need not corrupt or negatively influence inquiry and many of them
fortify the path towards objectivity, depending on how we define this term. Mertonian values
(previously often called Mertonian Master Norms) are widely known in the global scientific

community [5-7]. More recent are a number of global and European value statements on

! Drawn from Perez-Cueto, Brennan, Daniel, et al., forthcoming.
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research integrity, evaluation and governance [8-11]. More local are national codes of conduct
for research integrity and research ethics and discipline-based guidelines [12]. Each of these

form interrelated value systems under which scientists continuously operate.

The idea of value-free science, also known as the value neutrality or the myth of value-free
science, suggests that scientific inquiry can and should be conducted without any influence
from personal, social, or cultural values. According to this perspective, scientific knowledge
should be derived solely from objective observations and logical reasoning, free from any
subjective biases or values [13-15]. The Mertonian value “disinterestedness” is often invoked

to support this position.

However, it is widely acknowledged that complete value neutrality in science is impossible to
achieve [16, 17]. Values can influence various aspects of scientific research, including the
choice of research questions, methodologies, interpretations, and applications of scientific
knowledge. Scientists themselves hold individual values that shape their research interests and
priorities. Instead of pursuing value-free science, the scientific community generally
recognizes the importance of value-aware science. While the label “value-aware” is not so
prominent [18], the practice is widespread and acknowledges that values can and should play
a role in scientific inquiry while emphasizing the need for transparency and accountability
about which these values are and what they do. Value-awareness does not excuse researchers
from conducting work rigorously and from sharing all the results of all of their studies — it

supplements rigour, but does not compensate for it.

In the current paper, we discuss how nutrition science can operationalise this perspective

towards values in science. In its broadest sense, that is an all-encompassing question, so for the
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benefit of this paper we will focus specifically on how nutrition science can implement value-
awareness in its publication processes and most notably how it handles conflicts-of-interest in
its scientific reporting processes. This is a conceptual paper, and as a result it does not contain
a methodology section. We draw from studies in the history, philosophy and sociology of
science in general and nutrition science in particular to present a logically consistent argument.
Our argument, when accepted, would change reporting practices in the field. When (and if) it
does, those changes can — and should — be empirically documented and evaluated, but that lies

beyond the ambition of this text.

Interests and Publication

When it comes to scientific reporting, the most obvious and visible way that values come to
light is in the conflict-of-interest statement that many funders and publishers now request from
authors [e.g. 19]. Conflicts of interests seek to build transparency about the interests at play in
the research reported. These interests are in most cases only financial or economical, reports of
funds received from private or other actors that are active in a certain field, such as food or

pharma.

When a conflict of interests is reported, those judging the merits of the work - editors, reviewers
and readers - are expected to take them into account when doing so. In practice every reported
interest is considered a risk. The desirable situation is that one does not have to report a conflict
of interest and the default position is that no such conflict is reported. While a risk, conflicts of
interest are not considered fundamental objections. Mecca et al [20], for instance, reports that

most researchers feel that disclosure suffices.
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Also, the focus on “interests” hides that not the direct financial gain, or stock prices are at stake,
but the values that drive scientific inquiry. In fact, the Mertonian value of disinterestedness
suggests that scientists should pursue research for the sake of knowledge and discovery rather
than personal gain or vested interests. Conflicts of interest can undermine disinterestedness if
they create a bias toward particular outcomes or if financial or personal considerations
influence the research process. Consider, for instance, the efforts of various industries to
promote the value of “free-market fundamentalism”, which served their direct commercial
interests [21], or some governments rejecting values of equity and inclusion. In the field of
nutrition, there is extensive documentation that financial support often biases the reporting of

results [2, 3, 22] and that it even influences national nutrition recommendations [23-26].

Conflicts of interest are often, but not always, restricted to financial ties. These financial
relationships, sponsorships, or funding received by researchers, can be counted or measured
and have been shown to influence the conduct and outcome of research [27]. However, this
focus is under constant critique [28, 29] and increasingly proposal to expand conflict of interest
statements appear [30], sometimes under the banner of rephrasing them as, for instances,
“confluences of interest” [31]. This last attempt suggests that there is more at play: values and
interests are not always negative, not always a problem, and they intersect and require

explanation.

From Interest to Position

Conflict of interest statements are by far the dominant form to attempt displaying value-
awareness in science. However, across the social science and humanities alternative strategies
exist. Given nutrition science’s multi-disciplinarity, it may be worthwhile to also embrace

practices from social science and humanities. In qualitative social sciences and humanities,
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researchers are expected to reflect on their own position actively. This includes disclosing prior
relationships, but also more internal convictions that may enable or limit the study they report.
In a way, one could say that the researchers themselves are instruments and both the strengths
and limitations of those instruments need to be disclosed in the interest of fairness and
transparency. These strengths and limitations include the values researchers hold. Position and
positionality are usually written down in the form of dedicated positionality statements in
published work [32, 33]. A nutrition-related field in which this practice is common, is Food

Studies [cf. 34].

Positionality statements exemplify value-aware science by highlighting the influence of the
researcher's position, background, and values on the scientific inquiry. They contribute to
value-aware science in at least four ways. First, they recognize subjectivity. Positionality
acknowledge that researchers have their own perspectives, beliefs, and experiences that can
shape their approach to research. They recognize that complete objectivity is challenging to
attain and that researchers bring their own subjectivity to the study. By acknowledging their
positionality, researchers are upfront about their potential biases, enabling readers to consider
the influence of the researcher's background and values on the research process. Second, they
enhance transparency. Positionality statements promote transparency by providing readers
with information about the researcher's background and potential biases. Researchers disclose
their personal or professional affiliations, interests, or experiences that may impact the research
process or findings and fits ongoing movements towards open science, extending openness
beyond data and process into value systems [35]. This transparency allows readers to critically
assess the research in light of the researcher's positionality. These assessments can go either
way. For instance, Hicks and Lobato [36] found that researchers who report that they value

public health are considered more trustworthy. Third, they engage in reflexivity. Reflexivity is
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a process of self-awareness and critical examination of one's own assumptions, values,
influences and biases. Positionality statements encourage, even force, researchers to engage in
reflexivity, reflecting on how their personal and social position may shape the research design,
data collection, analysis, and interpretation. In the process, researchers can identify potential
biases, seek alternative perspectives, and consider the limitations of their study and their
involvement in it [37]. Fourth, they encourage dialogue between multiple perspectives.
Positionality statements invite conversations about the potential implications of the researcher's
positionality and encourage the inclusion of diverse perspectives. Acknowledging positionality
opens the door for considering alternative viewpoints and promoting inclusivity in scientific

discourse.

Positionality statements, therefore, serve as a mechanism to promote transparency, reflexivity,
and dialogue within the scientific community. By openly acknowledging the influence of the
researcher's position and values, they contribute to a more robust and nuanced understanding
of scientific research and encourage the consideration of diverse perspectives and
interpretations. Positionality statements acknowledge that everyone has a position. Always.
Every researcher relates to their diet, to their heath, their autonomy, their career and so much
more, and expresses those relationships through values. Positionality is not stable: people
change their political views, their preferences and priorities in life, something that can also be
achieved through education [38]. There is no default absence (as is the case for conflicts of
interest), so every researcher has to engage with their own position regularly, while every
reader will have to take those positions into account, removing the default position of no

conflict of interest.
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Position and Credibility

Value-aware nutrition science represents a shift from a rigid, positivist approach towards one
that embraces values, perspectives, and positions. This aligns with perspectival epistemology,
which acknowledges the influence of individual backgrounds on knowledge acquisition. It
challenges the idea of a single objective truth, emphasizing the importance of diverse
viewpoints. In this view, positionality becomes an asset, enriching knowledge production
rather than hindering it. Researchers with varied perspectives offer unique insights, leading to
a more comprehensive and contextual understanding of complex issues [39, 40]. This diversity
and inclusion not only enhance the quality of science but also its fairness and credibility — for
instance making knowable which biases can compensate for one another and even, to a certain
extent, compensate for unknown tacit knowledge and decisions [68]. Recognizing the need for
diverse voices in knowledge creation highlights the value of practices like stakeholder
consultation and citizen science, integral components of meaningful knowledge-making, rather

than mere obstacles or irrational fears.

We tend to trust those whose values we share [41-43] and often actively distrust those who
claim to have or exhibit no values at all [40]. In fact, to not have values would mean to not be
alive, to not be human. Post-human epistemologies geared towards mechanical interpretations
of objectivity may be widespread among scientists [44—46], but they are ill-suited for the
construction of public trust [47]. Trust, or better: trustworthiness, requires consensus among
scientists [40]. When a broad consensus emerges within the scientific community on a
particular issue, it signifies that a large majority of experts have independently evaluated the
evidence and arrived at similar conclusions. Perspectival epistemology highlights the ways in
which social factors, such as gender, race, and socioeconomic status, can influence the

production and validation of scientific knowledge. By recognizing and valuing diverse



234

235

236

237

238

239

240

241

242

243

244

245

246

247

248

249

250

251

252

253

254

255

256

257

10

perspectives, promoting inclusivity, and challenging hierarchical structures, perspectival
(feminist social) epistemology contributes to a more robust and reliable scientific knowledge.
It also means that the consensus that emerges is a consensus shared across different researchers,
who all may hold different values. If we trust those whose values we share, we can trust the

scientific consensus they advocate or support.

An important consequence from perspectival epistemology is that to build a better and more
credible science, science needs to become more social [48] and more value-aware and value-
explicit: it matters who does the science [49]. Interestingly, this means that we can and must

include industrial perspectives and values too — but only as part of a balanced collective.

Being aware of one’s values, and actively building collectives that include multiple value-
systems, does not excuse researchers from adhering to rigorous operating procedures. This
means that being transparent about one’s values cannot and should not replace transparency
around data and methods and their responsible interpretation. In fact, in Open Science and
Scientific Reform, which are all about enhancing rigorous practices in science, similar calls

exists: to complement good methods with reflection [66, 67].

Case studies: our own positions

For those interested in how positionality looks like, what required ingredients are and which
styles and forms exist to community values and value-systems through them, a vast amount of
literature exists outside of nutrition science. To demonstrate how these can be translated into a
form that is useful, feasible and valuable in nutrition science contexts, we include a small series

of statements here that demonstrate our own positionality. Before we do so, we have to
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acknowledge that across the many fields that use positionality statements, we can discern four

different distinct styles of doing so.

First, the personal reflection: Some positionality statements take the form of a personal
reflection where the author openly discusses their own background, experiences, and how these
factors shape their research perspectives. This style often includes narratives that provide
insight into the author's positionality. Second, a full reflexive analysis: In this style, authors
engage in a more analytical and reflexive discussion of their positionality. They critically
examine the social, cultural, economical or political factors that influence their research and
explicitly address potential biases or assumptions that may arise from their position and values.
Third, the intersectional approach: Intersectionality acknowledges the multiple dimensions of
social identity and their interconnectedness. Positionality statements that adopt an
intersectional approach acknowledge the ways in which various aspects of identity, such as
race, gender, class, or sexuality, intersect and shape the author's research perspective. This style
emphasizes the complex dynamics of power, privilege, and marginalization. Fourth,
collaborative positionality: sometimes, positionality statements are co-authored or include
contributions from multiple researchers. This style highlights the collective positionality of the
research team and how their diverse backgrounds and perspectives inform the study, including

how their diversity can enhance it.

We include examples from each style to show the breadth of what is possible. First, in a

reflexive analysis style, Penders’ positionality statement:

Three significant elements of my positionality deserve attention: my academic trajectory, my

status as a first-generation student and academic, and my involvement with nutrition science
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while having a personal passion for food and cooking. Firstly, my academic trajectory from the
life sciences into science and technology studies has influenced my research lens. Coming from
a neopositivist background, | have a solid foundation in scientific methodologies and an
understanding of how research is traditionally conducted. However, my transition into science
and technology studies enabled me to critically examine the social and cultural dimensions of
scientific knowledge production and has diversified and broadened my epistemic preferences and
take up a constructivist stance. This shift shapes my approach to research and allows me to
question established norms and power structures within the scientific community. Secondly,
being a first-generation student and academic influences my research and work. My experiences
of navigating higher education without the guidance of family members or a familiar support
network have instilled in me a deep appreciation for inclusivity, accessibility, and the
democratisation of knowledge. I try to amplify underrepresented voices and address power
dynamics in academia. Furthermore, my work on knowledge-production in nutrition science
encounters my love for food and cooking: while | engage with the scholarly exploration of
nutrition, | deeply recognise the cultural, social, and personal significance of food. This multitude
of perspectives allows me to appreciate the complexities of food practices and challenge

reductionist approaches to nutrition research.

Second, in an intersectional approach, Perez-Cueto offers his positionality:

In this intersectional statement, | critically reflect on the ways in which various aspects of identity
intersect and shape my perspective. | am a Bolivian male mestizo, living in Europe and holder of
EU passport; and as most academics, | have been privileged to obtain very high education and a
career in research. | profess the Christian faith since my adolescence. My perspective is also
influenced by the repeated experiences of different kinds of aggression resulting of being a
foreigner in Europe. When it comes to nutrition, | have moved from a traditional Westernised

dietary approach, both in personal and professional arenas, to a lifestyle based on the informed
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belief that eating predominantly plant-based is good for human health, the environmental
sustainability, and the ethicalness of the food system. Therefore, | am convinced that my lifestyle
choices align with my faith and the scientific knowledge that is available now. | have done

research with public funding.

Third, Bordoni (B), Larque (L) and Daniel (D) offer a personal reflection as a statement of

positionality:

(B) Being a woman and Italian has led to particular attention to the Mediterranean diet and
gastronomic traditions. This has led to an innate distrust of alternative foods, although
scientifically I recognize their importance. | have to admit that this background of mine may have
led to the emphasis or minimization of the differences between traditional Mediterranean foods

and alternative foods.

(L) The good research practices start already from the early stages of my academic career. To
perform solid experimental techniques, and to be very critical on the relevance of the results
obtained has been essential to do high quality research with less possibilities to enter in conflict
of interest discussions. These type of research experiments require a timeframe that need of
consensus with the partners. It takes more time to produce results on research than to disseminate
them by others in the social media. If industry is far away from the researchers the risk of
confusion for consumers can be dramatic. From my research experience, industry always
appreciated the experience and solid results published in good journals, but we are in a key

moment for the interrelationship between industry and academia.

(D) Although I am a nutritionist from background, only in recent years | have been involved in
diet-and-health issues in which conflicts of interest — and personal believes/convictions - become

important. 1 moved early in my career into biochemistry and later into molecular- and cell-
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biology and did very basic science for over 30 years such as identifying/cloning and
characterising human nutrient transporters in model organisms and in humans. This expertise and
the gained reputation brought me into some high-level advisory bodies (at national and
international levels) which exposed me to the “political world” of food and diets at all levels of
complexity in this relationship. What may characterise best my personal experiences in life, in
the life and nutrition sciences is that everything is based on “grey values” with many pro’s and
con’s and uncertainties and that we need to communicate this. Although this is becoming more
difficult on daily basis in a fast moving world seeking concise and handsome easy solutions. |
am known to be critical — even within our own discipline — but people (consumers or journalists
or peers) appreciate this. | have given talks on food-diet-health issues to almost every stakeholder
group and thousands of people over the years and | always state that my “scientific soul” is not

“for sale”, even when | cooperate with or advise industry.

Fourth, and final, we offer a collective statement that serves to shows the positionality of the

entire team of authors:

In this collaborative positionality statement within the domain of nutrition science, we, the
authors, collectively acknowledge the profound impact of our individual backgrounds,
experiences, and perspectives on our research endeavours. Through reflexive analysis,
intersectional reflection, and personal introspection, we navigate the intricate interplay of
cultural, academic, and personal influences that shape our understanding of nutrition and its
broader implications.

From diverse academic trajectories, spanning life sciences and science and technology studies,
to unique personal experiences as students and academics, we bring a multifaceted approach to
the study of nutrition. These distinct vantage points equip us with the ability to critically examine
the social and cultural dimensions of scientific knowledge production, broadening our epistemic

preferences and prompting us to question established norms within the scientific community.
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Furthermore, our cultural backgrounds and experiences as individuals residing in different
regions and holding various identities have sensitized us to the nuances of dietary practices and
their broader societal implications. This collective positionality enables us to appreciate the
complexities of food practices, challenge reductionist approaches to nutrition research, and
advocate for inclusivity, accessibility, and democratization of knowledge.

In recognizing and valuing the varied dimensions of our identities, we endeavour to conduct
research that is not only scientifically robust but also culturally sensitive and socially aware. This
collaborative approach strengthens the relevance and applicability of our work, contributing to a

more comprehensive and nuanced understanding of nutrition science.

Positions on positionality

To those who are used to a (neo)positivistic view on science, in pursuit of mechanical
objectivity, positionality statements can be seen as reinforcing subjectivity and relativism in
research, risking its ‘impartiality’ [50]. Emphasizing the researcher's subjective position and
background may undermine the perceived pursuit of objective knowledge and scientific
inquiry. This critique suggests that positionality statements may prioritize personal experiences
and perspectives over empirical evidence, compromising the objectivity of research. This
limitation is strictly rooted in what we consider to be outdated epistemologies, but it needs to

be mentioned nonetheless.

More substantial critiques on positionality exists as well, also in the disciplines that
traditionally use positionality statements or value-reporting practices. For instance, they might
contribute to reducing researchers to their identity categories and thereby may reinforce
stereotypes. Phony positionality and “positional piety” refers to situations where closeness to
participants is suggested or even faked to grant the researcher superior moral authority, in a

sense self-stereotyping [51, 52]. Positionality statements can also place a disproportionate
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burden on researchers from under-represented or marginalized communities. Expecting
marginalized researchers to disclose their positionality repeatedly may perpetuate the burden
of representation and tokenism, potentially placing additional stress on already marginalized
individuals [53]. This means that we should expect those with the most power in our
communities, whom we often refer to as Key Opinion Leaders (KOLS), to take the lead here.
Their influence comes with the moral responsibility to be transparent about their values and we

should hold them to the highest standards in transparency.

Care should be taken as more evidence appears regarding the negative role of current food
systems on the health of people, animals and the environment in general [54, 55], it is likely
that more scientists will share positionality statements that align with their beliefs and chosen
lifestyles. Such positionality statements risk to be used as means to shift the attention away

from financial conflicts of interest, and deflate the latter [56, 57].

Furthermore, positionality statements will never capture the full complexity and richness of
researchers' positions and perspectives. If positionality takes the form of a brief statement, it
may oversimplify the intricate web of values at play and how they influence research, leading
to incomplete representation of researchers' experiences and potential biases [58, 59]. There is
no standardized format or central guideline for writing positionality statements, as the breadth
of styles to do so included above already shows. The lack of consistency may lead to confusion,
varying expectations, and potential inconsistencies in how researchers approach and disclose
their positionality [60]. While this lack of standardization may make it challenging for readers
to interpret and evaluate the relevance and impact of positionality on research, at the same time

it allows a broad range of options to best align form and content.
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Recommendations

Financial conflicts of interest may undermine the trust and credibility of nutrition science [1,
3, 4, 61]. Subsequently, they undermine the public health nutrition efforts promoting healthier
and more sustainable diets and the prevention of non-communicable chronic diseases [25]. At
the same time, other conflicts can exist through experiences, beliefs, lifestyle choices that may
affect how nutrition science is shared. Therefore, as WG2 we offer the following

recommendations for addressing conflict of interest in the field of nutrition.

First, we recommend that nutrition science as a practice and as a community becomes more
value-aware. This, in line with our arguments above, means dealing with values and value-
conflicts with open sights in which the display of values in and of itself are not a risk or a threat
to nutrition science’s credibility, but it does allow the community to monitor which values we
deem required or commendable, and which ones require scrutiny, auditing or at least a carefully
weighted evaluation of claims. This way, values build and support science and its credibility
as much as they present undesirable influence. In doing so, we move away from a conflict-of-
interest model that hides all values and expand our toolbox that helps us interpret contradictory

scientific claims. Box 1 illustrates how this move can be achieved.

Box 1 — Becoming more value aware

Trinquart et al [62] report a strong polarisation of scientific claims on the link between sodium intake
and clinical outcomes. They identify an absence of genuine scientific conversation, and no constructive
collaboration. If scientists do not agree on the facts, we must take a step back and ask why. If our
position influences how we see the facts, then disclosing that position can help everyone involved in
the *sodium dispute’ diagnose why they disagree, where the polarisation comes from, and (1) help us

decide between contradictory claims, and (2) restart the conversation on salt. In conclusion, value-
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awareness allows us to move beyond ‘blaming and shaming’ and towards the meta-conversation about

why we engage with the problem the way we do — opening up spaces for negotiation.

Second, in order to facilitate value-awareness, we must show value-awareness. This happens
through teaching, mentoring and supervision, but we can also display it in the fruits of our
labour: research publications and presentations. Our paper and the examples of positionality

statements in this paper offer a starting point to do just that.

Third, we should support our community to participate in these experiments and teach them
how to produce and consume positionality statements. Reading a positionality statement
requires value-awareness. Without it, it is a meaningless diary entry. With it, it helps to
position, weigh, evaluate and assess claims against existing and competing value systems.
Similarly, writing positionality statements is a skill that requires instruction and practice, and

it will take time for our community to settle on a specific preferred format.

Finally, value-awareness does not stop at positionality, nor does it stop at scholarly
communication. It can help us shape the relationship between ourselves and our research
subjects, the impact and influence we seek to achieve and can help us articulate clear moral

agendas for the future. However, this lies far beyond the ambition of this paper.

What we propose is a real-world experiment [63, 64], including positionality statements in
nutrition science work — starting with EJN, but expanding outward across the community. We
are aware that such experiments are accompanies by many unknowns and can produce both
desired and undesired effects. The current ambition towards a more value-aware nutrition

science is limited to positionality, something other fields and specialisations have a lot of
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experience with. However, that does not mean that the unique characteristics of nutrition
science and its current epistemic and governance challenges [65] mean that the same effects

will be reached.

Part of the real-world experiment will have to be that we take periodic inventory of its reach,
its consequences and ultimately evaluate — together with the community at large — whether this
road forward offers us what we seek, which is a consolidated or increased public perception of

trust in our work.

In sum, we propose that positionality statements would become a routine for all nutrition
scientists. Positionality statements should strengthen the role of nutrition scientists and

contribute to increase the credibility of nutrition science within and beyond academia.
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