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Abstract
Background
Fruit has since long been advocated as a healthy source of many nutrients, however, the
high content of sugars in fruit might be a concern.

Objectives
To study effects of an increased fruit intake compared with similar amount of extra calories
from nuts in humans.
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Methods
Thirty healthy non-obese participants were randomized to either supplement the diet with
fruits or nuts, each at +7 kcal/kg bodyweight/day for two months. Major endpoints were
change of hepatic fat content (HFC, by magnetic resonance imaging, MRI), basal metabolic
rate (BMR, with indirect calorimetry) and cardiovascular risk markers.

Results
Weight gain was numerically similar in both groups although only statistically significant in
the group randomized to nuts (fruit: from 22.15±1.61 kg/m2 to 22.30±1.7 kg/m2, p = 0.24
nuts: from 22.54±2.26 kg/m2 to 22.73±2.28 kg/m2, p = 0.045). On the other hand BMR
increased in the nut group only (p = 0.028). Only the nut group reported a net increase of
calories (from 2519±721 kcal/day to 2763±595 kcal/day, p = 0.035) according to 3-day food
registrations. Despite an almost three-fold reported increased fructose-intake in the fruit
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group (from 9.1±6.0 gram/day to 25.6±9.6 gram/day, p<0.0001, nuts: from 12.4±5.7 gram/
day to 6.5±5.3 gram/day, p = 0.007) there was no change of HFC. The numerical increase
in fasting insulin was statistical significant only in the fruit group (from 7.73±3.1 pmol/l to
8.81±2.9 pmol/l, p = 0.018, nuts: from 7.29±2.9 pmol/l to 8.62±3.0 pmol/l, p = 0.14). Levels
of vitamin C increased in both groups while α-tocopherol/cholesterol-ratio increased only in
the fruit group.

Conclusions
Although BMR increased in the nut-group only this was not linked with differences in weight
gain between groups which potentially could be explained by the lack of reported net caloric
increase in the fruit group. In healthy non-obese individuals an increased fruit intake seems
safe from cardiovascular risk perspective, including measurement of HFC by MRI.

Trial Registration
ClinicalTrials.gov NCT02227511

Background
There is a great interest in what to eat to avoid cardiovascular disease and obesity. Fruit has
since long been advocated as a nutrient source which is rich in vitamins, antioxidants and
fiber. The Swedish Food Agency for example, suggest and intake of 500 grams each day of fruit
and vegetables in order to improve blood lipids and to reduce risk for cardiovascular disease,
type 2 diabetes and cancer (http://www.livsmedelsverket.se/en/). However, when tested in randomized placebo controlled trials, the effects of added antioxidants or vitamins have so far generally not proven effective to reduce cardiovascular or other diseases [1]. A low-fat diet with
increased intake of fruit and vegetables also had no effect on the primary endpoints, cardiovascular disease and cancer, in women in a large American prospective randomized trial [2]. In
fact, in some studies there has been an increased prevalence of cardiovascular disease or cancer
when vitamins were added to the diet [3, 4]. As explanation for these findings, some researchers suggest that purification of antioxidants or vitamins and hence the “artificial” administration in the form of pills, opposite to be a natural part of the diet, does not provide protection in
a prudent way [5, 6]. Another concern with fruit has been the high content of sugar, in particular of fructose [7, 8]. The liver clears the fructose from the portal vein and a high intake of fructose can elevate hepatic fat content in humans [9, 10]. Indeed, a high level of hepatic, as in nonalcoholic fatty liver disease (NAFLD), is a hallmark of insulin resistance and is linked with
increased risk for cardiovascular disease [11, 12].
Recently a diet with emphasis on extra intake of olive oil and nuts on top of a Mediterranean
diet reduced incidence of cardiovascular disease when compared with the traditional low-fat
diet based on carbohydrates from grain, corn, potatoes and rice [13]. In the traditional Mediterranean diet there are many food types that could be considered as healthful [14]. Nuts is one
such food item that is rich in proteins and mono- and polyunsaturated fats that also contain
fat-soluble vitamins, essential minerals, flavonoids and other micronutrients. Proteins and fat
in nuts could hold an advantage when compared with the high carbohydrate content in fruit
since those macronutrients might increase metabolic rate efficiently [14, 15], and this could
potentially reduce future risk of obesity.
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We performed a trial in healthy participants with a duration of two months. The participants were randomized to either supplement the diet with fruits or nuts, each at +7 kcal/kg
bodyweight/day. This amount of energy corresponds closely to 500 grams fruit /day for a bodyweight of 70 kg (in reference to the Swedish Food Agency as above) assuming that the energy
content in the fruit is 1 kcal/gram, which is typical of for example bananas. Serum levels of
carotenoids and vitamins C and E were assessed to gain information about uptake of these
micronutrients when the food composition was changed. Major endpoints were hepatic fat
content, basal metabolic rate and cardiovascular risk markers.

Materials and Methods
Recruitment
The participants were recruited through local advertising at Linköping University. Exclusion
criteria were significant pre-existing medical conditions or use of thyroid hormone replacement. Ongoing dietary supplementation, as in multivitamins were not allowed, but if the
potential participant abstained from consuming the supplements two weeks prior to first blood
sample of the trial, they could be enrolled.

Blood sampling
Blood was drawn in the morning after a 10 hour over-night fast. Standard laboratory tests
were analyzed according to routines at Department of Clinical Chemistry at the Linköping
University Hospital. Plasma levels of major carotenoids (lutein+zeaxanthin, β-cryptoxanthin,
lycopene, α- and β-carotene) and vitamin E were determined by high-performance liquid chromatography as described earlier [16]. To prevent oxidation, plasma samples used for analysis
of vitamin C were mixed with 10% meta-phosphoric acid (1:1, v/v) before freezing. Vitamin C
was analyzed with high-performance liquid chromatography as described previously [17],
however, one modification was that a gradient elution starting with a mobile phase consisting
of 50 mM KH2PO4, pH 3.2 and ending with 100% acetonitrile was used to obtain a more efficient washing of the column between injections. To reduce risk of errors, reference standard
plasma was analyzed at each analytical run. Multiple analysis of this sample resulted in coefficients of variation within day and between days of 8.5% and 4.3%, respectively. To eliminate
the risk of degradation, samples for analysis of carotenoids and vitamins were protected from
direct sunlight. During the second round of blood samples, after 2 months, the female test subjects were booked 8 weeks +/- 1 day after the first collection of blood to counteract variations
in hormone levels due to the menstrual cycle, the male participants thus filled the remaining
available slots.

Basal Metabolic Rate
Basal metabolic rate (BMR) was measured by indirect calorimetry (Quark RMR, Cosmed, Finland) and the equipment was calibrated daily. All participants rested lying down for 10 minutes
before the BMR measurements were started and all measurement were performed within
4 days of the corresponding sampling of blood. Blood pressure in the left arm was recorded in
the supine position with a standard 12 cm cuff after the BMR measurement. The average of
two recordings from the mercury sphygmanometer was noted. The sagittal abdominal diameter was measured with a dedicated sliding beam in the supine position, after standardized exhalation [18].
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Nutritional intake
Diet registrations were performed at baseline and at the end of the trial periods during at least
three consecutive days out of which one day was a Saturday or a Sunday. The participants were
provided with dedicated scales (Soehnle 66100, Nassau, Germany) and note-books to weigh
and record all food items that were consumed during these periods.

Activity level
The activity level was measured with an accelerometer worn on the non-dominant wrist for
three days (Actigraph wGT3X-BT, Actilife, Florida, USA) with licensed software Actilife (version 6.11.5). The measurement took place during the same time as the registration of food
intake. Epoch-length, the time intervals for data collection, was set to 10 seconds. Scoring of
the wear-time validated data was done using the algorithm Freedson Adult VM3 [19]. Nonwear time [19] and negative wear-sensor readings were excluded from the analyses.

Quantification of liver steatosis and body composition
Magnetic Resonance Imaging was performed before and during the end of the intervention to
assess the amount of fat in the liver in terms of proton density fat fraction (pdFF). The pdFF
was measured based on three 23x23x30 mm3 regions of interests (ROIs) placed within the liver
in the homogeneous liver parenchyma avoiding major blood vessels, bile ducts and the lateral
margin of the liver. The ROI locations in the two examinations were matched. The operator
was blinded to the intervention group of the subjects and in the acquisition order of the two
acquisitions. The pdFF image series were computed offline from 6-echo spoiled gradient echo
images [20] acquired on a Ingenia 3.0T (Philips Healthcare, Best, the Netherlands) with a flip
angle of 3 degrees, repetition time of 6.4 ms, echo times of 1.15 + 0.81 n ms, water fat shift 0.18
pixels, matrix size 160x160 pixels, field of view 350x231x400 mm3 and 77 slices with a thickness of 6 mm. Multi-atlas segmentation was used for accurate automated measurements of
abdominal fat [21] and thigh muscle volume [22].

Intervention
Participants were randomized by drawing ballots to eat 7 kCal per kg bodyweight per day of
either fruit or nuts. As an example, for a subject weighing 65 kg this corresponded to a daily
intake of approximately 7 apples or 70 g of walnuts, respectively. There were no particular
instructions given in what food to eat ahead of actual study start. The study lasted 8 weeks and
the fruit or the nuts were recommended to be consumed between the regular meals. The participants bought and consumed the fruits or nuts and kept diaries of the amount they consumed
throughout the study. They were consecutively reimbursed for the cost of the fruit or nuts.
Apples and pears were particularly recommended since these are seasonal fruits in Sweden and
representative for the country and the study took place during autumn of 2014 (from September to December). The fruit had to be fresh and not processed. The classifications of fruit and
nuts were not made from a strict botanical categorization and small amounts of berries were
allowed for the purpose of variation in the fruit group. Bananas were allowed as choice among
“fruits” although they are classified as berries. Conversely, peanuts were considered an acceptable choice among nuts, although peanuts are classified as legumes.

Ethics
The study was approved by the Regional Ethics Committee of Linköping (no 2014/170-31) and
performed in accordance with the Declaration of Helsinki and it was registered at
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ClinicalTrials.gov with number NCT02227511. Written informed consent was obtained from
all participating subjects

Statistical analyses and power calculation
Statistical estimates were calculated using IBM SPSS Statistics 22 software (IBM Corporation,
Somers, New York, USA). Comparisons within and between groups were done with Student’s
paired and unpaired 2-tailed t-test for normally distributed data or as stated in the results section. Mean values and standard deviations are given. Linear correlations were done by using
the Pearson product-moment method. Statistical significance refers to 2-sided p 0.05. Levels
of vitamin C that could not be detected were set to 1 μM in statistical calculations since the
lower limit of detection for vitamin C was 2 μM.
Based on our earlier intervention studies of hepatic fat content [23, 24] the study had 80%
power to detect a 50% change in hepatic fat content within either group.

Results
Forty potential participants responded to the advertising and the first 30 of these were enrolled
in the study. All tested negative for hepatitis B and C and none had any exclusion criteria. The
age of the final group of 18 males and 12 females (7 men and 8 women in the fruit group, 11
men and 4 women in the nut group, p = 0.15 for gender composition in the groups) was
23.5 ± 3.7 years and the corresponding BMI was 22.3 ±1.9 kg/m2. Twenty-nine of the thirty
participants were students at Linköping University and one was employed by the University.
There were no dropouts during the trial. Fig 1 shows flow-chart of the trial. Table 1 shows
anthropometric data in the two groups at baseline and at the end of the study.
Reported intake of fructose increased three-fold in the fruit group and was about halved in
the nut group (p< 0.0001 for change between groups, Table 1). In the nut group the intake of
energy from nuts increased 538 ± 142 kcal/day compared with baseline intake and the corresponding figure in the fruit group was 423 ± 96 kcal/day (p = 0.016 for comparison of the
increase in the two groups). In the fruit group the reported intake of fruit during the intervention was 9.58 grams of fruit/day/kg bodyweight and the corresponding figure for the nut group
was 1.24 grams of nuts/day/kg bodyweight. When the intakes from different nuts were compared and expressed as gram/day, the most common sources were from cashews (47.4%), peanuts (14.1%), walnuts (8.1%), almonds (8.0%), pistachios (7.8%), hazelnuts (5.8%), and Brazil
nuts (3.5%) with less than 1% coming from macadamias or pecan nuts etc. A total of 3.4% of
the intake of nuts was reported as unspecified “nut mixes”. The corresponding results of proportions of different fruits in the fruit group were bananas (38.7%), apples (19.4%) citrus fruits
(14.8%), pears (8.2%), melons (3.9%), grapes (3.2%) mangos (3.0%), kiwis (2.2%), or persimmons (1.8%) with less than 1% each from pineapples or plums etc. The compliance expressed
as reported intake of nuts or fruit in kcal/day/kg bodyweight during the study period compared
with the goal of 7 kcal/day/kg bodyweight was 107.6 ± 8.8% in the nut group and 98.8 ± 9.4%
in the fruit group (p = 0.014 between groups).
Weight gain was numerically similar in both groups although only statistically significant in
the group randomized to consuming extra nuts. Reported energy intake increased in the nut
group only while general physical activity during the same time-period suggested differences in
the behavior patterns between the two groups with respect to a trend to reduced activity in the
fruit group and a trend to increase in the nut group (p = 0.046 for changes between groups).
The basal metabolic rate measured by indirect calorimetry increased in the nut group only
(p = 0.028, Fig 2). As seen in the figure one participant had a particularly large increase of BMR
in the nut group. After removal of the BMR data corresponding to this single participant the
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Fig 1. Flow chart of the study.
doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0147149.g001

numerical increase in the nut group bordered on statistical significance (increase 79.4 ± 14
kcal/24h, p = 0.055) in a post hoc analysis.
One participant declined a second run of magnetic resonance imaging for personal reasons.
When the final cohort was analyzed separately for gender there was a linear correlation
between reported intake of sugars (mono- and di-saccharides) and hepatic fat content at baseline in the women (r = 0.76, p = 0.007) but not in men (r = 0.04, p = 0.9). There was no change
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Table 1. Baseline data and effects of the intervention.
Variable

Group

Before

After

P within groups

P for change between groups
0.95

Fruit

66.45 ± 8.70

67.15 ± 9.04

0.13

Nut

73.61 ± 9.01

74.28 ± 9.02

0.049

BMI (kg/m2)

Fruit

22.15 ± 1.61

22.30 ± 1.7

0.24

Nut

22.54 ± 2.26

22.73 ± 2.28

0.045

SAD (cm)

Fruit

15.8 ± 1.2

15.8 ± 1.0

0.75

Nut

16.3 ± 1.0

16.5 ± 0.78

0.49

Metabolic rate

Fruit

1787 ± 278

1845 ± 240

0.26

(kcal/24h)

Nut

1931 ± 221

2031 ± 294

0.028

Accelerometry

Fruit

942 ± 409

783 ± 237

0.071

(kcal/24h)

Nut

863 ± 228

926 ± 329

0.37

Steps/day

Fruit

12672 ± 2640

11894 ± 2696

0.23

Weight (kg)

Nut

10608 ± 2715

11107 ± 2545

0.34

Energy intake

Fruit

2635 ± 933

2663 ± 773

0.9

(kcal/day)

Nut

2519 ± 721

2763 ± 595

0.035

Fructose intake

Fruit

9.1 ± 6.0

25.6 ± 9.6

<0.0001

(gram/day)

Nut

12.4 ± 5.7

6.5 ± 5.3

0.007

Systolic BP

Fruit

110.9 ± 7.7

104.2 ± 7.1

0.001

(mmHg)

Nut

113.5 ± 7.2

111.7 ± 6.9

0.35

Diastolic BP

Fruit

67.6 ± 6.7

64.3 ± 8.0

0.11

(mmHg)

Nut

66.7 ± 7.0

64.9 ± 6.4

0.091

Hepatic fat

Fruit

2.11 ± 0.75

2.21 ± 0.63

0.44

content (%)

Nut

2.09 ± 0.68

2.09 ± 0.59

0.99

Abdominal subc.

Fruit

3.47 1.3

3.46 1.3

0.92

fat (l)

Nut

3.44 1.5

3.55 1.4

0.17

Visceral fat

Fruit

1.05 0.38

1.00 0.41

0.17

volume (l)

Nut

1.16 0.42

1.19 0.45

0.50

Thigh muscle

Fruit

10.1 2.2

10.2 2.16

0.46

volume (l)

Nut

11.4 2.3

11.5 2.2

0.32

Triglycerides

Fruit

0.80 ± 0.39

0.84 ± 0.38

0.57

(mmol/l)

Nut

0.88 ± 0.36

0.80 ± 0.33

0.20

Cholesterol

Fruit

4.44 ± 0.88

4.38 ± 0.91

0.49

(mmol/l)

Nut

4.09 ± 0.52

3.95 ± 0.45

0.09

HDL chol.

Fruit

1.57 ± 0.36

1.55 ± 0.43

0.41

(mmol/l)

Nut

1.40 ± 0.26

1.39 ± 0.22

0.83

LDL chol.

Fruit

2.54 ± 0.75

2.43 ± 0.69

0.13

(mmol/l)

Nut

2.33 ± 0.55

2.20 ± 0.42

0.11

ApoA-1

Fruit

1.4 ±0 .23

1.43 ± 0.27

0.071

(mg/l)

Nut

1.33 ± 0.19

1.35 ± 0.19

0.57

ApoB

Fruit

0.84 ± 0.17

0.83 ± 0.18

0.33

(mg/l)

Nut

0.77 ± 0.13

0.75 ± 0.10

0.44

LDL/HDL-ratio

Fruit

1.62 ± 0.61

1.62 ± 0.46

0.99

Nut

1.72 ± 0.50

1.62 ± 0.37

0.21

ApoB/ApoA-1-

Fruit

0.61 ± 0.13

0.59 ± 0.13

0.041

ratio

Nut

0.59 ± 0.13

0.57 ± 0.01

0.33

Sf-Insulin

Fruit

7.73 ± 3.1

8.81 ± 2.9

0.018

(pmol/l)

Nut

7.29 ± 2.9

8.62 ± 3.0

0.14

HbA1c

Fruit

32.5 ± 2.4

31.8 ± 2.2

0.028

0.83
0.91
0.52
0.046
0.12
0.37
<0.0001
0.060
0.48
0.72
0.27
0.16
0.87
0.20
0.46
0.75
0.85
0.54
0.93
0.40
0.77
0.79
0.51
(Continued)
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Table 1. (Continued)
Variable

Group

Before

After

P within groups

(mmol/mol)

Nut

31.9 ± 3.3

31.6 ± 3.7

0.68

Sf-glucose

Fruit

5.09 ± 0.36

5.16 ± 0.19

0.40

(mmol/l)

Nut

5.26 ± 0.46

5.22 ± 0.29

0.73

P for change between groups

0.45

Abbreviations: SAD, sagittal abdominal diameter; Sf, serum fasting; Subc, subcutaneous.
doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0147149.t001

hepatic fat content in either group (Table 1). Levels of lipoprotein(a) (Lp(a)) tended to decrease
in the nut group and to increase in the fruit group and the change in levels between groups was
statistically significant (p = 0.047). The ApoB/ApoA-1 ratio improved in the fruit group only
(p = 0.041).
There was an imbalance of serum vitamin C levels at baseline between groups (Table 2).
This was at least partially a consequence of two participants who were randomized to the
nut group and one randomized to the fruit group who had levels of vitamin C that could not be
detected at study start, i.e. a level < 2μM. When vitamin C levels were re-measured in these
three males, 3–6 months after finalization of the study, when they stated that they had resumed
to their regular food patterns, the levels were normal as compared with the other remaining
participants (levels of 18 μM, 46 μM and 64 μM, respectively).
Alpha tocopherol/cholesterol-ratio increased in the fruit group and decreased numerically
in the nut group, the difference in changes between groups was statistically significant as seen
in Table 2 (p = 0.005). The ratio β-carotene/cholesterol decreased in the nut group (p<0.0001)
but for other carotenoids there were no significant changes in the carotenoid/cholesterol ratios.

Discussion
According to self-reported intake of fructose, levels increased several-fold in the fruit group
while decreasing in the nut group. In contrast to these findings, there was no change in hepatic

Fig 2. Individual changes of basal metabolic rate in the groups randomized to consume extra fruit or
extra nuts. The basal metabolic rate measured by indirect calorimetry increased in the nut group only (fruit
group: from 1787 ± 278 kcal/24h to 1845 ± 240 kcal/24h, p = 0.26, nut group: from 1931 ± 221 kcal/24h to
2031 ± 294 kcal/24h, p = 0.028).
doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0147149.g002
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Table 2. Levels of vitamin C (μM) and the ratio vitamin E and carotenoids per cholesterol (μM/mM cholesterol) at start and after 8 weeks.
Mean ± SD.
Variable

Group

Start

+ 8 weeks

P for change within group

P for change between groups

Vitamin C

Fruit

16.3 ± 11*

28.7 ± 15*

0.017

0.53

Nut

8.7 ± 6.0*

17.2 ± 9.4*

0.009

Fruit

6.1 ± 0.71

6.65 ± 1.4

0.033

Nut

6.6 ± 0.64

6.24 ± 0.71

0.067

α-Tocopherol
γ-tocopherol
α-Carotene
β-Carotene
Lutein
Lycopene
Cryptoxanthin

Fruit

0.34 ± 0.14

0.35 ± 0.11

0.82

Nut

0.37 ± 0.17

0.47 ± 0.15

0.081

Fruit

0.087 ± 0.048

0.078 ± 0.032

0.29

Nut

0.076 ± 0.038

0.063 ± 0.047

0.083

Fruit

0.25 ± 0.10

0.23 ± 0.12

0.40

Nut

0.25 ± 0.079

0.21 ± 0.059

<0.0001

Fruit

0.10 ± 0.031

0.10 ± 0.034

0.44

Nut

0.096 ± 0.029

0.097 ± 0.038

0.82

Fruit

0.18 ± 0.069

0.17 ± 0.076

0.69

Nut

0.20 ± 0.068

0.18 ± 0.059

0.12

Fruit

0.058 ± 0.043

0.068 ± 0.060

0.20

Nut

0.038 ± 0.020

0.037 ± 0.015

0.74

0.005
0.13
0.75
0.26
0.83
0.52
0.20

*The differences of vitamin C levels between groups at baseline (p = 0.023) and at the end (p = 0.017) of the trial were statistically signiﬁcant.
doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0147149.t002

fat content, nor was there an increase in serum triglycerides which has earlier been shown to
accompany increased fructose intake [25]. Potential explanations for the unaffected liver fat
content could be that the young and healthy participants in the trial, with high level of physical
activity, have an inherent metabolic state in which the addition of fructose from fruit is not
adverse for the liver. Another possibility is that the liver could adapt and improve its capacity
to metabolize carbohydrates and fructose within the two month period that the trial lasted. We
have earlier shown such adaptations in a 4-week study of considerably greater caloric intake
than the trial presented herein [26]. The reason for choosing a time period of two months,
however, was to gain more information about this possible adaptation after a longer time
period.
It is of course possible that the data from the diet registrations were not entirely correct, as
has been found in studies aimed to assess precision of diet registrations [27–30]. However,
both groups did show the same numerical increase in body weight, + 0.7 kg, which supported a
true net increase in caloric intake. In the nut group only, there was an increased basal metabolic
rate (+ 100 kcal/24h). In the fruit group, on the other hand, the trend was in favor of lowered
physical activity in such a way that the difference between changes in the groups was statistically significant in this respect. If these opposing trends of changes in physical activity were
indeed consequences of the imposed change in diet with different amounts of fruit intake, our
data do not support fruits as vice source of energy to increase level of physical activity [31].
However, given the small size of the study regarding variables with such limited reproducibility
as accelerometry and diet registrations, this could have been a finding due to chance. Our study
was powered based on potential changes in hepatic fat content by magnetic resonance imaging
which has higher reproducibility.
The numerical increase in body weight in the participants randomized to fruit was smaller
than what could be expected from the trial design since this group, as stated above, did not
show an increase in basal metabolic rate and also there was a trend to decreased physical
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activity. In theory, the expected net increase in energy of 66.4 kg (mean weight in the fruit
group) x 7 kcal/kg/day x 56 days should have amounted to + 26 000 kcal. Theoretically this
would have caused a weight increase of 2.9 assuming that it would be stored as fat tissue
(assuming 9000 kcal/kg fat tissue) and if the metabolic rate remained unchanged. However, the
participants in the fruit group did not report an increase of caloric intake, so most likely the
intake of other sources of food were diminished to match the extra intake of energy from fruit.
Although the levels of vitamin C did increase in both groups, which are in line with both an
increase intake of nuts or of fruit, we were surprised that three participants had very low levels
at baseline. It cannot be excluded that this was caused by technical problems, but we find this
unlikely since the actual HPLC chromatograms for these three samples looked normal when
scrutinized.
In a large American population survey (NHANES) during the years 2003–2004 [32] it was
found that 7.1% had vitamin C deficiency when this was defined as a level < 11.4 μM. In this
NHANES report the 5th percentile of serum vitamin C in men 20–39 years old was 6.9 μM. In
our group, the mean value at baseline was 12.5 ± 9.4 μM whereas mean levels in the total
NHANES cohort was 51.4 μM. This difference was unexpected and as mentioned above not
likely due to errors during the blood sampling procedure or handling, storage and analysis of
the samples. The participants in our trial were mostly students at the medical faculty and one
might speculate that their dietary habits are somewhat poorer than that among the general
public. Compared to many other food products, vitamin- rich fruits and vegetables are costly
and this could be one reason why participants in our study, without a regular income, were
more prone to buy and consume less vitamin C-rich foods ahead of the study start.
None of our participants had any signs or symptoms of scurvy, as based on clinical investigations and queries that also included questions about dental status (not shown). During the
study period there was an increase in vitamin C levels in both groups. This increase was however modest and the reason for that could be that nuts and also fruits like apples and pears, that
were recommended, contain only small amounts of vitamin C.
The reduction of serum β-carotene in the nut group is in line with the reduced reported
intake of fructose in such manner that this would reflect reduced intake of fruit. Nuts in general
only contain minute amounts of β-carotene (and other carotenoids). The small but significant
increase in α-tocopherol among participants in the fruit group was somewhat unexpected
since tocopherols are more associated to consumption of nuts and seeds [33] than to fruits.
However, to some extent tocopherols can also be found in fruits and we found that the fruit
group, but not nut group, significantly increased the α-tocopherol per mmol cholesterol-ratio.
Fasting insulin increased numerically in both groups which would be expected based on the
study design aiming for increased energy consumption and body weight. The increase was statistically significant only in the fruit group, however, suggesting that the increase in carbohydrates, sugars, affected insulin sensitivity in a more specific manner in this group. The high
reproducibility of the HbA1c analysis made it possible to discern a small statistically significant
lowering of 0.7 mmol/mol in the fruit group, the clinical relevance of which is doubtful. The
most likely explanation for this seemingly contradictory finding, increased intake of sugars but
reduced mean glucose, would be that the HbA1c method specifically measures glucosilation of
the hemoglobin molecule, and hence that it does not detect “fructosilation”. Thus this implies
that previously ingested glucose was replaced by fructose in the diet in this group.
In general blood lipids showed small numerical changes in the trial. However, serum Lp(a)
changed significantly between groups in a manner that would suggest increased nut intake to
be more advantageous than fruit. This could be of some interest since levels of Lp(a) are not
affected much by conventional treatment of hypercholesterolemia, including use of statins and
ezetimibe [34].
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Limitations of the study include the duration of two months and that we only included
healthy non-obese individuals. These short-comings were consequences of the trial design with
a power calculation that was based on the assumption that no participants had overt liver steatosis at baseline. The statistical power to test effects on hepatic fat content was of reasonable
strength, 80%, but the lower reproducibility of many other variables that we studied yielded
more limited power to detect potentially small changes induced by the interventions. It could
also be argued that it was a draw-back that no specific kind of nuts or fruit were advocated, or
even provided, to the participants. However, the reason for this design was to make it more
clinically relevant and to more closely relate to recommendations by for example the Swedish
Food Agency as to have a large intake of fruit intake in general, and hence the agency does not
recommend any specific fruit. We also acknowledge that the limited size of the study precluded
use of multivariate analyses.
In summary we found small effects on cardiovascular risk factors by comparing extra intake
of nuts with extra intake of fruit. Although basal metabolic rate increased in the nut-group
only this was not linked with differences in weight gain between groups which potentially
could be explained by the lack of caloric increase in the fruit group. In healthy non-obese individuals a large increase of fruit intake seems safe from cardiovascular risk perspective, including measurement of hepatic fat content with MRI-based technique. It is quite possible,
however, that other results would have been found had we recruited obese and insulin-resistant
participants.
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