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The assessment of red and processed meats linked to cancer by the International 

Agency for Research on Cancer (IARC) has caused unrest with the cattle industry. 

Articles clouding news pages have led to confusion about the IARC announcement. 

Ignoring audacious headlines, agricultural-centered source tell an opposing story, but 

other scholarly journals have a middle ground. 

The IARC’s findings concluded processed meats are carcinogenic to humans 

because of high correlation to cancers from many meta-analysis and cohort studies1. 

The research only determined red meats as probably carcinogenic to humans because 

“no clear association was seen in several high-quality studies.1” 

Within hours of the IARC news release, counter-opinions from agricultural sources 

were available. The Beef Checkoff highlighted that the IARC was only in “majority 

agreement” on listing red meat as a probable cause for cancer, not a full consensus, 

and the IARC is only a “select group of opinions,” not a complete representation of the 

scientific community2. Scientists with the IARC also have vested interest in defending 

their own research by publishing others’ research that is agreement2.  

Caution to the IARC report was also raised. Dr. Wes Osburn was disappointed in the 

sensationalism it is receiving. The studies used food consumption self-reporting, which 

is unreliable because of misreported records3. Therefore, people need to research the 

IRAC findings for themselves according to Dr. Osburn3. While supporting the report, 

Casey Dunlop quotes the “IARC does hazard identification, not risk assessment,” as the 

IARC does not state “how potent something is in causing cancer, only whether it does 

so or not.4” 

Question to consume less meat also arose. In 2002, the American Cancer Society 

released a report recommending the decreased intake of red and processed meats. The 
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NDP Group tracked consumption of meats following the report and found no distinct 

difference of trends before and after the release of the report5. This has prompted NPD 

to share the IARC report will have no effect on meat consumption. 

Many are raising question to the IARC report, yet other studies share the same 

findings, red and processed meats contribute to causing cancer. Colon cancer is highly 

attributed to the intake of red and processed meats. Clearly stated in the study, “the 

present study confirms the well-known relationship between red meat consumption and 

colorectal cancer.6” Another reviewed publication covering a 45-year span to conclude 

limiting red and processed meats for cancer prevention. However, it is stated cancer 

prevention “should emphasize modification of multiple diet and lifestyle factors.7” An 

ongoing case-control study of people living in Kentucky and found “an increased risk of 

colon cancer associated specifically with dietary intake of red meat.8” Having other 

studies support the red meat and cancer link gave IARC’s report more creditability. 

Reviewing studies, it is stated the meta-analysis uses studies from many different 

variables of location, gender, and unclear definitions of the red and processed meats9. 

Also promoted is the notion of studies classifying red and processed meats, 

consumption rates, and personnel physical activity and other variables differently10. 

In conclusion, it cannot be ignored many studies promote the link between red and 

processed meats to cancer. But the acknowledgment of the varying meta-analysis 

tactics and not complete agreement from the IARC has resulted in a recognize for the 

IARC assessment, but not full support eliminating or reducing of processed and red 

meats in the human diet. 
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