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Health Linked to Nutrition 

The Dietary Guidelines 
Focus on Reducing 
Excessive Intakes 

Over this century, advances 
in agriculture, food proc
essing, and food enrich

ment programs have made nutri
ent-deficiency diseases, such as 
scurvy and pellagra, rare among 
Americans. Yet 4 of the 10 leading 
causes of death today are diseases 
where diet plays a part-coronary 
heart disease, some types of cancer, 
stroke, and diabetes. 

Diet-related diseases now repre
sent the top three causes of mortal
ity-ahead of infectious diseases, 
many of which have been elimi
nated by medical advances over 
the century. 

Diet composition and physical 
activity levels have also changed 
substantially over this century. 
Many American diets have too 
many calories and too much fat, 
cholesterol, and sodium. They also 
have too little complex carbohy
drates and fiber. Such diets are one 
cause of America's high rates of 
obesity and chronic diseases. 

Although the exact role of diet 
in chronic diseases is still being 
studied, nutrition authorities agree 
that enough is known about diet's 
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effect on health to encourage cer
tain changes in dietary practices. 

The Dietary Guidelines for Ameri
cans (fig. 1) are seven recommenda
tions for a healthful diet-advice 
for healthy people 2 years of age or 
more. These serve as the central 
statement of Federal nutrition pol
icy and the focus of nutrition edu
cation programs to improve the 
health and wellbeing of the Nation. 

Following the Dietary Guide
lines will help Americans enjoy bet
ter health: 

• Eat a variety of foods to get en
ergy (calories) and the more 
than 40 nutrients needed for 
good health, such as protein, 
vitamins, minerals, and fiber. 
Many foods are rich sources of 
several nutrients, but no single 
food can supply all the nutri
ents in the amounts needed. 

The Dietary Guidelines suggest directional changes in the consumption of food 
components-such as Nchoose a diet with plenty of vegetables, fruit, and grain 
products"-to reduce the risks of chronic disease. 
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• Maintain a healthy weight to 
reduce the chances of high 
blood pressure, heart disease, a 
stroke, certain cancers, and non
insulin-dependent diabetes. 

• Choose a diet low in fat, satu
rated fat, and cholesterol to re
duce the risk of heart attack 
and certain types of cancer. Be
cause fat contains over twice 
the calories as an equal amount 
of carbohydrates or protein, a 
diet low in fat can help main
tain a healthy weight. 

• Choose a diet with plenty of 
vegetables, fruit, and grain 
products to receive the needed 
vitamins, minerals, fiber, and 
complex carbohydrates and to 
help reduce the intake of fat. 
It's important to get these nutri
ents from a variety of foods 
rather than from supplements 
alone. For example, research in
dicates that some of the bene
fits from a high- fiber diet may 
come from the food that pro
vides the fiber, rather than 
from the fiber itself. 

• Use sugars only in moderation. 
A diet with lots of sugars has 
too many calories and/ or too 
few nutrients for most people 
and can contribute to tooth de
cay. Excessive use can displace 
more nutritious foods, result
ing in low nutrient intakes. 

• Use salt and sodium only in 
moderation to help reduce risk 
of high blood pressure, espe
cially for those whose blood 
pressure rises with excessive 
salt consumption. 

• If you drink alcoholic bever
ages, do so in moderation. 
Alcoholic beverages supply 
calories, but little or no nutri
ents. Drinking alcohol also 
causes many health problems 
and accidents and can lead to 
addiction. Too much alcohol 
may cause cirrhosis of the liver, 
inflammation of the pancreas, 
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damage to the brain and heart, 
and increase the risk for many 
cancers. 

Dietary Advice Updated 
With Scientific Advances 

The Dietary Guidelines are the 
latest in a history of Federal efforts 
at nutrition education and dietary 
guidance. Government nutrition
ists have provided advice to Ameri
cans about what to eat for nearly a 
century. 

In 1902, W.0. Atwater, pioneer 
nutrition investigator and the first 
director of the Office of Experiment 
Stations in USDA, emphasized the 
importance of variety, proportion
ality, and moderation in healthful 
eating. He stated, "for the great ma
jority of people in good health, the 
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ordinary food materials ... make a 
fitting diet, and the main question 
is how to use them in the kinds 
and proportions fitted to the actual 
needs of the body." Many of our 
dietary guidance efforts have fo
cused on answering this question. 

The first USDA food guide in 
1916 translated the emerging sci
ence of nutrition into national die
tary recommendations for consu
mers. As more was learned about 
vitamin and mineral requirements 
and food consumption patterns of 
the population, food guides such 
as the "Basic Seven" (1946) and the 
"Basic Four" (1958) focused on 
choosing enough of the kinds of 
foods to provide the nutrients 
needed for good health. 

These guides outlined a "foun
dation diet'' made up of minimum 
numbers of servings of nutritious 
foods from several food groups 
that together would provide a ma
jor share of the recommended 
amounts of vitamins and minerals 
known at the time these guides 
were developed. These foundation 
diets provided only about one-half 
to two-thirds of average energy 
(calorie) needs. It was assumed 
that people would include addi
tional, less nutritious foods to meet 
their calorie needs. However, these 
guides provided little specific guid
ance about the use of fats and 
sweets. 

In the 1960' s, research began to 
indicate a connection between ex
cessive consumption of certain die
tary components-such as fat, 
saturated fat, cholesterol, and so
dium-and the risk of some 
chronic diseases, such as heart dis
ease and stroke. 

A turning point in Federal die
tary guidance came in 1977, when 
the U.S. Senate Select Committee 
on Nutrition and Human Needs is
sued Dietary Goals for the United 
States. These goals shifted the focus 
from obtaining adequate amounts 
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