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Dietary Advice in Graphics: 1917-2024

Over the past century, the United States Department of Agriculture, foreign governments, the World

Health Organization, and many private organizations have provided dietary advice to the general public.

Most of the dispensers of advice tried to provide the most scientifically accurate advice possible,
though the advice was often influenced by political considerations and organizational philosophies.
Advice varied from the very simple to overly and unnecessarily complicated—but none of it has had a
major impact on what people actually ate—except children, whose school meals may be dictated by
official dietary advice. Family and cultural traditions, marketing, taste, and convenience are all powerful
influences to overcome. Still, nutritionists, graphic designers, government officials, and others have
sought to develop graphics that would improve the typical diet. But that introduced another
complication: is there really a typical diet, especially in the United States, a nation populated by

immigrants (excepting, of course, Native Americans).

Federal Government’s Food Guides
How to Select Foods — 1917 (USDA)

The USDA published one of its first dietary

guides in 1917, around the time the first
vitamins were discovered. Farmers’ Bulletin 808
was titled “How to Select Foods—What the Body
Needs.” Like more recent guides, it reflected

eating patterns common at the time. It divided

the recommended diet into five groups: fruits

= L T and vegetables, meats (and “meat substitutes,”
AKA beans, peas, nuts) and other protein-rich
foods (dairy, poultry, fish, eggs), starchy foods
(cereal grains, potatoes), sweets, and foods
“very rich in fat” (bacon, butter, cream, etc.)
Indeed, it advised, without sugars and fats “the
diet is likely to be lacking in flavor.” Milk,
especially, was emphasized. "Remember that a
quart of whole milk a day for each child, to be
used as a beverage and in cookery, is not too
much....skim milk should never be substitute for

whole milk as the principal food in a child’s diet.”

Basic Seven — 1943 (USDA)

72 f%’dﬁ _aat some food Dietary advice got more complicated after the discovery of most

from each group...every day! vitamins and the necessities of World War Il. USDA nutrition experts
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divided foods into seven categories because “U.S. Needs Us Strong,’
but waffled when it added, “Eat any other foods you want.” Fruits and
vegetables constituted two separate categories, potatoes were
separated from grain-based foods, and dairy products got their own
category separate from meat, poultry, fish, and eggs (and, in small

print, dried beans and other protein-rich plant-based foods).

/N ADDITION TO THE BAS/C 7...
EAT ANY OTHER FOODS You WANT

In 1956 USDA published its Food for Fitness “Basic Four” Daily Food
Guide. In the perpetual war between the lumpers and the splitters,
this time the lumpers won out. Seven food categories were collapsed
into four: milk, vegetables and fruits, meats (again with “alternates” in
small print), and bread and cereals. Fats, sugars, and calories

disappeared. At the time relatively little evidence connected diet to
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the risks of obesity, blood pressure, heart disease, stroke, diabetes,

and cancer, so the government’s advice was not controversial.

Dietary Goals for the United States — 1977 (Senate
Select Committee on Nutrition and Human Needs)

In 1977, the Senate Select Committee on Nutrition and Human
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Needs' “Dietary Goals for the United States” advised people to eat

less meat, sugar, salt, eggs, and butterfat. That generated a tsunami

of controversy and criticism, especially from the affected industries.

Other industries welcomed the advice to eat more fruits, vegetables,

poultry, and fish. Nutrition scientists and public health officials have

been debating the effects of cholesterol, dietary fiber, and different
types of fats and sweeteners (natural or synthetic), and the foods in

which they are abundant or limited, ever since.

U.S. DIETARY GOALS

1. Increase carbohydrate consumption to account for 55 to 60 per-

cent of the energy (caloric) intake. .
2. Reduce overall fat consumption from approximately 40 to 30

percent of energy intake.

3. Reduce saturated fat consumption to account for about 10 per-
cent of total energy intake; and balance that with poly-unsaturated and
mono-unsaturated fats, which should account for about 10 percent of

energy intake each. .
4. Reduce cholesterol consumption to about 300 mg. a day.
5. Reduce sugar consumption by about 40 percent to account for

about 15 percent of total energy intake. .
6. Reduce salt consumption by about 50 to 85 percent to approxi-

mately 3 grams a day. . g
The goals are expressed graphically in Figure 1.

Dietary Guidelines for Americans — 1980 and updated
every five years (USDA, HHS)

The controversy over the Senate’s report (which was guided by
Harvard nutrition professor Mark Hegsted) emboldened USDA to
spearhead the development of the first Dietary Guidelines for
Americans in 1980. Mirroring the Senate report, the original Dietary
Guidelines report, a slender 20-page document, recommended that
people “avoid too much” fat, saturated fat, cholesterol, sugar, and
sodium. For the first time, alcohol was included in the government'’s
nutrition report: “If you drink alcohol, do so in moderation.” The
Dietary Guidelines has been updated every five years since 1980,
typically with controversy over an external advisory group that has
included industry consultants and over the final publication. USDA

also provides online dietary advice for vegetarians and vegans,

something that would have been unthinkable 50 years ago.
Meanwhile, the 2020-2025 edition of the Dietary Guidelines has

grown to 164 (full-sized) pages and provides detailed advice about
recommended servings of different foods for people following

vegetarian and Mediterranean diets.

Food Guide Pyramid — 1992 (USDA)

The government translated the Dietary Guidelines advice into a
graphical form, the Food Guide Pyramid. That pyramid—actually a
triangle—indicated the relative amounts of different foods that
people should consume. Thus Fats, Oils, & Sweets resides at the tip
—"Use Sparingly”"—of the pyramid, while the bottom, and largest,
section encouraged people to consume copious amounts of grains.
But are unsaturated vegetable oils harmful and to be avoided? And
should we be consuming so many servings of grains, which
inevitably would be refined (not whole) grains? And are fatty meat

and dry beans nutritionally equivalent?

MyPyramid (the “Food Guide Pyramid”) — 2005

After a dozen years, USDA modified the Food Guide Pyramid, but
didn't make it any easier to read and use. And where did vegetable oil
and refined sugars (including high-fructose corn syrup) go t0?? The

stripes are colorful, but unclear that the width represents the

recommended numbers of servings. This version was the first to
encourage physical activity but probably didn't get many people

running up stairs or jogging.

My Plate (still used) — 2011 (USDA)

The Obama administration, with first lady and nutrition advocate
Michelle Obama in the lead, replaced the Food Guide Pyramid with a
simple graphic that divided foods into five categories (reminiscent of
the Basic Four). It clearly indicates that half the plate should be filled
with fruits and vegetables, in contrast to the old Basic Four in which

fruits and vegetables were put into just one of the four categories.

Like previous diagrams, this edition doesn't distinguish between, say,
high-fat and low-fat dairy and meat products, though clicking on the
online image does provide such advice. And some people argued

that the beverage should be water, not dairy.

Non-governmental Food Guides

In the wake of USDA's food pyramids, or triangles if you prefer, many
private groups and individuals produced their own variations to, they
believed, overcome the flaws in the official pyramids. The

Slolplelel He) il =i8lol [l 5 [SE10Ma) produced a Healthy Eating Pyramid that put

meat, butter, salt, refined grains, and sugary drinks and foods up at

that tiny tip. And instead of discouraging consumption of all fats and
oils, it included polyunsaturated oils (soy, canola, corn, olive, peanut)
right along with fruits, vegetables, and whole grains. Harvard also
allowed for moderate consumption of alcohol (“not for everyone”)
and recommended multi-vitamin/mineral supplements for most

people plus daily exercise.

The Center for Science in the Public Interest iR a[Viigiilelair=Te \Yeler:- 10

group that led efforts to require Nutrition Facts labels on food and to
improve the nutritional quality of school meals, produced the first
and only actual food pyramid, the Healthy Eating Pyramid. CSPI’s 3-
dimensional graphic (printed on card stock) devoted one side each to
foods of high, medium, and low nutritional quality and that people

could eat “Anytime,” “Sometimes,” or “Seldom.” The fourth side

provided information about the pyramid.

0I[\WEVA], a nonprofit organization that advocates for healthy, traditional diets, produced food triangles
appropriate for Mediterranean, vegetarian, African, Latin American, and Asian cuisines. They all
emphasize vegetables, fruit, nuts, beans, and whole grains, as well as water or tea for beverages, and

they de-emphasize meat, dairy, and sweets by putting them at the small tips of the triangles.

Mediterranean Diet Vegetarian and Vegan
Pyramid Diet Pyramid

rediscover whg goodness rediscover why goodness
OLDWAYS OLDWAYS
Mediterranean Diet Pyramid Vegetarian & Vegan Diet Pyramid
La Piramide de la Dieta Mediterranea

//\ Options For Vegetarians:

§ 2 - Fggs and/or Dairy
Camne /\- Meats \ ,fl.rb} \> including Yogurt,
Wi y — and (-r“ k Cheese, Cottage Cheese
Bl Dulces Sweets !
o e frecmencis Lews often ‘. 4 : !
Vin s~ v Ll | 3B
Meeech > Drink Water Wy T ‘:
Pollo, o Poultry, A » Herbs, Spices, Plant Oils
huevos, Eggs, - i@t E
quesos, Cheese,
y yog / i and Yogurt e
En racknes modenadas YoGunt ) Moderale portis Nuts, Peanuts, Seeds,
" e ) RIY = y dally 10 workly Eaft these » Peanut/Nut Butters
Drink Water = foods

Bebe Agua Pescado ¢ | — Fish every
~ A

day

Frut Fruit
egetales, 4 Vegetabl
granos enteros, - -~ rains
aceite de oliva, &t 3 J (mostly whole),
frijoles, '.g °®. = Olive oil, Fruits and Vegetables
ueces, ‘ = - Beans, Nut:
legumbres, éf F3L Y Legum
semillas, . “ nd Seed
hierbas | N £ - <. .\ Herbs
y especias - o’ Ty IR and Spices
se cuda alimentiaciin Q LW.* 4 - A Rt S R y \ [ ep——
B I 4 3 Aoy
S i) } T\
a R
Realiz ] Be Be physically
actividad o NiD. 3 Physically anﬁ}ve.y b
fisica; P y Active; Cook and
Disf.ru( Y { | ﬁ p Enjoy share meals
omid WEY € Meals with family
con otros > with Others and friends.

© 2009 Oldways Preservation and Exchange Trust www.oldwayspt.org @ 2013 Oldways Preservation and Exchange Trust ww,oldwayspt.org

YA X
FRERFRININS

-
LTd ] - LA T A TATAY
l\'\’)'\l\'x‘lll\l\l\l\lxx
LA Y Y A AT A VAV AT AT AT AT A

Oldways African Heritage Oldways Latin American
Diet Pyramid Diet Pyramid

r %9 goodness

HeaLrtH THROUGH HERITAGE

OLDWAYS

CULTURAL FOOD TRADITIONS

Latin American Diet Pyramid
La Piramide de La Dieta Latinoamericana

African Heritage Diet Pyramid

/\

[ Ovonssomally
a A\

Sweets
A

Driek Water "
/ / ~
, Eggs, Pouliry & Other Meats Heatiry Olls |

Frutas, N Fruits,
Vegetales, Vegetables,
Granos & y, e P Grains
(principalmente enteros), o < = 1972 <, 2 (mostly whole),
Frijoles, Nueces, N 3 Beans, Nuts,
Leguminosas, e s [ Legumes
y Semillas, e (=3 Dy oo o and Seeds,
Hierbas, r, > oiizic = ) Herbs,
y Especias ¥ ¥ . B Ry and Spices
Base coda alimentacin - 3G \ B enry mad
\ on theee foode

Este

=V T
g,
il \ ; '.. -
- N N y s ) < \
, Eas Fisicamente
L A Healthy Activo;
Lifestyle Disfrute
. su Comida
. N » con Otros.
Be Physically Aztive; Enjoy Mesis With Others

"
Wasn250n ¢ Core Vet ) © 2009 Oldways Preservation and Exchange Trust www.oldwayspt.org
© 2011 Oidways Precervation and Exchange Trust WA OICWYSPLOQ

Be
Physically
Active;
Enjoy

Meals
with Others.

sstiation by Georgs Middieton

Oldways Asian Diet Pyramid

rediscover %' goodness

OLDWAYS

CULTURAL FOOD TRADITIONS

Asian Diet Pyramid
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Food Guidance in 2050 or 2100

No graphics here, because no one knows what scientific advances will have been made, what people
will be eating, and what new graphic devices will be popular. Will cattle, hogs, and poultry be relics of
the past, and “meats” be made of plants and fungi or grown from cells in lab-factories? Will statins,
diuretics, and semaglutides be engineered into staples? Or will Americans still prefer cheeseburgers
from McDonald'’s, sugar drinks offered up by Coke and Pepsi, and frozen meals from supermarkets?

Stay tuned!
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