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Study of the American Diet

An Editorial

W. D. SNIVELY JR., M.D.
Evansville

Diet,” which appears elsewhere in

this issue, Johnson and Vaughan
examine a well known maxim: “One has
no need of a vitamin-mineral supple-
ment if he eats a good balanced diet.”
The precept applies, of course, only to
relatively healthy, well nourished
people. The authors examine the adage
from several standpoints. Questioning
some 86 physicians, they found that 44
of the 52 responding agreed with the
maxim. Satisfied that the precept is in-
deed widespread, the authors decided
to look into the truth of it.

IN THEIR “Study of the American

The author, a consulting editor of INDIANA
MEDICINE, is Professor Emeritus of Life
Sciences at the University of Evansville.
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Using a computer program with re-
cent nutritional data from the U.S.
Department of Agriculture, they asked
volunteers to record their daily food
and liquid intake. The subjects were
middle class and ranged from
teenagers to senior citizens; all con-
sidered themselves to be in good
general health. The authors analyzed
614 daily diets. Of these, only one
achieved 100% of the U.S. RDA for all
of the 11 vitamins and five minerals.
(The paragon who consumed this diet
was a weightlifting athlete who took
in 3,768 calories that day.) Not only
were the diets short in vitamin and
mineral content, they were high in fat
and low in fiber. On the basis of their
results, the authors concluded — quite
reasonably —that it is not easy to eat
a “good balanced diet.”

One of the greatest helps in achiev-
ing a balanced diet is the use of the four
food group method, which includes: 1)
the meat and alternates group (alter-
nates include eggs, nuts, and the like);
2) the fruit and vegetable group; 3) the
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grain group; and 4) the milk and cheese
group. The idea, of course, is to include
at least one member of each group in
the daily diet.

The authors outlined a balanced diet
based on the four food group method,
additionally designed to be low in fat

The report by Drs. Johnson
and Vaughan appears on the
next page.

and high in fiber. Its protein content
was generous. On analysis, their
diet —which appears excellent—was
still found to be lacking the U.S. RDA
for one mineral and four vitamins.

The conclusion of the authors is that
the precept may be more of a canard
than a guiding truism. Their final ad-
vice: “Take a good quality food supple-
ment of vitamins and minerals as a
nutritional insurance” — which, on the
basis of their findings, appears
reasonable.
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‘ ‘ OCTOR, SHOULD I take vita-
Dmins?" How many times
have you heard that ques-
tion? Conventional medical wisdom, as
contained in text books and as we
learned in medical school, says you
don’t need to take supplements if you
eat a “good balanced diet.” To confirm
this generally accepted opinion, we
surveyed all the physicians on the staff
of a medium-sized hospital.

Eighty-six physicians received a
questionnaire that asked this question:
Doctor, if a patient of yours, who is in
good general health, asked you,
“Should I take vitamins?” how would
you reply? There was 60% response,
which was a good return, and 85% of
those responding checked the answer:
No, you don't need to take vitamins if
you eat a good balanced diet.

Next, the question arose, What is a
good balanced diet and how can you be
sure it is adequate? As background,
The Recommended Daily Allowance
(RDA) of vitamins and minerals was
first developed by The Food and Nutri-
tion Board of the National Research
Council in 1943. This specifies levels of
nutrient intake desired to maintain
adequate nutrition in healthy persons.
This is revised every three to five
years or so. At present, there are listed
the RDA for 12 vitamins and seven
minerals. More vitamins and minerals
than this are known to be essential but,
as yet, the RDA for them has not been
established. These include the B
vitamins PABA and Inositol, and the
minerals Selenium, Chromium and
Manganese.

Thus, if you just took in the
nutrients that have an established
RDA, you would still be missing some
essential nutrients. That is the reason
for the recommendation to eat a
“balanced diet.”

The “Food Groups” were introduced
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in 1956 te promote the eating of a
variety of foods. There are The Four
Food Groups method and The Seven
Basic Food Groups method and other
variations of these. Most promotion
and literature for The Food Groups has
been done by the National Dairy Coun-
cil and the agriculture industry.

In order to study the American diet,
we had to make some basic assump-
tions due to lack of available data:

1. The U.S. Department of
Agriculture data base for the nutritive
value of foods has values for 10
vitamins and five minerals. Two
vitamins, Biotin and Vitamin D, have
RDA established but are not in
U.S.D.A. data base (we added vitamin
D values from a private source). Two
minerals, copper and iodine, have RDA
established but are not in U.S.D.A.
data base. So our study, while recogniz-
ing there are other essential nutrients
not included, is limited to analyzing
diets for the 11 vitamins and five
minerals for which there is a good data
base.

2. We assumed that the nutrient
value of the diets analyzed would have
the same value as those in the U.S.D.A.
data base. Nutritional value of foods
depends on many things, such as soil
conditions, how and where the food is
grown, how long and by what method
the food has been stored, and how it
was prepared and cooked. We assumed
these conditions would be equal for our
volunteers.

3. We used the U.S. RDA as the
standard to aim for in this study. The
Food and Drug Administration
established the U.S. RDA for uniform-
ity in labeling processed foods. In
general, the U.S. RDA levels are slight-
ly higher than RDA levels for most
nutrients. There are proponents on
both sides of the question as to
whether the U.S. RDA and RDA values
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are adequate for proper nutrition.
However, we feel these to be well
established and accepted so we used
the U.S. RDA as our standard.

4. We assumed that by evaluating
a large number of diets, we would have
a composite of the nutrient value of the
average American diet. It has been
said that, when evaluating the RDA for
an individual's diet, there would be
high nutrient days and low nutrient
days but that they would average out
and provide a balanced diet. We
assumed that if we have a sufficiently
large number of daily diets recorded,
these would include those ‘‘high
nutrient days and low nutrient days”
to balance out and provide an average.

We acquired a computer program us-
ing the latest data available from the
U.S. Department of Agriculture.
Volunteers were asked to record their
daily food and drink intake. Six hun-
dred fouteen such diets were recorded
and analyzed with computer assist-
ance. The volunteers were a wide
variety. Ages ranged from teenagers
to older citizens in their 60s. Most of
them would be considered “average
middle class” and considered
themselves to be in ‘“good general
health” at the time.

The results were somewhat surpris-
ing. The composite or average of the
614 daily diets show nutrient values as
demonstrated in Figure 1.

The “average” American diet was
high in fat and low in fiber. As regards
vitamins and minerals, the diet
achieved the Recommended Daily
Allowance (U.S. RDA) for only four of
the 11 vitamins and only one of the five
minerals. It appears that the average
American diet is nutritionally inade-
quate. It was interesting to note that
only one diet, of the 614 daily diets
analyzed, achieved 100% of the U.S.
RDA for all 11 of the vitamins and all
five of the minerals. This was the daily
diet of a weight-lifter and athletic
trainer, and his diet that day totaled
3,768 calories.

After analyzing how people actual-
ly do eat, we examined some recom-
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FIGURE 1: Bar chart of the average American diet.

mended diets in various health and
weight control magazines. We did not
find any recommended diet that com-
pletely satisfied the RDA for vitamins
and minerals. We then outlined a daily
diet that would satisfy the recommen-
dations of a “balanced diet” based on
the Food Group method. This diet, as
follows, satisfies both the Four Food

Group Method and the Seven Basic

Foods recommendations. It is also

designed to be a low fat and high fiber

diet.

Breakfast: 2 oblong shredded wheat
biscuits, 1 cup of raisin
bran, 1 banana, 1 cup
lowfat (1%) milk, 1 cup
black coffee
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Lunch:

Dinner:

Evening:

Y2 tomato, Yz cup lowfat
(2%) cottage cheese, sand-
wich of tuna (3 oz) on 2
slices whole wheat bread,
1 tablespoon of low-cal
mayonnaise, 1 cup of
lowfat (1%) chocolate milk
1Yz cups chopped lettuce,
2 tablespoons low-cal
Italian dressing, Y2
chicken, broiled, 1 baked
potato, 1 tablespoon whip-
ped margarine, 1 cup chop-
ped broccoli, 2 slices whole
wheat bread, ' canta-
loupe, 1 glass unsweetened
tea

1 12-0z can of beer
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This daily diet will provide a good

. > NUTRIENT - gEcowmNDED e TU.5. RDA
balance of various food groups and is g . . o Ui
K Calories 1960 calories

a more healthful diet than most people . , o
eat. It is a low fat, high fiber and high = ra: | 197 of calories  asbour 257 of calories
protein diet. The nutritional analysis
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of this diet is shown in Figure 2. o . o : o

This diet, which is considered a good, ~ Cholesterol 236 mgm | fess chan 500 nem
healthful and balanced diet, shows, on Sodium 3067 mgm 2000 to 4000 mgm
analysis, to be.madequate in t.he US Porasstus 272 mpm 1000 to 3000 mgm
RDA for one mineral and four vitamins. o e : o
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of our study. Magnesfum  ARARAREARRARSRRRARRES i : * 1512

Qur conclusion, contrary to conven- . - _"“""Mf;*h*””*”*"_ x s RRRARRRRRRRRRRSARS 1257
tional wisdom, is that it is difficult to . . i v . o -
provide yourself with a “good balanced ~  #i%¢ ; i il . e
diet” even when you are trying. Most Calelum AERARRAARARRAAAN ARARERRRRARARS, RRRRRRRRRARRRRERR ]2
people don't plan their daily diets in i ' - ‘ . e
advance so as to get a good nutrient _ o ~ o o , ,
mix. However, most people do perceive ~ Vitamin A Stsssssasaas g by e
some need to take food supplements Vitamin D 1 » 63
such as v1taml¥1-m1neral combinations. Vitamin B assmaussesvaneies . . , 460
It has been estimated that two of every . o o ' ‘

Vitamin € s ; kA ; i $aRk 321%

three Americans take some type of : :
food supplement some of the time. Thiamin  ARARRARARKRRRREARRRRRRAKAARARARRRRANRAAARARRRLL 80z
Thus, there is a perceived need by the : :

‘Riboflavin an anhh ; ABARRERRARRRARR AR 1352

general public. Physicians should re- o , . . . ‘ ‘
spond to this need in a positive and Niscdn . ﬂ”gt_yanﬁ*@g«gtﬂn_tnnnn}nuqqnnfﬁmq\nﬁuqt‘ﬂﬂuuﬂ 200%
helpful manner. We believe it would  vitamtn3, AERRRARRRR nunss . SaRsaRRRRRNRE 2777
beho?‘fe phy sicians to re-assess their pg,u’g Acid ;_nu*)mudnﬁnnitgm\qknmunﬁﬁn"u*ngn;énm:--v‘m‘«n ;:.3:.
nutritional knowledge and to re- o - - . o 4 o o
evaluate the “good balanced diet” myth Bantothenic ACIdSRtARMuraaasssmansiniistastssesmns: .
as an answer to nutritional questions. Vitamin B, RRARARRRRANSARRAARRARARRARARRRARSAKRRARARAR RN Anrsaaan 1773

It appears that good nutritional ad- o . . . - . e

vice for the average person would be:
1. Attempt to decrease the amount
of fat, sugar, and salt in the daily diet.
This means less processed foods, less )
junk foods and less fast food restau- hydrates (baked potato is good), more have been discovered yet.
rants. - whole wheat products. This will add 3. Take a good quality food supple-
2. Attempt to eat more fresh fruits fiber to the diet and also provide for ~ment of vitamins and minerals as a
and vegetables, more complex carbo- more nutrients, some of which may not  nutritional insurance.

FIGURE 2: Bar chart of sample balanced, low fat, high fiber and high protein diet.
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