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Popular media is at it again with the credibility of the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) Food Guide Pyramid being questioned.  What critics fail to recognize is the fact that the Food Guide Pyramid is only an outline of what to eat each day and it is not intended to be a strict prescription but a general guide that lets Americans choose a healthful diet that is right for them.  

Background Information. The Food Guide Pyramid was introduced in 1992 by the USDA to help healthy Americans 2 years of age and over choose foods for a healthy diet. The Food Guide Pyramid is intended to be useful to consumers because it provides a visual image of more difficult dietary concepts. 

The nutritional goal of the Pyramid is to promote a diet that is adequate in protein, vitamins, minerals, and dietary fiber, without too much fat, saturated fat, cholesterol, sodium, added sugars, or calories.  Just by looking at the Pyramid, we can see that grains, fruits, and vegetables should be most abundant in a healthy diet.  Many different foods are pictured at each level of the Pyramid, to emphasize that a variety of foods should be consumed from each group.  For example, all of the vegetables we eat should not be potatoes.  We need to be sure to choose dark green leafy, yellow, orange, and a variety of other vegetables too.  The same is true for the rest of the food groups.  If we choose only a few foods from each group, we are missing out on a lot of nutrients important for good health.

Reality Check.  Over the past few years, many pyramids have competed for the public’s attention. The Mediterranean Diet Pyramid, the Healthy Weight Pyramid, and Walter Willet’s Pyramid are just a few. Even though many have claimed to be better, the “new pyramids” all use the USDA Food Guide Pyramid framework.  The difference is that the new pyramids focus on fewer food choices.  They may recommend eating only fish and chicken and no red meat or making sure to include plant oils into daily eating plans.  The beauty of USDA’s Pyramid is that it allows for flexibility in food choices and fish and plant oils can easily fit into your eating plan.  Below are some of false claims against the USDA Food Guide Pyramid.

Claim: There is no emphasis on whole grains.

Reality:  The food guide pyramid booklet for nutrition educators specifically states to include several whole grains.  

Claim: The pyramid promotes consumption of saturated fats.

Reality: This claim is completely untrue. Consumers are advised to choose fish, shellfish, lean poultry, other lean meats, beans, or nuts daily. We are also advised to choose fat-free or low-fat milk, fat-free or low-fat yogurt, and low-fat cheese most often to decreases the saturated fat and calories in our diets.  

Claim: The USDA Food Guide Pyramid encourages consumption of only enriched grains and enriched grains are not good for you.

Reality: Actually, USDA promotes the consumption of a wide variety of grains.  And, over the years, enrichment has helped to nearly eliminate nutritional deficiencies. Folic acid enrichment of grain foods helps decrease risk of birth defects and possibly even heart disease. 

Claim: The USDA pyramid does not support a plant-based diet.

Reality: The visual imagery of the pyramid promotes building a healthy plant based diet.  The largest portions of the pyramid are the grains, fruit, and vegetable groups indicating that individuals eat most from these groups.

The truth is that none of the Food Pyramids out there convey all we need to know to make healthy food choices.  Additional education and information is necessary to help individuals follow all of them.  In fact, USDA’s Food Guide Pyramid is accompanied by additional information, like the number of servings from each food group based on age, sex, and calorie needs.    
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