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One mission of the US Department of Agriculture (USDA) is to en-
courage the production and availability of a sufficient, safe, and nutri-
tionally adequate supply of food for Americans. In support of this mis-
sion, USDA conducts surveys to monitor food use and food-consumption
patterns in the US population. This article presents an overview of USDA
food-consumption studies—their historical context, uses, and results—
and provides information on current efforts to improve data collection.

HISTORICAL OVERVIEW OF USDA FOOD
CONSUMPTION SURVEYS

Food-consumption surveys conducted by USDA may be divided into
four periods: (1) early, small-scale studies; (2) nationwide, but nonrep-
resentative, surveys in 1935-36, 1942, and 1948; (3) nationwide sur-
veys of household use of food conducted in 1955, 1965-66, 1977-78,
and 1987-88; and (4) nationwide surveys of dietary intakes by indi-
viduals conducted in 1965-66, 1977-78,1987-88, 1985-86, 1989-91,
1994-96, and 1998. The surveys conducted in 1965-66, 1977-78, and
1987-88 contained two components—household use of food and in-
takes by individuals. Two recent intake surveys, those in 1989-91 and
1994-96, were coupled with a telephone follow-up survey designed to
measure attitudes and knowledge about diet and health among Ameri-
cans. Table 1 presents a summary of USDA nationwide surveys.

Early Small-Scale Studies

In 1894, Congress mandated that human nutrition investigations be
conducted by the USDA Office of Experiment Stations. W. O. Atwater,
the first director of the experiment stations, is credited with the first
food-consumption studies in the United States in the late nineteenth
century. Atwater sought food-consumption information that would
help him develop recommendations on what a working man should eat
and how families could spend their food money wisely.!:2 In early stud-
ies, participants were simply whoever volunteered, or, as the investiga-
tors put it, “willing families.” Researchers used a food-inventory record
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Table 1. Overview of USDA Nationwide Food Surveys, 1936-1998

Type of Dietary
Survey Population Sample Data Method Advances Selected Findings
Nonrepresentative nationwide studies
1935-1936 Farm, village, and Husband Household 7-day list-recall; List-recall One-third of families had
Consumer city households in  and wife food use 7-day food imposed less diets poor by nutritional
Purchases five geographic families, inventory record  respondent standards.® This finding
Study regions white and burden than led to President Roosevelt's
native born food inventory statement that a third of the
record; later nation was ill-fed.”
shown to have Diets of farm families were
better response  better than diets of those
rates as well® in villages or cities and
diets of families in the north
and west were better than
those in other areas. Diets
of higher income families
were better than others, but
large expenditures did not
guarantee good diets.®
1942 Family Cities, rural Housekeeping Household 7-day list-recall Recommended  Rising food costs and food
Spending and  nonfarm areas, families food use Dietary shortages affected food
Saving in and farms in and single Allowances consumption during the
Wartime Spring persons issued in 1941 war period.?
by the Food Dietary improvement credited
and Nutrition to higher incomes, concerted
Board provided  nutrition education programs,
basis for some enrichment of bread
assessing and cereals, and improvements
calorie and in transportation and
nutrient intakes  distribution of foods.”
Enrichment of Greatest improvements were
bread, flour, for low-income families.!!
and cereals
with thiamin,
niacin, and
iron and of
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1948 Food Urban families Housekeeping Household 7-day list-recall
Consumption nationwide in families of 2 food use
of Urban Spring plus or more
Families surveys in 4 cities  persons

Nationally representative surveys WITH household food use component

1955 Household 48 states plus a Housekeeping Household 7-day list-recall

Food supplement of households food use

Consumption farm households

Survey (HFCS)

1965-1966 48 states Two separate  Household 7-day list-recall

HFCS samples food use
(basic and  Individual 24-hr dietary
low income);  intake recall in spring
household only
respondent

margarine with
vitamin A
affected diets

Most bread and
flour enriched.
Computers
first used
in data
analysis'2

Self-weighting
probability
sample
provided first
nationally
representative
food use
estimates;
commercial
firm used to
collect data
Results used as
baseline for
pilot Food
Stamp Program

First coverage of
all 4 seasons.

First data on
food intakes
by individuals

Increases in household dietary
levels of iron, thiamin, riboflavin,
and niacin—the nutrients
used for enriching white bread
and white flour. Again, the
greatest improvements were for
low-income families.!!

Food spending amounted to
one-third of family income.
About 15% of food dollar spent
on food eaten away from home."?

About 13% of diets rated “poor” at
the time, a figure subsequently
revised to 15% based on new
criteria developed from the 1963
RDAs.”

Households in the South had diets
that were not as good as those
in other regions. Diets of farm
households generally furnished
larger amounts of most nutrients
than those of city households.
High-income households were
more likely than low-income to
have diets that met RDAs. "

About one-fifth of households had
diets rated poor.?* About 17%
of the food dollar was spent
away from home.?#

About 43% of energy intake was

Continued on next page
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Table 1.—Continued

1977-1978 48 states
Nationwide  (1977-78
Food supplements on
Consumption low-income,

Survey (NFCS) elderly, Puerto
Rico, Alaska, and
Hawaii; 1979-80
low-income
follow up)
1987-1988 48 states
NFCS

was asked
to provide
intake
information
for selected
household
members

Two separate  Household
samples food use
(basic and  Individual
low income);  intake
all household
members
were asked
to provide
intake
information

Two separate  Household
samples food use
(basic and  Individual

low income);  intake
all household
members

were asked

to provide

intake

information

7-day list-recall

3 consecutive
days: 24-hr
dietary recall
and 2-day diet
record

7-day list-recall

3 consecutive
days: 24-hr
dietary recall
and 2-day diet
record

allowed
comparison of
intakes with
sex- and age-
specific RDAs

Data set
made widely
available to
public on
magnetic data
tape for first
time.

First nationwide
survey to
collect multiple
days of dietary
intake data

Results provided
for food energy
and 14
nutrients

Facilitation of
list-recall with
laptop
computer

Heavy respondent
burden and
poor response
rates led to
discontinuation
of household
component

from fat. The diets of individuals
in high-income households
were more likely to meet the
RDAs than were those in
low-income households. The
RDAs least likely to be met
were for calcium, iron, vitamin
C, and vitamin A.25

About 38% of individuals had

some food or beverage away
from home.25

About 23% of the food dollar was

spent away from home.26

About 40% of energy intake was

from fat. Average intakes
exceeded RDAs for 9 of 12
nutrients; the RDAs least likely
to be met were vitamin B-6,
calcium, magnesium, iron,
vitamin A, and vitamin C.27

About 62% of individuals had some

food or beverage away from
home.2”

About 33% of the food dollar was

spent away from home.28

Trend toward consumption of lower

fat milk and more meat and grain
mixures. Total fat intake
decreased to 36% of calories.29
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Nationally representative surveys WITHOUT household food use component
1985-1986 48 states Two separate  Individual Women and Surveys timed Less whole and more lowfat milk,
Continuing samples intake children: 6 closer together  less meat eaten separately and
Survey of (basic and nonconsecutive to provide early  more as part of mixtures, more
Food Intakes low income); 24-hr dietary indications of grain products (especially grain
by Individuals women recalls; day 1in  dietary changes  mixtures)30
(CSFII) 19-50 yr person and First use of Nutrient intakes as high as in 1977,
and their remaining days telephone for but some still below RDA: B-6,
children by telephone second and calcium, magnesium, iron. Also,
1-5yrin Men: day 1 only subsequent women’s intakes were low in
both years days of data three nutrients not examined in
and men collection 1977: Vitamin E, folacin, and
19-50 yrin Nutrient intakes zinc. Observations were
1985 only provided for apparent at all levels of income
food energy and in all geographic regions.30
and 27 About 58% of women used vitamin
nutrients and/or mineral supplements, up
First Dietary from 39% in 1977.30
Guidelines for
Americans issued
in 1980
1989-1991 48 states Two separate  Individual 3 consecutive days: First linkage of Shift to lower fat, higher
CSFil samples intake 24-hr dietary intakes with carbohydrate diets since
(basic recall and 2-day ~ knowledge 1977-1978. Total fat as a
and low diet record and attitude proportion of food energy
income); all information decreased to 34%; still above
household provided by Dietary Guidelines -
members Diet and Health  recommendation of 30%.32 8
were asked Knowledge Shift types of beverages consumed: o
to provide Survey. Intake of fluid milk declined 12% | Kg\
intake First 3-year while intake of carbonated soft Q
information survey drinks increased 72%. Among z
milk types, continued trend g
toward lower fat milks, especially | &
among high-income individuals.3? g
Continued increase in intakes of Z
grain and meat mixtures. About %)
47% of individuals ate no fruit/ =C=
fruit juice on any given day.3? E
Continued on next page »
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Table 1.—Continued

1989-1991
Diet and
Health
Knowledge
Survey
(DHKS)

1994-1996
CSFIl

1994-1996
DHKS

1998
Supplemental
Children’s

Survey to CSFII

1994-1996

Main meal
planners/pre-
parers with a
completed
day 1 intake
in CSFIl

Oversampling
of the low-
income
population;
only selected
household
members
were asked
to provide
intake
information

48 states

50 states

50 states Adults 20 yr
and over with
a completed
day 1 intake

in CSFII

Children
0-9 yr

50 states

Dietary
knowledge,

behavior, and

attitudes

Individual
intake

Dietary
knowledge,
behavior,
and attitudes

Individual
intake

Telephone
follow-up to
CSFlI

2 nonconsecutive
24-hr dietary
recalls

Telephone
follow-up to
CSFll

2 nonconsecutive
24-hr dietary
recalls

Initiated to improve
understanding
of factors related
to food choices;
data linkage
with CSFII

Multiple-pass
method for
24-hr recall

Reporting food
intake data as
Pyramid servings
facilitated
comparison of
food intakes to
Food Guide
Pyramid recom-
mendations

Data released
within a year of
data collection
and on CD-ROM
for first time

Undertaken to
provide
increased
sample size
for estimation
of exposure to
pesticide
residues when
merged with
CSFH 1994-
1996 data

About one-fourth of main meal-
planners/preparers had diets
that met recommendations for
fat and saturated fat, but three-
fourths thought that their own
diet was “about right” in fat.33

The percentage of calories from fat
(33%) was slightly lower than in
1989--1991 as a result of
increased carbohydrate intakes.3>

Diets were below Pyramid
recommendations for fruit,
dairy and meat; near bottom of
ranges for grain and vegetables;
fat and sugar intakes exceeded
recommendations.33

About 57% of individuals ate away
from home, up from 43% in
1977-1978.

Two-thirds of adults had intakes
that failed to meet the
recommendation for fat, but
only about half thought they
ate too much fat.34

Not available yet.
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FOOD CONSUMPTION SURVEYS

to collect data by determining the weight and cost of
food used by the family from inventories of food on hand
at the start and end of the survey period and from
records of foods brought into the home during the pe-
riod.? Because this complex procedure was found to be
too intrusive, too time-consuming, and too costly, it was
replaced in the 1930s by the food-list recall (or food list).
The new technique required only an interview with the
household respondent (usually the homemaker) who re-
called, using the food list, the quantities of listed foods
used by the household during the preceding week and
the amounts paid for purchased items.

Nationwide Nonrepresentative Surveys

During the Depression years of the 1930s, concern
about the quality of American diets was high. USDA be-
gan periodic nationwide surveys of households in the
1930s using the food-list recall method along with sta-
tistical sampling techniques that permitted the collection
of data from large numbers of households in relatively
short periods. Because the surveys conducted in the
1930s and 1940s preceded the advent of probability
sampling in surveys,* they were less than fully represen-
tative of the US population.” However, as the best
benchmark data available at the time, they were impor-
tant for various federal uses. The comprehensive picture
of household food consumption and dietary levels ob-
tained in the Consumer Purchases Study of 1935-36 in-
dicated that a third of the nations’s families had diets
that were poor by nutritional standards in use at the
time.® On the basis of this finding, President Franklin D.
Roosevelt stated that a third of the Nation was ill-fed.”
The survey findings gave impetus to the enrichment of
white flour and bread with iron and three B vitamins, es-
tablishment of the National School Lunch Program, and
expansion of nutrition education and research. Also,
USDA economists used results to project food consump-
tion in the United States and to develop food budgets to
help families select good diets. A later version of the least
costly of these food budgets, the Thrifty Food Plan, is
still used in the federal formulas for counting the na-
tion’s poor? and for setting benefit levels in the Food
Stamp Program.®

The 1942 Spending and Saving in Wartime Survey
measured the early effects of World War II on food con-
sumption in urban, rural, and farm families at different
income levels.10 As in earlier studies, the nutritive values
computed for family diets were based on values of food
as they were purchased, and authors cautioned that
losses in nutrients caused by preparation and household
waste should be considered in comparing the results with
any yardstick. Before the date of the survey, a wide-
spread nutrition program had been carried on through-
out the nation; people were being urged to increase their
consumption of milk, fruits, vegetables, and whole-grain

cereals. For many families this was a matter of education
in food selection; for others, it was a matter of having
money to buy these foods. Nevertheless, the survey
found marked improvement from the 1930s in diets
overall, but many families’ intakes of several nutrients
were low compared with the new standards, the Recom-
mended Dietary Allowances (RDA) first issued in 1941,
Greatest improvements were for low-income families.!!
Types of information available included quantities of
food used, nutritive value of diets, the effect of income
on diets, food groups as sources of “dietary essentials,”
and the money value of both purchased food and food
from other sources such as home production.

A postwar survey, Food Consumption of Urban Fam-
ilies in 1948, included both a nationwide survey in the
spring and surveys of four cities; as in earlier surveys, in-
terviewers were selected locally and trained by USDA
staff. The 1948 survey was the first in which computers
were used for data analysis; a USDA staffer applied the
new technology to food-consumption data using com-
puters at the Bureau of Mines.12 The findings provided
basic data on food-consumption patterns for use in edu-
cational, research, and marketing programs and in the
use of agricultural products. Types of information avail-
able focused heavily on food consumption, including the
kinds of foods used by different groups in a week, the
share of income spent for food by different groups, the
division of the family food dollar among different kinds
of food, and the amount of food obtained without direct
expenditure. Included in one survey publication was a
discussion of methods of analyzing family food data, in-
cluding the estimation of income elasticities.!3

Between the surveys of 1935-36 and 1948, great
strides were made in the distribution and storage of food
products, most notably in home refrigeration. These

changes affected the way people purchased and used
food.

Nationally Representative Surveys of Household

Food Use and the Shift Toward Individual Intake
Data Collection

Recognition of the need for nationally representative
food-consumption data resulted in the development of
larger surveys in the mid-twentieth century. During this
period, USDA also conducted smaller methodologic or
special-purpose surveys of food consumption. Some of
these studies explored techniques for collecting dietary
data from individuals.1»15 Other studies addressed sur-
vey methodology issues such as the use of the food-in-
ventory record versus the food-list recall, food discard
measurement, questionnaire design and wording, and in-
terviewer training.13:16-19 The research on the food-in-
ventory record versus the food-list recall confirmed the
decision to adopt the list-recall technique for use in fu-
ture surveys. Still other surveys were conducted to pro-
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FOOD CONSUMPTION SURVEYS .

vide information on levels of living for farm and non-
farm families.20 USDA conducted four nationwide food
surveys of household food use—the Household Food
Consumption Survey (HFCS), 1955; HFCS, 1965-66;
Nationwide Food Consumption Survey (NFCS),
1977-78; and NFCS, 1987-88. The latter three of these
surveys also incorporated a component that measured
food intake by household members.

Results from the 1955 Household Food Consumption
Survey showed an overall improvement in the adequacy
of US diets.2! Nevertheless, food shortages were still
found even among households in the upper third of the
income scale, indicating continued need for dietary im-
provements. Results were used to develop new educa-
tional materials for both low- and high-income fami-
lies.”-2! Widespread concern for disadvantaged and
low-income families in the 1950s and early 1960s led to
the use of survey results as baseline data for the Pilot
Food Stamp Program that was initiated in 1961 in eight
economically depressed areas. A before-and-after study
of food-consumption and dietary levels in an urban and
a rural area showed that the Food Stamp Program in-
creased the purchase of more nutritious foods by needy
families and also expanded the market for agricultural
products—another government objective being to use
farm surpluses.?? The Food Stamp Program became per-
manent with the Food Stamp Act of 1964,

Between the surveys of 1955 and 196566, the avail-
ability and consumer acceptance of many new, more
convenient food products changed the cooking practices
and patterns of food use in many American households.
For example, the use of mixes for baked products such
as cakes and muffins, and the availability of ready-made
baked products, led to a decrease in baking “from
scratch,” and household consumption of flour, sugar,
and other basic baking ingredients decreased.

A major purpose of the Household Food Consump-
tion Survey of 1965 was to compare current household
food consumption with that in earlier surveys.23-24 Diets
of about a fifth (20%) of US households were rated
“poor” by new standards based on the 1963 RDAs,
compared with a revised figure of 15% for 1955.7 De-
creased use of milk and some milk products and of veg-
etables and fruits was pinpointed as the principal cause
for the increased proportion of households with poor di-
ets. Both education and action programs were stepped
up as a result of the survey findings.

In the spring quarter of 1965, information on dietary
intakes by individuals in households was obtained for
the first time.?’ Findings of the survey provided new in-
formation on diets of household members and were used
in nutrition education programs and in estimating the ef-
fect that different levels of food fortification had on the
diets of different age groups. Results showed that the
groups needing most attention were children, teenagers,

and older people. The spring 1965 individual intake data
were so useful as baseline data that there were many re-
quests for enlarging their scope to include more intake
days per individual, all seasons, and more questions on
dietary practices. The scope of the surveys was greatly
expanded in 1977-78 and the name changed from the
Household Food Consumption Survey to the Nation-
wide Food Consumption Survey.

Between the HFCS 1965-66 and the NFCS 1977-78
surveys, the proliferation of new products was especially
marked. Technologic changes, such as freeze-dried coffee,
and the increasing variety of commercially frozen foods re-
flected breakthroughs in food processing and packaging.
Lifestyle changes, such as increases in the proportion of
women employed outside the home, may have decreased
the time spent in meal preparation and increased the de-
mand for convenience foods and fast-food restaurants.

The NFCS 1977-78 survey was the largest of all the
USDA nationwide surveys, even including subsequent
surveys. Food-use information was obtained from ap-
proximately 14,000 households and dietary intakes
from the approximately 36,000 individuals in those
households.26:27 Reporting from the NFCS 1977-78 sur-
vey was extensive and included food-use estimates by in-
come, season, urbanization, and region as well as esti-
mates of the money value of food at home and away
from home. Results from the individual intake portion
of the NFCS 1977-78 survey were provided for food en-
ergy and 14 nutrients—4 more nutrients than were re-
ported in 1965-66.

The last USDA survey to include both a household
food-use component and an individual intake compo-
nent was the NFCS 1987-88 survey.28:2% Most of the
procedures used to obtain food intake information were
similar to those used in the NFCS 1977-78 survey. One
innovation of the NFCS 1987-88 survey was the use of
a lap-top computer for interviewing that was pro-
grammed to handle the burden of a growing food list. As
food supplies had increased and become more varied
over the years, the number of foods on the food-list re-
call form had also increased rapidly from approximately
200 items in 1948 to nearly 3,000 items by 1987.5

Results from NFCS 1987-88 survey showed that
more of the household food dollar was spent away from
home and fewer meals were consumed from household
food supplies in 1987-88 than in 1977-78.28 These
changes may have resulted from a desire for increased
convenience and variety. The food industry responded in
a number of ways: more and varied restaurants; more
microwaveable packaging; and more bakeries, deli-
catessens, and salad bars in supermarkets.

The collection of both household food use and indi-
vidual intake information in the same survey created
heavy respondent burden and, in the NFCS 1987-88
survey, low response rates. The need to decrease respon-

40

Nutrition Today Volume 34 Number 1 January/February 1999



FoOoOD CONSUMPTION SURVEYS

dent burden was one of the reasons USDA did not in-
clude a household food-use component in subsequent
surveys. Another reason for the shift from household to
individual intake data collection was that the then-cur-
rent emphasis on diet and health gave greater urgency to
" the need for assessing the nutrient adequacy of diets.
Household data are less than ideal for analyses of diet
quality relative to the RDAs. To compare household in-
take levels with the RDAs, it was necessary to adjust for
the consumption of food away from home, which was
not surveyed in the household component, as well as to
make various assumptions related to the apportionment
of food among household members and their differing
nutritional needs. Also, household food-consumption
data included discarded food and food fed to pets, which
resulted in overestimates of nutritional quality. Individ-
ual intake data represent foods as eaten, excluding food
discard and including both food eaten at home and food
away from home; therefore, these data are more precise
than household food-use data for the assessment of diet
quality. Individual intakes can appropriately be com-
pared with sex- and age-specific RDAs.

The elimination of the household food-use component
resulted in loss of data on the monetary value of food
used at home and expenditures for food away from
home, nutrients per dollar’s worth of food, and the value
and quantity of home-produced food. Also, because
much food is purchased at the household level, the dis-
continuation of the household survey created a gap in
tracking food from the farmer to the consumer and made
it more difficult to develop food plans that meet nutri-
tional and cost criteria as well as reflect food consump-
tion practices of households.

Individual Intake Surveys Without the Household
Food-Use Component

In 1983, the first national USDA survey of dietary in-
take by individuals independent of a household food-use
component began.3? The purpose of the 1985-86 Con-
tinuing Survey of Food Intakes by Individuals (CSFII) was
to collect data more frequently than every 10 years, thus
providing up-to-date information on the adequacy of the
diets of selected population groups and early indications
of dietary changes—important considerations for data
that are used in planning food-assistance and educational
programs and in administering a variety of public pro-
grams affecting the supply, safety, and distribution of the
nation’s food. Food-intake data were collected using a
panel approach: Collection from each individual took
place on up to 6 nonconsecutive days at intervals of ap-
proximately 2 months over a 1-year period.

Between 1977 and 1985, when the CSFII was initi-
ated, substantial changes occurred in food intakes—
shifts to lower-fat milk, less meat eaten separately (ie,
not as part of a mixture), and more grain products.3?

These shifts, most prominent among higher-income,
more-educated respondents, may have reflected con-
cerns about diet and health issues. The first Dietary
Guidelines for Americans were issued in 1980.31

In 1989, the panel aspect of the CSFII 1985-86 was
dropped and the CSFII 1989-91 was conducted using a
1-day recall and 2-day record, the same methodology as
for the individual-intake portion of the NFCS 1977-78
and NFCS 1987-88. Also in 1989, the Diet and Health
Knowledge Survey (DHKS) 1989-91 was initiated to im-
prove understanding of factors that affect food choices
and provide a link between an individual’s knowledge
and attitudes and his or her dietary behavior. Individu-
als who were identified as the main meal-planners/pre-
parers in the CSFII were asked to answer a series of ques-
tions about their knowledge of and attitudes toward
diet, health, and food safety. Data from the CSFII
1989-91 showed that eating habits followed national di-
etary guidelines more closely than in the past.3? How-
ever, the DHKS 1989-91 revealed that Americans’ per-
ceptions about their diets did not always match reality.33

USDA’s most recent survey, the CSFII/DHKS
1994-96,3435 popularly known as the What We Eat in
America survey, addressed the requirements of the Na-
tional Nutrition Monitoring and Related Research Act
of 1990 (Public Law [P.L.] 101-4435) for continuous
monitoring of the dietary status of the American popu-
lation. Along with improvements in data-collection
methods such as the multiple-pass approach for the 24-
hour recall,3¢ an advance made during the 1990s in-
volved the way information on food intake by individu-
als was reported to the public. Since the 1965-66 HFCS,
average quantities of foods consumed have been re-
ported in grams or as the percentages of individuals con-
suming food from selected food groups or subgroups.
Such information has numerous uses, including compar-
ing food consumption over time. However, food intakes
given in grams are difficult to interpret for the public, es-
pecially in light of recent dietary recommendations that
are given as the number of servings from specified food
groups to eat each day in, for example, the Food Guide
Pyramid.3” To make interpretation easier, USDA devel-
oped a method for converting CSFII data on grams of
food eaten into servings of food from selected food
groups.’® A comparison of intakes in the CSFII 1994-96
to Pyramid recommendations is provided in Figure 1.
Additional results from the CSFII/DHKS 1994-96 are
provided in Table 2.

The surveys are used in numerous food- and nutrition-
related programs and public policy applications. In ad-
dition to providing the detailed benchmark data on the
food and nutrient intakes and eating patterns of the gen-
eral and low-income populations that have been the hall-
mark of USDA surveys, the most recent surveys continue
to be used by USDA to assess the nutritional impact of
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USDA's Food Guide Pyramid
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The Pyramid shows a recommended range of servings
to eat each day from five major food groups -- Grain,
Vegetable, Fruit, Dairy, and Meat. In general, people
who need more calories should eat more servings. The
Pyramid also advises people to choose diets low in fat
and moderate in sugars.

Average American Diet, 1994-96

Fats, Dlis, sad Swoets

4-314
meat

g 3-113
yagietabie
servinge

grain gervings

The average number of servings from the fruit, dairy,
and meat groups are below minimums recommended in
the Pyramid. Those from the grain and vegetable
groups are near the bottom of recommended ranges.
And, calories from fats and sugars exceed Pyramid
recommendations.

Sourse: USDA Coatinuing Servey of Food ntakes by individuals, 1994-98, individuals 2 years of age and over;
ARS, Bolizville Human Nuirition Research Conter, Food Surveys Rezsarch Group.

Figure 1. Comparison of the average American diet against Food Guide Pyramid recommendations.

USDA’s food-assistance programs, to monitor food se-
curity and hunger,?® and to estimate the demand for
agricultural products and marketing facilities. The sur-
veys are also used by other federal agencies: by the Food
and Drug Administration to develop food fortification
and enrichment policies*? and food labeling policies un-
der the Nutrition Labeling and Education Act of 1990
(P.L. 101-535);*! by both USDA and the US Department
of Health and Human Services to evaluate the content
and adequacy of American diets in relationship to di-
etary recommendations such as the Dietary Guidelines
for Americans,3! USDA’s Food Guide Pyramid,3” and
the Year 2000 Nutrition Objectives;*2 by the Federal
Trade Commission to understand the effects of informa-
tion on consumer behavior better;*3 and by the Environ-
mental Protection Agency to estimate exposure to pesti-
cide residues, food additives, and contaminants. The
National Academy of Sciences has used the data in de-
veloping the Recommended Dietary Intakes** and, more
recently, the Dietary Reference Intakes.*s The data are
also used by state agencies and county health depart-
ments, food and agricultural industries, and university
researchers.

A 1993 report of the National Academy of Sciences
entitled Pesticides in the Diets of Infants and Children
(NRC 1993) raised concern that current food-consump-
tion data did not provide sufficient sample sizes to esti-
mate adequately exposure to pesticide residues in the di-
ets of children.#¢ To permit better exposure estimates
and as a response to the 1996 Food Quality Protection
Act of 1996 (P.L. 104-170), a survey of food and nutri-
ent intakes by children younger than 10 years was con-
ducted in 1998 as a supplement to the CSFII 1994-96.
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The Supplemental Children’s Survey (SCS) will provide
the Environmental Protection Agency with information
on food-consumption patterns in a statistically valid
sample of infants and children. The method of data col-
lection for the SCS is identical to that used in the CSFII
1994-96; the SCS includes 2 days of dietary intake on
approximately 5000 children from birth through 9 years
of age. Results will be available in the year 2000. Food-
consumption data from the CSFII 1994-96 are being
translated into commodity level data specified to meet
the requirements of the Food Quality Protection Act of
1996. This work is being conducted through an intera-
gency agreement with EPA.

CURRENT EFFORTS TO IMPROVE
DATA COLLECTION

Methodology research has been integral to planning
the increasingly complex food-consumption surveys at
the USDA. USDA’s Food Surveys Research Group (part
of the Beltsville Human Nutrition Research Center of the
Agricultural Research Service) has implemented an ex-
tensive dietary survey methods research program to im-
prove dietary-intake data and to develop more cost-ef-
fective methods of data collection for national surveys of
food consumption.

This program includes 2 years of comprehensive
methodologic research, followed by two full-scale pilot
studies in 1999, as part of the contract for the
CSFIVDHKS 1999-2002. The focuses of this research
are the refinement of the multiple-pass 24-hour dietary-
recall method to improve the completeness and accuracy
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Table 2. How Do Americans’ Diets Measure up to
the 1995 Dietary Guidelines for Americans?

Over 16,000 people nationwide participated in the Continuing Survey of Food Intakes by Individuals,
popularly known as the What We Eat in America survey.3#3% In addition, almost 6000 of them answered
questions on their attitudes and knowledge about dietary guidance and health. This is how Americans fare . . .

Eat a variety of foods.

e Women'’s intakes failed to meet the 1989 Recommended Dietary Allowances (RDA) for five nutrients:
calcium, vitamin E, vitamin B-6, magnesium, and zinc. Men’s intakes fell short of the RDA for vitamin E,
magnesium, and zinc.

¢ About 85% of Americans ate breakfast, about the same as in previous USDA surveys. Coffee and fluid milk
are still the most popular foods consumed at breakfast. Breakfast provided 18% of Americans’ daily intake of
calories and 12% to 28% of their daily intake of vitamins and minerals.

¢ About 57% of Americans ate away from home on any given day, up from 43% in 1977-1978. Foods eaten
away from home in 1994-1996 accounted for more than 25% of total calorie and fat intakes.

Balance the food you eat with physical activity—maintain or improve your weight.

e More than 90% of adults say it is important to them to maintain a healthy weight. However, almost 40%
think they eat too many calories. And more than one-half of adults are overweight, based on a body mass
index (BMI) of 25 or more (self-reported heights and weights).

« Thirty minutes of moderate physical activity is recommended daily, but 28% of men and 44% of women say
they rarely or never exercise vigorously.

Choose a diet with plenty of grain products, vegetables, and fruits.
e People’s behavior doesn’t always reflect their beliefs.
e Two-thirds of adults think it is very important to choose a diet with plenty of vegetables and fruits. However,

consumption has increased only slightly since the late 1970s. And Americans still consume low amounts of
dark green and deep yellow vegetables, despite recommendations to do otherwise.

¢ On the other hand, less than one-third of adults think it is very important to choose a diet with plenty of
breads, cereals, rice, and pasta. Yet, consumption has increased by more than 40% since the late 1970s.
Consumption of grain mixtures, such as pizza and lasagna, continued to rise.

Choose a diet low in fat, saturated fat, and cholesterol.

* An increase in energy intakes, with most of the increase as carbohydrate, resulted in a continued decline in
the percent of calories from fat from 34% in 1989-1991 to 33% in 1994-1996. Average fat intake (in grams)
stayed about the same as in 1989-1991.

* About two-thirds of adults failed to meet the recommendation for fat (30% of calories), but only about half
think they eat too much fat.

* About 60% of adults fail to meet the recommendation for saturated fat (10% of calories), but only about
one-third think they eat too much. Adults average 11%.

* The Guideline suggests cholesterol intake be limited to no more than 300 milligrams per day. At 213

milligrams per day, the average intake by women is below this level. However, at 331 milligrams per day,
the average intake by men exceeds it. About three of ten adults think their diets are too high in cholesterol.

Choose a diet moderated in sugars.

» About 85% of adults think it is important to use sugars only in moderation. Yet, Americans consume an
average of 20 teaspoons of added sugars a day, accounting for 16% of calories.

* Among young children, consumption of fluid milk has decreased by 16% since the late 1970s, while
consumption of carbonated soft drinks has increased by 16%. Consumption of noncitrus juices, including
grape- and apple-based mixtures, rose by 280%.

Continued on next page
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among the foods popular at home or away.
Choose a diet moderated in salt and sodium.

* Beverages, particularly carbonated soft drinks, were the most popular food item consumed outside the
home. French fried potatoes and grain mixtures such as pizza, lasagna and ravioli, and Mexican foods are

* According to the Guideline, sodium intake should be limited to no more than 2400 milligrams per day. The
average intakes from foods alone are over 4000 milligrams for men and almost 3,000 milligrams for women.
Intakes may be even higher because salt added at the table is not included in these values.

* Only about one-fourth of adults think their diets are too high in salt or sodium.
If you drink alcoholic beverages, do so in moderation.

* About 23% of men and 12% of women drank liquor, wine, beer or ale on the day of the survey, up slightly
from the late 1970s. Most alcoholic beverages were consumed as beer and ale, followed by wine.

<http:/iwww.barc.usda.govibhnrc/foodsurveythome. htm>

Additional results from CSFIlIDHKS 1994-1996 are available on the web site for the Food Surveys Research Group:

of dietary-intake data collection, and the selection and
testing of food-measurement aids to improve portion-
size estimation. The pilot studies will test, on a national
scale and in an integrated form, the food-measurement
aids, a computer-assisted telephone interview incorpo-
rating the new 24-hour-recall methodology, and other
data collection procedures that result from the research.

Another critical component of the research program is
a large-scale validation study of 400 subjects to compare
estimates of individuals’ energy intake as determined by
the 24-hour dietary-recall method against estimates of
their energy expenditure as determined by the doubly la-

SAPLAIAILLIL Ao VLILLIAANCG DY L UOULUYY da

beled water technique.*” The doubly labeled water tech-
nique provides precise measures of energy expenditure in
free-living individuals and may be used to validate the
assessment of energy intake by other methods.#8 This re-
search is being conducted in collaboration with the Diet
and Human Performance Laboratory, Beltsville Human
Nutrition Research Center, Agricultural Research Ser-
vice (ARS). The study will be completed in 1999.
Dietary-assessment-methodology research also was
conducted collaboratively with the University of
Arkansas Children’s Research Institute to provide pre-
liminary information on using the telephone to collect
24-hour dietary-recall data on a national scale. Research
in partnership with Tennessee State University and
Kansas State University was conducted to identify the
cognitive strategies respondents use to estimate portion
sizes and the preferred measurement aids, as well as to
examine the accuracy of reported intakes using different
aids and procedures. Collaborative research with Texas
A&M University identified which questions in USDA’s
Diet and Health Knowledge Survey have the most pre-
dictive validity regarding fat intake, and cognitive re-

search conducted with the Center for Survey Methods
Research, Bureau of the Census, provided information
on the use of appropriate response scales for the DHKS.
Earlier cooperative work with the University of Texas to
improve survey-processing techniques focused on com-
pletion of a technical database system for trends analy-
sis; that system was used to produce the multiversion nu-
trient and food-coding databases released with the final
CSFII 1994-96 3-year data set.

For over a century, USDA’s surveys have provided
benchmark data on food consumption in the United
States. The current research on dietary intake survey
methodology is expected to produce further improve-

ments in estimates of food and nutrient intakes.
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