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WITH MUCH FANFARE, USDA PRESENTS NEW FOOD PYRAMID

By Jodi R. Godfrey, MS, RD


After 13 years, the USDA has unveiled the much-anticipated new food pyramid.  This version retains the shape but little else has been retained from the old design.  The original one-size-fits-all concept has been replaced with a visual symbol and a food guidance system.  The consensus among professionals is that the revamped Food Pyramid seems to have taken one step forward and two steps back.  Two improvements have been made to MyPyramid, as the new version is known:  getting daily physical activity exercise, which is prominently featured by a stick figure climbing up steps on the pyramid; and, individual needs vary, which is addressed by 12 pyramids at different calorie levels.    

“The exercise part is a good step forward, but where's the food?” asks Dr. Marion Nestle, professor of nutrition at New York University.  “The pyramid says nothing about what not to eat.”   Vertical bands represent the food groups instead of the building blocks but there is no text to explain the color-coded bars.  For any understanding, one must have a computer with online access.  This is likely to limit its practicality for many Americans who are in need of dietary advise.  Provided the technology hurdle is overcome, a person must have both the time and a high degree of motivation to navigate the food guidance system.  It is possible to obtain a quick estimate of the types and quantity of foods needed, or a more in-depth assessment is available.

Both changes are aimed at highlighting the importance of balancing the calories consumed with the physical energy expended.  Individual needs are based on age, gender and activity level.  If the goal of the food pyramid is to direct individuals to eat a healthier diet and to promote weight management,  the net result falls short.    


“Like any nutrition plan, it is going to take some effort and time to sift through the information and make lifestyle improvements. MyPyramid provides the tools but individuals must have the desire to take advantage of the information,” admits Lona Sandon American Dietetic Association spokesperson and assistant professor at University of Texas at Dallas.  She remains optimistic that this new pyramid offers a model, hands-on approach for those who are in interested in getting a lot of information.  Admittedly, it does take time to navigate the web site and the person has to be highly motivated to get the most out of the tools but like any plan that aims to promote a healthy lifestyle, it requires personal commitment.  One must navigate the interactive web site (www.mypyramid.gov) in order to learn what the pyramid represents.     


While it may seem progressive to rely on an interactive program, it is presumptuous to expect that the majority of Americans have easy access to the internet and can make sense of the options presented in a way that is both practical and useful without the help of a nutrition professional.  It may be that in trying to make the pyramid more accessible, the result is an oversimplified picture that provides little useful information.  


Given years of hype about bad fats and evil carbs, one area of agreement is the need to focus on total calories consumed.  Individuals must learn the fundamental need to balance the amount of calories eaten with their level of physical activity.  The new food plan attempts to draw attention to this concept but falls.

Lost in Translation

 
Oddly, the USDA food guidance system fails to address the chief health concern -- the rising rate of obesity – by ignoring the parameters of height and weight into making calorie recommendations.  Minimum amounts of health-promoting foods are suggested rather than identifying the most beneficial selections for overall health. 


“Unfortunately, the progress gained in the most recent edition of the Dietary Guidelines have been lost in the new food pyramid,” says Dr.Walter Willett, professor of medicine at Harvard Medical School.  Most troubling, the USDA assessment tool provides calculations for portions that are too precise to have any meaning, and are very likely to be off by as much as 200-500 calories a day, which could mean a sizable weight gain for many individuals who try to follow the plan accurately.


“While it is good to see the old pyramid gone, the new pyramid conveys nothing,” says Dr. Willett.  The food plans perpetuate the message that there are no good or bad foods, essentially missing a golden opportunity to educate interested individuals about making healthier food choices.  In 2002, Dr. Willett proposed an alternative food pyramid based on the best available scientific evidence on how diet influences health.  In effect, the Harvard pyramid emphasizing eating an abundance of whole grains, fruits and vegetables, while sharply restricting red meat and refined grains, and choosing unsaturated fats.  Anyone who is serious about learning to make healthy food choices is better off seeking sound advise from other sources and avoiding www.MyPyramid.gov. 
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