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Introduction
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If we really are what we eat, then it’s not surprising that nutrition is so important. Creating a balanced diet is so important, that many governments have taken steps to provide information that is easy to understand and readily available. This is often found in the form of colorful graphics like food pyramids and food plates featuring different food groups and their suggested amounts or proportions.

However, these depictions are prone to flaws, some of which go all the way back to the very first pyramid, and they leave a lot of questions unanswered. Are those 2–3 recommended servings the same for an 80-pound child and a 180-pound adult? How much is in a serving? Can you eat steak, fruit salad, and baked potatoes every meal with bread as an appetizer since you include all the food groups? Butter counts as a serving of dairy, right?

The answer to all these questions can be found, but it’s scattered across various sources, including buried deep on a couple of government-run websites. That’s where this book comes in, providing answers to these questions and more in one convenient location.

The food pyramids have a long history and have been influenced by any number of factors over the years. Knowing how the food pyramids we see today came into being allows them to be utilized more effectively and sheds some light on the goals and intentions behind them. 

Modern food pyramids and food plates, however, are primarily founded in nutrition research and the science behind how the body uses different kinds of food. A good foundation in these topics goes a long way towards being able to create a balanced diet that fits your needs.

This book helps you get that foundation by taking a closer look at what makes up the foods you eat and diving into what role things like protein, vitamins, and fats play in maintaining health. 

With the rise of diet-related health concerns, understanding what goes into good nutrition is becoming increasingly important. Research has shown time and again that what we eat is closely related to our overall health, and certain parts of our diets hold greater sway over certain processes within our bodies than others. Too much of one nutrient or too little of another can have large repercussions, and there is a delicate interplay between many of the nutrients within the body.

Despite this seemingly endless complexity and intricacy, however, some simple generalizations can be made and adapted to an individual’s needs. While there is no “one-size-fits-all” approach, you can define groups with shared characteristics to provide an approximation. These broader guidelines can then be modified and adapted to specific circumstances to provide the best fit. 

This is accomplished by looking at nutrition at a very basic level, specifically at macronutrients and micronutrients, then applying the nutritional requirements to the food groups to drive decisions about how much of each is needed. While this book strives to provide more in-depth information than that provided on most graphics, it would be impossible to provide specific information for every reader’s needs, and all recommendations listed should be considered in light of your age, gender, health status, and other relevant factors. 
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Chapter 1: Nutritional Foundation—Origin of the Food Pyramid
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The food pyramid is one of the most recognizable symbols of a balanced diet and is commonly seen in elementary schools and pediatrician’s offices to start creating healthy habits early in life. So, how did this colorful design come to represent the go-to nutritional guidance? What went into deciding how much of what group was best? Let’s take a look into the history and origin of the food pyramid to find out.
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Why the Food Pyramid Was Designed
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The first food ‘pyramid’ wasn’t a pyramid–it was a circle. Originating in the US in 1943 during WWII, the Basic 7 was a diagram of seven groups of food recommended to eat each day, and it was heavily influenced by wartime shortages and rationing. This was readily adopted by many countries, though it wasn’t the most nutritionally balanced depiction.

The next iteration, and the first true food pyramid, came from Sweden in the 1970s amidst soaring inflation and rapidly rising food prices. Sweden’s National Board of Health and Welfare pulled from the Basic 7 grouping to divide foods into basic, which was essential in maintaining well-being, and supplementary, which filled in the vitamin and mineral gaps found in the basic foods. Although this provided a good foundation, it created a sense that supplementary foods could be excluded from the diet altogether, which would have resulted in various deficiencies. 

To provide a better idea of an appropriately balanced diet, Anna Britt Agnsater, a member of the Swedish grocery cooperative, created a pyramid displaying the proportions of each group. This pyramid had three tiers: grains, legumes, potatoes, and milk on the bottom tier, fruits, vegetables, and juices in the middle, and meat, fish, and non-milk dairy products on the top. 

From there, the food pyramid model was adopted in several countries. The overarching goal was to provide a quick visual guide to a balanced diet, and each country has implemented its own version of a food pyramid, though some have chosen other shapes to convey the information. 

The United States began its process in 1992, and the end result, the Food Guide Pyramid, was less than perfect. Grains and cereals were recommended as the foundation of the diet with 6–11 servings per day. Dairy and meat were separated into their own groups with a recommended 2–3 servings each per day. Fruits and vegetables fell between dairy, meat, and grains with 2–5 servings recommended. Topping the pyramid were fats, oils, and sugars with the recommendation to use them sparingly. 

[image: image]

The Food Guide Pyramid was reviewed in 1995 when there was pressure from nutritionists to update the pyramid to support better health, but few significant changes were made. A true effort to shift the recommendations to a healthy diet began with the introduction of the MyPyramid in 2005, when the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) switched the pyramid segments to the vertical plane, adjusted the proportions, and added steps to promote physical activity. While this was a step in the right direction, the vertical design made it more difficult to understand the relative proportions displayed, and it diverged from nutritionist recommendations. 

In 2011, under the guidance of then-First Lady Michelle Obama, the pyramid was changed to a plate, called MyPlate, which shifted the focus from daily servings to relative proportions per meal. It emphasized fruits and vegetables over proteins and grains and reduced portion sizes.

The United Kingdom began working on its version of a food pyramid in 1994 with “The Balance of Good Health” model of nutrition, choosing to start with plate visualization. This depiction had a plate divided into five food groups based on suggested proportions, with the fruits and vegetables group and the grains group getting one-third of the plate each and the last third being divided between meats, dairy, and fats and oils. 

In 2007, a newly named Eatwell plate was released with very few changes other than making it more appealing to the general public. This design was reviewed again in 2014 with an interest in addressing rising obesity and ensuring consistent messaging. New guidance recommended reducing sugar intake, including sugary drinks, and considered changes to recommendations for energy, iron, and fish suggested by the Scientific Advisory Committee on Nutrition (SACN). 
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Behind the Pyramid
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While both countries included specialists in their decision-making process, the US also allowed lobbyists, industry interests, and political goals to influence the final design. This significantly altered the original design submitted by a committee of nutritionists and worsened diet-related health problems over the years rather than improving them. 

Most glaringly, the original recommendation for 5–9 servings of fresh fruits and vegetables to form the base was dropped down to 2–3 servings for each group per day, and the place of honor at the bottom of the pyramid was taken by grains and cereals at over the twice the original recommendation of 3–4 servings per day. There has been a shift towards more nutritionist recommended and scientifically-backed recommendations since 2005, but it’s been a lengthy process to try to correct the original imbalance.

The UK started on the right foot, relying on evidence-based guidance from expert committees dedicated to nutrition. While they often review their Eatwell Plate and Eatwell Guide, the recommendations are only changed when there are changes to government dietary advice or significant publications reflecting new information. 

The foundation for the US’s MyPlate and the original, unadulterated food pyramid, and the UK’s Balance of Good Health and Eatwell Plate is in nutritional science. However, our knowledge of nutrition keeps advancing, and the social and cultural aspects of each country create a unique lens which this information is viewed through. 

Outside of official government depictions, researchers are incorporating the most current information to generate the most up-to-date graphics to inform the
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