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Abstract

With more sedentary lives and more available food, our waistlines are growing and chronic diseases related to nutrition – like
diabetes, cardiovascular disease, and some cancers – are on the rise. Our diets, although abundant, are relatively less healthy
than in the past. In the face of those trends, it is important to learn to make better choices among the multitude of food options in
the grocery stores and at meal times. The goal of this project was to create a visual guide to healthy foods to support individuals
in making better nutritional choices. The Wise Choices Food Pyramid provides additional visual guidance for an individual
wanting to select foods within a food group that would supply the most nutritional benefit. Foods in the Wise Choices Pyramid
are ranked, from left to right, within each of the food groups according to their contributions of beneficial and essential nutrients.

Work completed at: The University of Montana Rural
Institute on Disabilities

Work supported in part by Cooperative Agreement Number
R04/CCR823272-01 from the Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention (CDC).

INTRODUCTION

With more sedentary lives and more available food, our
waistlines are growing. In many nations, our diets, although
increasingly abundant, provide relatively less healthy foods.
It is important for consumers to learn to make better choices
in the face of those trends among the multitude of options in
the grocery stores and at restaurants.

More is being learned about the health-promoting properties
of some foods and food components. The goal of this project
was to create a visual guide to healthy foods to support
individuals in making better nutritional choices called The
Wise Choices Food Pyramid.

Historically in the United States and other countries, whole
foods have been categorized into food groups according to
the essential nutrients they have in common. The United
States Department of Agriculture's (USDA) MyPyramid (1)

illustrates the need for variety, moderation, and balance
contained within the basic groups of grains, vegetables,
fruits, oils, dairy, meat and beans, and discretionary calories,
which used to be called Extras.

The Dietary Guidelines for Americans(2) suggests choosing

wisely within food groups, but does not offer practical
suggestions on which foods are better choices. It refers
consumers to the MyPyramid guidance system for specific
food choices and how practically to create a healthful diet.
However, MyPyramid does not provide visual guidance for
an individual wanting to select foods within a food group
that would supply the most nutritional benefit.

We felt we could meet this challenge by showing foods
ranked within each of the food groups according to their
contributions of beneficial and essential nutrients. An
educational tool was needed to provide guidance by adding
another dimension to the USDA food guidance tools
showing specifically what the better food choices are.

The Wise Choices Food Pyramid is a tool for achieving the
Dietary Guidelines' recommendation to choose wisely within
a food group. The Wise Choices Food Pyramid is a visual
representation of commonly eaten foods ranked, based on
the most compelling scientific information currently
available on healthy diets.

METHODS

CHOOSING AND RANKING THE FOODS IN THE

The Wise Choices Food Pyramid was created using specific
recommendations for diets that prevent disease while
assuring basic dietary adequacy. Criteria for ranking the
foods within each food group came from the following
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sources:

1. First, the Dietary Guidelines for Americans (2) makes

some specific recommendations for what foods and how
much or often they should be consumed. These
recommendations are the basis for our rankings. The other
three sources used in constructing the Wise Choices Pyramid
supplement them by adding health messages to the adequacy
messages in the Dietary Guidelines.

2. The Summary of the Scientific Conference on Preventive
Nutrition: Pediatrics to Geriatrics (3) was a report and

recommendations on the food habits and dietary practices
most beneficial for preventing the four leading chronic
degenerative diseases of our time (atherosclerosis, cancer,
diabetes, and obesity) by following the Dietary Guidelines
for Americans and MyPyramid. The recommendations were
developed through collaboration between the American
Heart Association, American Cancer Society, American
Dietetic Association, American Academy of Pediatrics,
Division of Nutrition Research Coordination of the National
Institutes of Health, and American Society for Clinical
Nutrition.

3. Background on Functional Foods (4) is a publication from

the International Food Information Council Foundation
(IFIC), an education and communications foundation that is
supported primarily by food, beverage, and agricultural
industries. It maintains partnerships with organizations such
as the American Dietetic Association, the Consumer
Federation of America, and the U.S. Department of
Agriculture to develop and disseminate science based
information for the public. This document reviews the
scientific criteria used to define functional foods, or “foods
or dietary components that may provide a health benefit
beyond basic nutrition.” A chart in the Background on
Functional Foods summarizes food components, their whole
food sources, and potential benefits of many functional
foods that meet the IFIC criteria.

4. The Position of the American Dietetic Association on
Functional Food5 (5) summarizes the strength of evidence for

functional foods currently on the U.S. market.

A final criterion, nutrient density, was also included for each
food group in our pyramid. Nutrient density is defined as the
amount of essential and beneficial nutrients or food
components relative to the number of calories in the food.
For example, a slice of whole grain bread and a small
cupcake provide the same number of calories, but the bread

provides more nutrition calorie-for-calorie and thus has a
better nutrient density. A nutritionally dense diet contributes
positively to the ability to balance calories consumed with
those expended and to getting all the essential nutrients in a
relatively low-calorie diet.

Table 1 shows the criteria for including and ranking the
foods within each food group and the published bases for the
recommendations.

Figure 1

Table 1: Criteria for Including and Ranking Foods in

Approximately 20-30 food items were selected for ranking
within each food group. Only whole foods and not food
components were included in The Wise Choices Food
Pyramid. They were chosen for inclusion based on two
criteria: that they were foods shown to be commonly
consumed by Americans (6) or that they represent a larger

class of commonly eaten foods (e.g. high-sugar breakfast
cereals); and/or were foods whose consumption was being
encouraged by nutritionists as “functional foods.”

Some foods that have properties that are considered
beneficial for some subpopulations (e.g. psyllium, certain
fortified margarines, wine) were not included in The Wise
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Choices Food Pyramid because they were not eaten by a
large proportion of the general public, were not commonly
found in grocery stores, or their health effects were specific
to certain populations or disease conditions.

Photographs were taken of the selected foods, and the foods
were ranked according to how they met the criteria listed in
Table 1. Then the photographs were arranged on a
continuum of more to less healthy choices within each food
group. The geometry of the pyramid whereby the food
groups run horizontally, rather than vertically like the newer
MyPyramid, was selected based on results of focus groups
with consumers. Participants did not easily comprehend the
vertical colored bars of MyPyramid, even with standard
nutrition education explanations, and found the pyramid
shape with the Grains on the bottom and the Extras on the
top to be more intuitive.

Fruits and vegetables were combined into one food group
because the nutritional qualities that were being judged were
similar. Further, for nutrition education purposes, the
standard recommendation for consumption is nine servings
per day of fruits and vegetables combined for the 2,000
calorie reference diet. The “extras” group (Fats, Oils, &
Sweets) displayed foods in matched sets of a nutritionally
poorer choices with a healthier alternative. Potato chips were
matched with pretzels, soda pop was matched with 100%
fruit juice, and a doughnut was matched with whole grain
toast. The Wise Choices Food Pyramid is shown in Figure 1.

Figure 2

Figure 1: The Wise Choices Food Pyramid

DISCUSSION

The Wise Choices Food Pyramid is an educational tool that
supports consumers in making higher quality food choices,
thus making a more adequate and healthful diet accessible
with minimum effort. Foods are ranked within, and not
among, food groups and only comparisons within a food
group are described and displayed on The Wise Choices
Food Pyramid. The message that people need a diet varied
across the food groups is highlighted in education materials
and in text on the poster.

Like MyPyramid and the Dietary Guidelines for Americans,
The Wise Choices Food Pyramid recommendations are for
the general public over two years of age. The Wise Choices
Food Pyramid is not a therapeutic diet for any specific health
condition. Individuals with a chronic health condition should
consult with their health care provider to determine what
dietary pattern and foods are appropriate for them.

In the past, nutrition professionals have been reluctant to
rank foods based on “goodness.” It is sometimes assumed
that until there is firm scientific evidence that a ranking
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system can be agreed upon and scientifically validated,
ranking foods should not be done. It is our belief that there is
no absolute truth in ranking all foods. Therefore, a system
and criteria for ranking all foods will never pass scientific
muster.

On the other hand, food manufacturers are not reluctant to
make comparative health claims about their products.
Because there is only one voice, the typical consumer
receives only the messages from those with commercial
biases. With The Wise Choices Food Pyramid, we propose
guidance that uses the current state of the science, which
consumers can draw upon to make better dietary choices.
We recognize that it is in the consumers' best interest to get
preliminary or general health promotion education from
professionals rather than to see only food advertisements.

The Wise Choices Food Pyramid poster is packaged with
education materials that caution consumers not to be overly
confident of the exact spot on the rankings that a particular
food currently resides. The scientific knowledge is
incomplete about all the health-giving properties we get
from our food. As we learn more, we undoubtedly will learn
of nutrients and other functional properties that should be
added to the criteria for ranking. Also, the concept that all
foods have an inherent rank and that we should debate their
absolute merits, is a faulty one. We are not seeking the
ultimate truth in rankings, but rather providing public health
guidance. Certainly, some foods are “good” or “bad” for
individuals or groups. Persons who are lactose intolerant
would rank cow milk products lower, for example.

Finally, many considerations go into menu planning or
mealtime decisions, including eaters' food preferences, cost,
time to prepare, availability of foods, and special dietary
needs. When we use The Wise Choices Food Pyramid in
health promotion workshops, we introduce the concepts of
“nutritionally better choices within food groups” during
menu planning exercises. Once the menus are planned to be
nutritionally adequate and meet individuals' special dietary
needs, they can usually be improved for healthfulness by
focusing specific food choices on options from the left side
of The Wise Choices Food Pyramid.

Nutrition professionals counsel consumers that there are
many ways for them to choose a diet that contains less added
fats, trans-fats and sugars and minimize the natural saturated
fats and maximize essential nutrients. The Wise Choices
Food Pyramid helps translate that advice into real food
choices. Clearly however, because The Wise Choices Food

Pyramid displays only about 130 foods, they are not the only
options in a typical Western diet.

This visual aid to dietary choices was originally conceived
for persons who need concrete examples of healthy versus
less-healthy food choices. It can be useful for many
populations, such as adults on weight loss/maintenance
programs, children, seniors, or other individuals with newly
diagnosed health conditions or increased health awareness.
With The Wise Choices Food Pyramid we hope to provide
nutrition educators with a new tool to explain how to plan
and choose healthier food options.
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ADDITIONAL BIBLIOGRAPHY

Other adapted food pyramids for special populations or
purposes.

Functional Food Guide Pyramid from Southern Illinois
University at Carbondale
http://www.extension.uiuc.edu/~ffh/health/ff_pyramid.html

Mediterranean pyramid
http://oldwayspt.org/index.php?area=pyramid_med

Vegetarian pyramids
http://www.vrg.org/nutrition/adapyramid.htm
http://oldwayspt.org/index.php?area=pyramid_veg

Prader Willi Syndrome pyramid
http://www.pwsausa.org/syndrome/foodpyramid.htm
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Young Children's pyramid
http://www.usda.gov/cnpp/KidsPyra/

Older adults pyramid
http://nutrition.tufts.edu/consumer/pyramid.html

Native American pyramid
http://www.nal.usda.gov/fnic/Fpyr/NAmFGP.html

Hispanic/Latin American pyramids
http://www.semda.org/info/pyramid.asp?ID=27
http://oldwayspt.org/index.php?area=latin_american_diet

Asian pyramid
http://oldwayspt.org/index.php?area=pyramid_asian

Diabetes pyramid
http://www.diabetes.org/nutrition-and-recipes/nutrition/food
pyramid.jsp
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