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Figure 1. USDA officials withdrew the Eating Right Pyramid from press under
protest from certain food producer groups who disapproved of the location of their
products in its design. '




Dietary Advice for the 1990s:
The Political History
of the Food Guide Pyramid

In April 1991, Edward R. Madigan, the
recently appointed Secretary of the
United States Department of Agriculture
(USDA), announced that he was halting
production of the USDA’s forthcoming
consumer guide to healthy diets, the Eat-
ing Right Pyramid (fig. 1), because it
was “confusing o children.”! Observers
familiar with the long history of research
associated with the guide objected that
his action was instead a direct response
to complaints by meat and dairy lobbies
that the Pyramid graphic had “stigma-
tized” their products.2 One vear later,
after spending nearly a million dollars on
further research, the USDA released a
new Pyramid guide that differed from
the original only in minor details that
were more acceptable to food produc-
ers.

‘The Pyramid was unusual in that no
previous dietary guidance materials had
been subjected to so much public scru-
tiny.” The press was involved in the
Pyramid controversy from its inception,
and reporters wrote about it repeatedly.
Although most of their stories focused
on the conflict of interest created by the

dual USDA mandates to protect Ameri-
can agricultural interests and to advise
the public about food choices, some crit-
ics used the incident to iltustrate an issue
of much broader public concern—the
undue influence of lobbyists in federal
policy decisions. For more than a year,
the Pyramid remained front-page news.
To explain how a pictorial representa-
tion of dietary advice could so capture,
press attention, and how that attention
contributed to resolution of the issues,
this essay reviews the history of the de-
velopment of the Pyramid food guide,
traces the events that led to its with-
drawal and later publication, and
suggests reasons why suppression of di-
etary advice came to represent more
compelling public concerns about the
nature of representative democracy.

USDA Food Guides

The antecedents of the Pyramid contro-
versy can be traced to the two roles
assigned to the USDA when it was created
in 1862—to promote a sufficient and reli-
able food supply and to advise the public
about subjects related to agriculture.” The

by Marion Nestle
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roles were viewed as complementary
because consumption of a greater vari-
ety of foods would be expected to
improve health.

In 1916, the USDA began to publish
guides in order to help the public select
more nutritious diets. In a pattern that
has continued to the present, the earliest
recommendations grouped foods of
similar nutrient content into such broad
categoties as cereals and meats. Overthe
years, the USDA issued many pamphlets
based on nutrient content, all emphasiz-
ing the need to consume foods from
“protective” groups—ranging in number
from five to twelve—in order o prevent
deficiencies of essential nutrients.”

In the early 1950s, the USDA nar-
rowed the guide to four basic
groups—-—milk, meats, vegetables and
fruits, and breads and cereals. That
guide, popularly known as the Basic
Four (fig. 2), remained the basis of USDA
nutrition education policy for the next
twenty years.

The Basic Four was the first guide 1o
specify the number and size of servings,
and it was also innovative in another
respect. During its preparation, in an
attempt to achieve consensus on the
food categories, USDA nutritionists sent
the guide to food industry and commod-
ity groups for review. Although
representatives of meat and cereal
groups registered mild complaints about
the serving sizes and numbers, they
were generally supportive. The National
Dairy Council, capitalizing on the prom-
inent position of the milk group,
distributed its own version as a public
service. As long as the USDA was en-
couraging consumers to purchase more

MILK GROUP

Somme mitk for everyone
Chifdrea under 9. 210 3 cups
Children § 4o 12, 3 or more cups
Tegnofiers . . - « 4 or mare cups
Adults ...\ . Zormorecupt

MEAT GROUP

2 o more servings

Beef, veol, pork, Tomb,
pouliny, fiuh, egm

As ehfernates—
dry beons, dry peas, mds

¥ s of needed fo _‘eo:mpld'c meals
; ide odditional food entrgy ond other
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foods from a variety of groups, agricul-

tural producers raised no serious  Figure 2. The 1958 Basic

objections.9 Four food guide
established minimum
Diet and Chronic Disease Prevention
Producers’ attitudes changed in the
mid-1970s, however, when the focus of

prevent nutritional

prevention of diet-related chronic dis-  disease prevention.
eases—including diabetes, strokes,
coronary heart disease, and certain can-
cers. Increasing evidence linked diets
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low in starch and fiber but high in calo-
ries, fat, saturated fat, cholesterol, salt,
sugar, and alcohol, to such conditions.
In 1970, scientists announced recom-
mendations for dietary changes and
- public_policies to reduce heart disease
risks.”” The new policies called for sig-
nificant reductions in overail
consumption of fat, saturated fat, and
cholesterol to specific target levels that,
with only minor modifications, are still
recommended {o protect against coro-
nary heart disease.

By 1977, such recommendations had
encouraged the staff of the Senate Select
Committee on Nutrition and Human
Needs, under the direction of George
McGovern (Dem., 8.D.), to publish Di-
etary Goals for the United States, which
also established target levels for reduc-
tion of fat, saturated fat, and
cholesterol.!! The report further advised
Americans to increase consumption of
fruits, vegetables, whole grains, poultry,
and fish; 1© decrease consumption of
meat, eggs, butterfat, and foods high in
fat; and ro substitute nonfat for whole
milk.

Although many groups objected to
one or another of these recommenda-
tions, the advice to decrease intake of
specific foods elicited strongest protest
from the groups most affected—catle-
men and dairy and egg farmers.
Representatives of those groups de-
manded congressional hearings on the
report. Their complaints induced the
commitiee {0 revise the more controver-
sial aspects of the report and to Eublish
a second edition later that year.l

Although food producers often ex-
pressed their objections as concerns

139

about the scientific validity of diet-dis-
ease relationships, their protests were
also motivated by the economic im-
plications of dietary advice. Foods of
animal origin—meat, dairy, and eggs—
together provided nearly 45 percent of
the total fat, 60 percent of the saturated
fat, and all of the cholesterol in the
United States food supply. Thus, advice
1o consume less fat and cholesterol nec-
essarily translated into reduced intake of
animal products, By 1977, the message
was well understood by consumers, as
sales of whole milk and eggs were de-
clining. As the trends continued, and as
beef sales also began to decline, food
producer lobbying became increasingly
active in atternpts to discredit, weaken,
or eliminate federal dietary recommen-
dations.

USDA Dietary Guidance Mandate

Following publication of the 1977 Di-
etary Goals, Congress was increasingly
pressured to view disease prevention as
the key to reducing health care costs; as
a result, the USDA and the Department
of Health, Education, and Welfare
(HEW) competed for “lead agency” con-
trol in the areas of nutrition and research.
According to one observer, the conflict
was resolved in favor of the USDA when
the ailing Senator Hubert Humphrey
(Dem., Minn.) said in conference: “HEW
has avoided the area of prevention like
the plague, and it’s about time that USDA
moves in. It's going to take this aspect of
the nutrition program whether it wants
o or not.”

Thus, the 1977 Farm Bill (Public Law
95-113) specified that USDA was to as-
sume responsibility for a wide range of
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nutrition research and education activi-
ties that were shared with HEW,
including dietary advice to the general
public. In 1988, in an effort to ensure that
the two agencies issued consistent ad-
vice and spoke with “one voice” about
diet and health, the House Appropria-
tions Committee reaffirmed USDA’s lead
agency status.'® As dietary advice shifted
from “Eat more” to “Eat less,” the USDA’s
dual mandates to protect agriculural
producers and to advise the publicabout
diet created increasing levels of conflict.

Origins of the Food Guide Pyramid

To develop dietary recommendations
based on Dietary Goals but aiso accept-
able to the food industry, federal
agencies began to develop consensus
recommendations on diet and chronic
disease prevention. In 1980, the USDA
and HEW jointly published Dietary
Guidelines for Americans (fig. 3), which
consisted of general statements of fed-
eral policy for diet and chronic disease
prevention: Eat a variety of foods; main-
tain ideal weight; eat foods with
adequate starch and fiber; avoid 100
much sugar; avoid oo much sodium;
avoid too much fat, saturated fat, and
cholesterol; and if %rou drink alcohol, do
50 in moderation.”

In the early 1980s, USDA nutritionists
in the Human Nutrition: Information Ser-
vice (HNIS) identified the need to
replace the Basic Four with a well-re-
searched food guide that would specify
the numbers and sizes of food servings
consistent with the Dietary Guidelines.
As HNIS staff recalled in a later Nutrition
Today article: “There was a song con-
viction that the development process

must follow the scientific research pro-
cess . . . land} must be fully documented
and open for peer review.”

During the next three years, HNIS nu-
tritionists developed and documented
the research basis for a new food guide.
They established nutritional goals, de-
fined food groups, assigned serving
sizes, and determined the pnumber of
servings that would meet nutritional
needs yet still be low in fat, saturated fat,
and cholesterol.

HNIS staff used that information to
develop a “Food Wheel” (fig. 4) for use
in an American Red Cross course in 1984.
Sectors of the wheel were proportionate
to the number of recommended daily
servings: 6~11 grains, 24 fruits, 35 veg-
etables, 2-3 meats, and 2--3 dairy foods.
Fats, sweets, and alcohol were placed in
a narrow sector labeled “moderation.”
Food industry, representatives com-
plained that the wheel design was too
familiar and they requested changes in

_ the text in order to eliminate any sugges-
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tion that consumers should eat less of
their products. USDA staff recognized
the need for “a new, separate publica-
tion explaining the food guide and
bearing an appealing illustration that
would convey in a memorable way the
key messages of the food guide—vart-
ety, proportionality, and moderation.”
By the late 1980s, the basic elements
of the guide were well established. The
food grouping system and the numbers
and sizes of servings had been reviewed
extensively. They were used without in-
cident in several USDA publications.
More important, three comprehensive
reviews of research on diet and health
were issued in 1988 and 1989, all of
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Figure 3. The Dietary
Guidelines for Americans,
published in 1980 and
reissued in 1980,

‘constitutes current federal

policy on nutrition advice
for the general public. The
Pyramid was designed to
illustrate those guidelines.
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which identified reduction of fat as the
primary priority for dietary change. Be-
cause none of the reports elicited much
critical comment, consensus on dietary
recommendations appeared to have
.been achieved.!

Consumer Research

In 1988, HNIS contracted with a Wash-
ington, D.C., market research firm,
Porter-Novelli, to develop a text and
graphic design that would best convey
the messages of the food wheel to adults
with at least a high school education and
average income, The firm conducted
focus groups with that target audience in
order to evaluate various design options.
Research indicated that consumers pre-
ferred to see food groups displayed in an
equilateral triangle (“Pyramid™), with the
groups in ascending bands: grains and
cereals at the wide base; vegetables and
fruits above; meat and dairy foods next;
and, finally, in the narrow peak, fats and
sweets. The design appeared to convey
the key concepts: variety (multiple food
groups), proporstionality (numbers of
servings), and moderation (restrictions
on fat and sugar). As noted by one focus
group participant: “One thing the pyra-
mid idea gives you, as opposed to the
Basic Four, is trying 10 remember how
many of each—you look at it, and you
know you are supposed to eat more of
the bread and cereal and less of the
dairy. n20

Review and Clearance

During 1988 and 1989, HNIS staff
drafted the text for 2 new guide, to be
called the Eating Right Pyramid. In 1990

14%

ittt Hod G

Soces A Pattern for Daily
<o, Food Cholces
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and 1991, drafts were sent for review to
thirty-six leading nuirition experts. The
Pyramid was also presented at twenty
professional conferences and at an
equal number of media meetings. Be-
cause the lead time for textbook
publishing is long, HNIS staff met with
at least thirty publishers to arrange sub-
stitution of the Pyramid for the older
depictions. The manuscript was also
subjected to standard USDA review and
clearance procedures. It passed review
by a committee representing ten USDA
agencies and the Department of Health
and Human Services (HHS): it went on
to clear six levels of USDA policy review
and three USDA divisional reviews. The
fully approved Pyramid page boards
were sent to the printer in February 1991,
and assigned a March publication date.
Color adjustments delayed the printing,

Figure 4. USDA staff
designed the Food
Wheel for the American
Red Cross in 1984 as a
guide for
implementation of the
Dietary Guidelines.
Consumers judged it too
familiar and confusing to
communicate desired
messages about diet
and chronic disease
prevention.
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but the Pyramid was expected to be is-
sued in a press run of a million copies by
late April.21

Events of March and Aprii 1991

While the Pyramid was in press, 2
series of coincidental events led to its
withdrawal. In March, Edward R. Madi-
gan took office as Secretary of
Agriculture. An eighteen-year congress-
man from Illinois and ranking
Republican on the House Agriculture
Committee, Madigan had been encour-
aged to seek the %osition by commodity
and farm groups. 2

Wednesday, April 10. In her New
York Times “Eating Well” column, Marian
Burros reported that a Washington-
based health advocacy group, the
Physicians Committee for Responsible
Medicine, had asked the USDA to re-
place the Basic Four with new groups
that were entirely vegetarian—fruits,
grains, vegetables, and legumes—and
that meat and dairy products be included
only as minor options (fig. 5). Lest the
message be missed, the accompanying
cartoon displayed vegetables driving a
tractor over meat; a sidebar was head-
lined, “Move over Meat: Four New Food
Groups.”23 John Block, USDA Secretary
during the Ronald Reagan administra-
tion and current head of a pork industry
trade association, called the proposed
guidelines “the height of irresponsibil-
ity.” James S. Todd, identified as
executive vice president of the American
Medical Association, charged that the
“potentiaily dangerous” dietary advice
of the Physicians Committee was dis-
guising an animal rights agenda.% The

§ Wgouinos wr s o currms
by frinte A [ e cmipiane
PR A SET L o
ot o b Gien greees Seafy
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controversy focused attention on issues
related to dietary advice about animal
foods.

Thursday, April 11. Joe Crea of the
Orange County Register reported on the
forthcoming release of the Eating Right
Pyramid in a series of articles based on
interviews with Betty Peterkin, a veteran
USDA staff nutritionist. Crea compared
the Pyramid graphic to the recommen-
dations of the Physicians Comsnittee,
and quoted a representative of the Amer-
ican Dietetic Association “lamenting”
that the Physicians Commiltee recom-
mendations had appeared first, because
the Pyramid was “a far more balanced
and sensible aqaproach.”25

Saturday, April 13. Malcolm
Gladwell, a political reporter for the
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Figure 5. The widely
publicized release in April
1991 of this vegetarian
food grouping system just
prior to the publication of
the USDA Pyramid
attracted the attention of
meat and dairy producers.

(Courtesy of the
Physicians Committee for
Responsible Medicine,
Washingion, D.C.)
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Washington Post, had noticed Crea’s
story and had expanded it for the Satur-
day edition. His front-page story
featured the remarks of Joan Gussow, a
professor at Columbia University, who
praised the Pyramid. “There is no ques-
tion,” she said, “that the basic food
groups gave the impression that the
most important things were meats and
dairy products. This is a real mark of
prc;sgress."26 Wiltiarn Castelli, director of
the Framingham Heart Study, agreed. ‘1
think it's great that [USDAI is going to
suggest that we pig out on cereals and
legumes and use the other foods as a
complement,” he said. “The societies
that do that now live heaithier lives.”
Accompanyin_;g the story was the Pyra-
mid graphic.2 As luck would have it the
National Cattlemen’s Association, a meat
producer lobbying group, had been
meeting in Washington that weekend.

Monday, April 15. Cattlemen’s Asso-
ciation members were scheduled to
meet with Secretary Madigan, who had
been in office just a few weeks, on the
following Monday. According to one
USDA official, the Secretary reported
that he had learned of the Pyramid for
the first time in Saturday’s paper. “1beta
lot of you were surprised,” he reportedly
said. “I'm the Secretary of Agriculture,
and I was surprised too.”

The Cattlemen’s Association com-
plained that the Pyramid would
decrease consumption of meat. Arguing
that animal products should not be
shown near the fats and sugars, they
joined the National Milk Producers Fed-
eration in protest over the new guide.
During the next ten days, other trade
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associations joined the protest. In a letter
to Secretary Madigan, the head of the
American Meat Institute complained that
members of his group had “neither seen
the pyramid nor been consulted about
it.” He suggested that the USDA should
“reject adoption.”

Two weeks after its initial story, the
Post reported that Secretary Madigan
had announced that he was withdraw-
ing the Pyramid from publication in
order to have it tested further on
schoolchildren and low-incomne adults.
A USDA spokesperson confirmed that
“the program had been killed [but] com-
plaints of the dairy and meat incdustries
were not the primary reason for the de-
cision.” Secretary Madigan, she said,
“was concerned that the pyramid was
confusing to children.”

Alternative explanations were sug-
gested immediately, however (fig. 6). The
Post story began, “Yielding to pressure

RS

Figure 6. This political
cartoon by Lee Judge
appeared in the Kansas
City Star of April 30, 1991.
it reflected the widespread
doubt that the USDA was
either correct or sensible
in its claim that the
Pyramid was withdrawn
because further research
was needed.

(Courtesy of Lee Judge
and the Kansas City Star)
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from the meat and dairy industries” and
went on to quote a lobbyist for the Milk
Producers Federation who claimed that
“her group’s CONCErns were one of the
reasons the proposal was puEled.”31 The
article also featured experts’ comments
on the USDA conflicts of interest and
jong history of responding to agricul-
tural producers at the expense of public
health.

Support for the Pyramid

Hundreds of letters protesting the
Secretary’s actions were received from
members of the American Cancer S0Ci-
ety, the Society for Nutrition Education,
the Center for Science in the Public In-
terest, and the United Fresh Fruit and
Vegetable Association.32 The American
Medical Association passed a resolution
calling on President George Bush 1o
transfer responsibility for dietary guid-
ance from USDA 10 HHS.? In early May,
the House Committee on Government
Operatic/zns proposed a hearing on the
matter,

Press Attention

In the following months, the Pyramid
received persistent attention from the
national press. Many articles argued that
the USDA was the wrong agency to lead
the natior’s efforts in nutrition education
(fig. 7).%> The reports also were notable
for both their publication of the sup-
pressed Pyramid graphic design and
their frequent references 1o anonymous
USDA staff sources. Berween April and
October, the Pyramid graphic was pub-
lished in the Washington Post, the New
York Times (in three successive articles),
USA Today, Science, Newsweek, Time,
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and Consumer R’ey!?orts.g’6 USA Today,
noting the USDA suggestion that the Pyr-
amid might be confusing, challenged
children to propose their own symbols
for a heaithy diet. The response indi-
cated that while many children
understood the Pyramid, others did not:
more than four hundred schoolchildren
submitted drawings with alternative de-
signs.

The press attention produced at least
one evident benefit; it educated the pub-
lic, “Had it not been for the ham-handed
manner in which the pyramid was with-
drawn,” observed Marian Burros, “it
might have glided into relative obscurity.
Now everyone who follows nutrition
politics knows about it. 28 Within just a
few months, research by the Wheat
Food Council indicated that one percent
of consumers had already heard of the
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Figure 7. Political
cartoonist Mark Alan
Stamaty used the Pyramid
controversy to illustrate
the hazards of
inappropriate involvement
of Washington lobbyists
in federal policy
decisions. The cartoon
was published in the May
7, 1991, Village Voice.

(© Mark Alan Stamaty and
the Village Voice)
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Pyramid despite the fact that it had never
been released by the Uspa.¥

USDA Staff Response

Following the withdrawal, oversight
responsibility for the Pyramid was re-
moved from HNIS technical staff and
assumed by USDA political appointees.
According to one USDA official, the nu-
trition educators had been “silenced™
“The staff that produced the Food Guide
Pyramid was never allowed to speak to
the Secretary; presentations were can-
celled; and letters and phone calls to the
Cooperative Extension Service in-
structed them not to use the pyramid.”@

HNIS staff committed to the import-
ance of research as a basis for dietary
guidance were angered. As one member
recalled: “Several longtime staff mem-
bers . . . began talking of quitting or
taking early retirement, The action rein-
forced a longstanding feeling . . . that
they are ‘the Department’s poor step-
children ' suddenly persona
non-grata—out of the loop.”4!

Out of concern that the circumstances
of the Pyramid's withdrawal would dam-
age the scientific credibility of USDA
research, some staff spoke with report-

ers under conditions of anonymity. “It’s

very clear this is the effect of pressure
from the cattlemen,” said one to Burros.
“No one is going to believe us. . . . [Tlhe
cancellation of the pyramid is tzinting
everything the department is doing.”@

USDA Response

Secretary Madigan reiterated his initial
explanation for the Pyramid's with-
drawal. To the editor of the Times, he
wrote: “The pyramid symbel . . . found
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its way into the public domain prema-
turely. I didn't release it because the
pyramid was and is under review. .. . But
we should not release any symbol until
it has tested well with ourtargetaudiences,
children and the undereducated.”®

To Time magazine’s comments about
USDA’s “cozy relations” with the meat
industry, Madigan responded: “For the
record, 1 did not cancel the printing of
the new eating right pyramid symbol
because of pressure from the cattle and
dairy industries. . . . Sixty percent of this
department's 1992 budget is devoted to
nutritional programs, but no beneficiary
of any of these programs was included
in the focus groups that chose the pyra-
mid symbol.”

The Secretary's denials continued
throughout the next several months. As
he stated in a Roll Call article: “Last
April's postponement of a revised nutri-
tional symbwol, replacing the popular
‘food wheel’ that has graced the class-
rooms of America since the 1950s,
produced an avalanche of news stories
that said the Agriculture Department had
caved in to opposition from the meat
and dairy industries. That'’s simply not
tI'ue:."éi‘5

USDA’s Further Research

In July 1991, the USDA announced
that it had awarded a six-month,
$400,000 contract to Bell Associates, a
Boston consulting firm, to test the value
of the Pyramid against other graphic de-
signs; the test group would be adultsand
children participating in federal food as-
sistance programs. Because Bell
Associates was a minority-owned firm,
LISDA was able to accelerate the research
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results indicating that both the pyramid
and bowl designs effectively conveyed
the need for variety in food intake (with
composite message scores of 85 and 87,
respectively, on a scale of 1 to 100) but
that the Pyramid was significantly better
at conveying proportionality (43 v. 37)
and moderation (33 v. 27).°° The low
scores on the latter concepts indicated
considerable confusion about their
meaning. The controversy over the Bell
research was aired in the Times in late
March when Marian Burros reported
preliminary research results. Her story
was accompanied by two competing de-
signs in a composite rendition
constructed by a Times staff artist.”

The Pyramid’s Release

On April 28, 1992—one year, one day,
and $855,000 after the announcement of
its withdrawal—Secretary Madigan pro-
claimed the release of the USDA'’s Food
Guide Pyramid (fig. 9. Without apol-
ogy, he explained: “[Wle spent $855,000
on comprehensive tests to answer con-
cerns raised by commodity groups,
nutritionists and health care profession-
als. ... The results clearly indicated that
the Food Guide Pyramid was the most
effective symbol.” He continued that the
Pyramid would “not mislead [people]
into believing that some foods were
good while others were bad, or that
some foods were more important than
others.”*

The newly issued Pyramid differed
from its former version in thirty-three
ways, most of them trivial. Among them,
two are of particular interest. The term
“Fating Right” had been changed to
“Food Guide” in response to complaints
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from the Kraft Foods that the title in-
fringed on its copyrighted line of
prepared meals, and from ConAgra that
the Pyramid might give Kraft a marketing
advantage.”” In a change that pleased
food producers, the serving numbers
were moved outside the Pyramid and set
in boldface type in order to emphasize
the recommendation to consume two o
three servings of meat and dairy foods
each day.

Secretary Madigan was reported 1o
have preferred the bowl design and to
be unhappy with the decision to release
the Pyramid, but he denied having been
pressured. He stated that two USDA as-
sistant secretaries “came to me with their

Figure 9. Released in April
1992, the Food Guide
Pyramid differed from the
suppressed Eating Right
Pyramid (Figure 1) in
maostly minor respects.
The title was changed,
pictures of foods were
redrafted, and the serving
numbers were moved
outside the graphic.
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conclusions and the reasons why the
Pyramid was superior and 1 accepted
that,”?

How the agencies decided to select
the Pyramid can only be surmised. HHS,
having paid part of the research costs,
may have insisted on the outcome fa-
vored by the research. Internal
memoranda indicate concerted -insis-
tence by USDA staff and an
Interdepartmental Internal Advisory
Group on tehalf of the Pyramid. Accord-
ing to one USDA staff person: “The
political people were forced into this
decision by the internal staffers, the De-
partment of Health and Human Services,
and the professional community. ... The
political people wanted to drop it and
said it would be a one-day story, but it
just didn’t die. The research would never
have been done if it hadn’t been for the
préssure. . . . When the results came out
it was so clear cut that they could not
manipulate it.” 7 '

Asquoted ina story in Nutrition Week,
an HHS official discounted any discus-
sion of conflict, however, Although he
cited “some disagreement between HHS
and USDA, the Pyramid project involved
‘a high degree of collegiality both at the
professional staff level and the political
level”

Despite those assurances, one source
of contention between the agencies be-
came apparent. In August 1992, the
USDA released vet another version of
the Pyramid but with the agency’s name
removed from the titie. NOw called The
Food Guide Pyramid (rather than
USDIA’S), the text credited HHS for sup-
port of the graphic's development.

Conclusions

When USDA nutrition staff devised
the Pyramid, they spent several years
ensuring that its principal features—the
food groups, the serving numbers, and
the sizes—had been substantiated by re-
search, reviewed by experts, understood
by consumers, discussed at professional
meetings, and approved for publication
by the Department. Because its content
had been incorporated into the 1990 Di-
etary Guidelines and, therefore, had
become an integral component of fed-
eral dietary guidance policy, they had no
reason to believe that the new food
guide would prove controversial.

In a sense, the nutritionists’ work had
been too successful. Although the USDA
had been recommending two daily serv-
ings each of meat and dairy foods since
at least 1958, and the number of sug-
gested servings had increased from two
to three in the Pyramid, the relative num-
ber of servings of fruits, vegetables, and
grains had also increased. The Pyramid
graphic clearly reflected that shift. Nev-
ertheless, the guide might have been
released with only modest public inter-
est had the Cattlemen not been meeting
in Washington during that fateful week-
end in April 1991 Although the
Cattlemen’s projests were only the latest
in a long series of such incidents since
1977, the events they initiated proved
decidedly different from those that had
occurred previously.

Much of the difference was due 0 the
actions of nutrition professionals, both

-~ in government and in the private sector,
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who worked behind the scenes both to
strengthen the research and to bring the
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Pyramid dispute to the attention of the
press. Reporters used the incident to
highlight the conflict of interest at USDA
and to criticize the role of lobbyists in
setting federal policy. They portrayed
the Pyramid conflict as the result of a
classic dilemma in American govern-
ment: the constitutional right of food
companies to lobby in their own self
interest—even when, as in this case, that
right conflicted with the nutritional
health of the American public.

The period following the Pyramid’s
withdrawal coincided with a recession
as well as with a changing political cli-
mate. The Republican administration’s
laissez-faire attitude toward business
was becoming less popular, That shift,
which culminated in the election of a
Demaocratic President in 1992, reduced
public tolerance of a government that
favored business interests over those of
the public. In that context, the Pyramid
became a symbol of much larger issues,

For the USDA—and health profes-
sionals—the Pyramid controversy was
resolved satisfactorily. Science con-
quered politics, and the more effective
design survived. The delay and persis-
tent press repons brought the Pyramid
extraordinary publicity that may well
have been worth the extra cost.

If, as predicted by the Wall Street Jour-

nal, use of the new food guide

accelerates shifts in consumption pat-
terns “away from products high in
animal fat” and toward “further develop-
ment of low-fat products,” the struggle
over the Pgramid will have proven
worthwhile.%!
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