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In Defense of Food Guidance
Lately, nutrition guidance systems have been getting some flak, much of it courtesy of my friend and colleague, Professor Marion Nestle at NYU.  Her criticism appeared in a recent blog for the trade journal, Supermarket News (http://supermarketnews.com/viewpoints/honeymoon-nutrition-rating-0706/index.html), and in an article in the Chicago Tribune (http://www.chicagotribune.com/features/lifestyle/chi-food-labels-jul07,0,6198708.story).  

Much of Dr. Nestle’s criticism, and that of others, is aimed at clutter.  There has been a recent proliferation of nutrition guidance systems, beginning with such front-of-pack logos as Kraft Sensible Solutions and the Pepsi Smart Spot, and now extending to the Smart Choices program developed for such manufacturers, Hannaford’s Guiding Stars, and Nutrition IQ.  This clutter, is indeed, a potential problem.  But general arguments against nutrition guidance have, in my opinion, run off the rails- and a good GPS system, or a logical argument, is required to get us back on.
My own efforts in this area –culminating in the NuVal system (www.nuval.com)- date back at least to 2003, when I was part of a small group invited to meet with then US Secretary of Health Tommy Thompson and then FDA Commissioner Mark McClellan, and offer suggestions for control of epidemic obesity and diabetes.  My suggestion was a food supply for dummies.  I knew then, as I know now, based partly on years of counseling patients, that very few people can contend with the nutrition facts on the back of the package and the marketing messages on the front, and actually make sense of it all.
Even my wife, who shops for our family, with her considerable knowledge of nutrition, constant access to me, and her PhD from Princeton (but in neuroscience, not nutrition) would come home at times from the supermarket with smoke coming out of her ears, and three loaves of bread, saying: “you want the most nutritious of these, YOU figure out which one it is!”  It really is just way too hard.

A multigrain bread may not be whole grain, for instance.  A product may say “0 grams trans fat!” on the front, but still have partially hydrogenated oil in the ingredients- because the FDA allows for rounding down.  Fat reduced peanut butter tends to be LESS nutritious overall than the original, because when removing fat, manufacturers add sugar and salt.  The front-of-pack doesn’t mention that part.
Nor does the front-of-pack tell you that less salt generally means more sugar, less sugar means more fat and salt…and so on.  Using the NuVal system, which scores foods from 1 to 100 (the higher the number, the more nutritious the food), we have found instances where a “1/3 less sugar” version of a breakfast cereal was less nutritious than the original, because improvement in one ingredient was accompanied by deterioration in five others!  
Recent coverage by the ABC News affiliate in Detroit, WXYZ, of the NuVal system launch in Meijer supermarkets noted this surprise: Kellog’s Corn Flakes score slightly LOWER than their Frosted Flakes.  Counter-intuitive, perhaps, but valid: both cereals contain added sugar, and both are comparably low in whole grain and fiber, while Corn Flakes is considerably higher in salt.

I agree that the proliferation of nutrition guidance systems is potentially confusing and to some extent detrimental in the short term. But in this capitalistic society of ours, innovation tends to play out in the marketplace, until consumers vote and the best effort 'wins.' I agree as well with Supermarket News that if there was a honeymoon period for nutrition rating systems, it should be over- it is time for cool, dispassionate analysis of what works.  In the mean time, caveat emptor.
I disagree with my friend Dr. Nestle, or anyone else who thinks that all such systems should go, as that would toss out the baby corn with the bathwater.  
Most shoppers are overwhelmed and confused and know it.  Many others who feel less overwhelmed simply don’t know what they don’t know- such as the high salt content of breakfast cereals, the high sugar content of pasta sauces, that organic doesn’t mean nutritious, that ‘natural’ doesn’t mean much, or that reduced fat, salt, or sugar does not reliably mean ‘better for you.’  In a foodscape with tens of thousands of packaged items, advice to “eat more fruits and vegetables” is like limiting directions to “go west.”  It may be the right direction, but it’s not nearly enough information.

If you want to get where you’re going and don’t have expert knowledge of the route, a map is an excellent idea.  A GPS system is better still.  

But I trust we can agree that a map or GPS system should be produced by objective experts in cartography and navigation, rather than by someone trying to send you to their destination rather than your own.  A map made by McDonald’s, that only showed streets where there was a McDonald’s franchise, for instance, would be a rather poor map.  
But it wouldn’t mean that map making, in general, was a bad idea.  Tools to aid navigation are a good idea, but the tools themselves may range from good to bad. Nutrition navigation tools are an excellent idea, but the tools themselves can, and do, range similarly from good to bad.  

My potential for bias is obvious, but I think NuVal is an excellent nutrition guidance tool, developed by leading nutrition and public health scientists from throughout North America, using the best available science, applied to all foods, and entirely independent of the food industry.  It is GPS for the food supply.  For a population lost and confused in the complexities of the modern foodscape, and widely prone to such ills of eating badly as obesity and diabetes, it is good guidance, badly needed.
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