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In our drive-through, on-the-fly, no-time-to-stop-and-think society, the packaging of everything from dieting to estate planning for “dummies” is very much in style.  So fashionable is the trend that we seem to take no offense, individually or collectively, at the aspersions cast upon our ambient intelligence.  Making use of helpful tips packaged for the cognitively challenged somehow passes for politically correct.


So be it.  In light of this, why do we tolerate an inscrutably labeled food supply even as our society succumbs ever more thoroughly to epidemic obesity, diabetes, and related illness?  With nearly 80% of adults now overweight, and children more apt to be harmed over their lifetime by the way they eat than by tobacco, drugs, and alcohol combined, the stakes could scarcely be any higher.  Why not mark a safe passage through the toxic badlands of the modern nutritional landscape?  In other words, why not recast the food supply…for dummies?


This would not be terribly difficult. For example, over recent decades, something called "the traffic light diet" has been used in numerous weight loss studies that have succeeded in achieving weight loss for as long as the intervention is maintained. Foods are labeled "green," "yellow," or "red." "Green" foods, such as vegetables, fruits, and whole grains are very high in nutrients, and relatively low in calories, and can be eaten without much concern over quantity. Foods with a "yellow" label have a more neutral balance between nutrients and calories. "Red" foods are treats, such as dessert, high in calories and relatively low in nutrient value. 


The fact that this approach has been used in research studies that have produced short-term weight loss shows it to be plausible.  The notion is not too different from the Weight Watchers point system, which similarly coaxes clients preferentially toward the nutrient-dense, calorie-dilute foods that come at the lowest cost in points.

The beneficiaries of this simple strategy should not be limited to participants in research trials or the paying clients of the weight loss industry.  A group of nutrition experts could be convened to come up with a valid, reliable nutrient index for foods as a basis for the color-coded labels. The index should take into account the quantity of calories, beneficial nutrients, and potentially harmful nutrients such as trans fat, in a serving of any given food.  On the basis of this objective “nutrient index,” foods in the supermarket could be clearly stamped with a green, yellow, or red label. 

As some categories of foods, such as vegetables at the one extreme and chocolate candies at the other, would likely all be labeled with the same color, it could well prove useful to provide additional guidance within food categories.  So, for example, the most nutritious vegetables (broccoli comes to mind) could have an "A" superimposed on a green circle, those of average nutritional value a "B," and the least nutritious (e.g., iceberg lettuce) a "C." The same would apply at the other end of the spectrum; dark chocolate deserves a red “A” for its high content of fiber, magnesium, and antioxidants, and the fact that the fat it contains does not raise cholesterol levels.  Milk chocolate has opposite characteristics, and would warrant a “C.”

That’s it.  Green, yellow, red; A, B, C.  The food supply, for dummies, as promised.  

This is urgently needed.  No matter how many facts the FDA requires food companies to report on nutrition labels, the opportunities for deception abound.  For example, right where one fruit juice label helpfully indicates that it is “100%” juice, a competitor that is mostly a mix of sugar and dyes boasts that it, too, provides “100%,” and in fine print, “…of a day’s supply of vitamin C.”  Only an all-encompassing food label for dummies would serve to trump the many marketing deceptions employed by the food industry.

Simply choosing mostly nutritious foods, and making the best choices in each food category, could go a long way toward improving eating patterns and health.  Two shopping carts, filled item for item from the same food categories, could differ dramatically in their content of everything from fiber, calcium, Folate, omega-3 fatty acids, and bioflavonoids, to sodium, sugar, refined starch, trans and saturated fat, and even carcinogens.  Why shouldn’t even dummies wind up with a shopping cart filled with the good stuff?


And once the supermarket has been suitably dumbed-down, why stop there?  Restaurant meals, and in particular fast-food restaurant meals, could be similarly demystified.


In July of this year, Secretary of Health Tommy Thompson convened an obesity forum to which he invited agency leaders from his department-the Surgeon General, FDA Commissioner, and the Directors of the NIH and CDC-and 15 experts from around the country to offer recommendations for obesity control.  I was privileged to be among them, and to suggest this system then.  But there will be political capital at stake, as no food company will be keen to see red labels on their products.  That’s where we come in.


Collectively, we-countless “dummies” who would actually prefer not being duped into feeding our children junk-are a political force to be reckoned with.  We’ve applied our unified might before in fighting tobacco and have moved, if not mountains, at least cowboys and camels.  We should certainly be up to the task of demanding a clearly marked trail to safety through the hazards of our unnecessarily confusing food supply.
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