Preventive Medicine Column

June 5, 2009

Chewing (through a recession) on the Value of Food

I don’t watch a lot of TV, but even so, crammed into every bit of television viewing I do- I see a lot of commercials- peddling the very foods I would generally advise my patients (and you) to avoid: sugary, salty, creamy, high-calorie, oversized concoctions.  The most consistent message unifying this barrage of marketing is that more is good, bigger is better.  Prominent of late has been a hamburger that can’t fit through doorways, and competition among the makers of subs for which can most closely approximate the size of an actual submarine.

For this message to get such play and keep so many on Madison Avenue gainfully employed, it must make sense, right?  


Wrong.  Even in a recession, bigger is not necessarily better.  We all care about value, now more than ever.  But when it comes to food, we are measuring value all wrong.

For most people throughout most of human history to date, calories have been relatively scarce and hard to get, and physical activity unavoidable.  We have only recently devised a modern world in which our schedules and technology make physical activity scarce and hard to get, and calories essentially unavoidable.

In the world the way it used to be, maximizing calories per dollar (or effort) spent was a good measure of the value of food, since calories were in rate-limiting supply in the struggle to survive.  In this modern world of epidemic obesity, afloat in a sea of calories and labor saving technology, maximizing calories per dollar spent is simply a formula for minimizing the costs in dollars and time of getting fat and sick!  This is not a measure of value, and is, in fact, an obsolete metric; a cultural anachronism.  

Value is much on everyone's mind during this economic downturn.  So it's important we know what it means, and how to measure it!  If we measure it wrong, we get bad results- such as oversized servings of the very foods most likely to speed us and our children toward chronic disease, and increased health care costs into the bargain.  If that's what we're asking for, the food industry seems more than happy to give it to us.
We have a very consistent and compelling body of science accumulating for nearly two decades to show that diet is on the short list of factors mediating our vulnerability to both chronic disease, and premature death.  Eating too much of all the wrong foods significantly increases our risk for obesity, diabetes, heart disease, stroke, and cancer- and of dying too young from these and other maladies.  Eating well, along with being reasonably active and avoiding tobacco, can reduce the overall risk for chronic disease and premature death by as much as 80%.


The all-you-can-eat buffet was a bargain when money tended to run out before we got all the calories we needed; now, poverty is much more frequently associated with an increased risk of obesity than with hunger.  In an age of epidemic obesity, the all-you-can-eat buffet and super-sized hamburger is no longer a bargain.  Admonishing children to clean their plates made sense when there was a reasonable risk those plates might not be filled tomorrow; in an age of epidemic childhood obesity, it no longer makes sense.  As for those starving kids in China –well, pediatric obesity has become epidemic in China, too!  Schools should help fight childhood obesity, yes- but they shouldn’t hold bake sales to raise the requisite funds!  When culture fails to keep up with the world the way it is, it can get awfully silly.

Raising the number of calories per dollar simply reduces the cost of achieving outcomes no one wants.  In fact, most people saving money on their way toward obesity will gladly spend a fortune to lose the weight that they gained so inexpensively- we have a multi-billion dollar weight loss industry to prove it!
We have means of measuring the overall nutritional quality of food (see, for instance, www.nuval.com) and comparing that measure as we compare cost.  And we also have precedent for changing our minds about, and our measures of, what matters: whereas off-road capability, time to 60mph, or top speed might be sellable features of a car under some circumstances, in this age of global warming and financial caution, fuel economy matters more!  The measure of what matters should match the matters of the moment.
The true measure of food value in the modern age is NUTRITION per dollar.  If we maximize the nutrition we get per dollar spent, we minimize the cost of vitality.  

We all need to eat, and we all want value.  But bigger is not the right measure of it.  It’s time to wake up, smell the Slim Fast, and catch our measure of food value up to the current reality. 
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