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What’s that you’re eating?  The Need to Know

As reported by the New York Times on February 16th in an article entitled “Conflict on the Menu,” the in-coming president of The Obesity Society, one Dr. David Allison, believes that the calorie-content of chain restaurant meals should be available on a need-to-know basis only, and you don’t need to know!  His argument: tell the truth about calories, and people might rebel against nutrition information, and eat badly on purpose.

I couldn’t disagree more passionately.  Neither could the Times, apparently, since the article went on to indicate that Dr. Alison’s position is mired in conflicts of interest and owes much if not all to food industry financial entanglements.  
What was not as clearly revealed in the Times' reporting is that Allison’s position would be absurd even without such conflicts.  The absurdity of it is best disclosed in an effort to generalize the argument. 
Perhaps, for example, we should hide information about toys that are choking hazards to children, for fear rebellious parents will see that as a taunt, and go out of their way to buy them otherwise.   Perhaps we might eliminate warnings on cigarette packs, for fear of actually encouraging people to smoke by daring them so brazenly. And perhaps, out of deference to both that same rebellious spirit and eco-fatigue, we should suppress information about energy and fuel efficiency for fear of inducing people to go the other way- and all buy Hummers.  
In general, the truth is a public good.  We all have both the need to know, and the right to know.  And that may be particularly true for food.  Why?  Because simplistic though it may seem, the old adage is true: we, quite literally, are what we eat.

Now of course we don’t sprout cheese doodle antennae when eating the same, but the link between our food and our bodies is almost that intimate nonetheless.  Consider that each day your body loses tens of millions of dying cells, and replaces them.  What do you replace them with?  New cells, for which the nutrients in the foods you eat are the source of raw materials.  Every day, you remake a portion of yourself directly out of what your metabolism extracts from food.

The case is even more compelling for children.  When a child grows, where do the materials come from to build those several new inches of height for him or her?  Food.  We are actually putting into our children the building blocks from which they construct more of themselves when we choose what to feed them.  The ‘junk food’ colloquialism suddenly doesn’t seem quite so innocuous, does it?

The don’t ask, don’t tell approach to calorie content on menu boards has echoes in the food industry’s treatment of nutritional truths in general.  Since the outright suppression of nutrition facts is precluded by FDA regulations that mandate both nutrition facts panels and ingredient lists on all packaged foods, we have a booming cottage industry in half-truths.  Most major food manufacturers have developed their own nutrition rating systems not only to accentuate the positive, but to ignore all else.  Such systems tell you when a product is “better for you,” but don’t say much about better-than-what, and are mum when products don’t make the grade.
Were we to apply this approach to products other than food, we might offer consumers information about higher-than-average fuel efficiency, but suppress any information about lower than average, perhaps for fear of offending those inclined toward Hummers.  But we don't suppress such information- we provide the truth across its entire native spectrum using a simple miles-per-gallon metric.  Some people buy Hummers nonetheless- perhaps because they actually need one; perhaps because frankly, Scarlet, they don't give a damn about global warming; or perhaps because they make their contributions to the ecological cause elsewhere and choose this as their signature indulgence.  But whatever the basis for their choice, it is- as it should be- an informed one.
In an effort to distinguish the imperative for truth about cars we put our bodies into, as opposed to foods we put into our bodies, I suppose one might argue that the ecological impact on the planet is everyone's concern, while personal health is personal.  But I don't quite buy that.  For one thing, with all the focus on the escalating costs of health care, it's clear that what we do to our own bodies ultimately has implications for the body politic.  
For another, nutritional ignorance is not quite the personal affair it may seem. Adults who might prefer to avoid at times disappointing truths about nutrition are making purchases for their children, too.   If the currency that pays for the bliss of ignorance is the health of children, should adults even be given the option of that line of credit?  We must at least ask why we encumber people with the facts about the fuel efficiency of their Hummers, but balk at telling them the calorie content of their hamburgers.
I adamantly oppose Dr. Allison's position.  Nor do I think that reporting just calorie content goes far enough.
We have the capacity to report simple, clear, easily understood truth about nutritional quality across its full and native spectrum; the Overall Nutrition Quality Index in which I’ve had a hand does just that (see www.onqi.com).  Just like the MPG, it's a number, not a judgment.  
Telling the truth about calories in an age of epidemic obesity is the least we can do.  We can, and in my view should, tell the truth about overall nutritional quality into the bargain.  I can even accept that this information should be available on a need to know basis only.  Who needs to know?  Everyone who eats.
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