
U SDA is committed to helping
Americans eat more nutri-
tious diets. USDA adminis-

ters the domestic food assistance
programs which are designed, in
part, to help low-income people
meet their basic nutritional needs.
Another of USDA’s major roles is to
help people understand the relation-
ship between food and health
through sound, research-based nu-
trition education programs and in-
formation. While much evidence ex-
ists to support the contention that
poor food choices are related to a
number of health problems, evi-
dence also suggests that many peo-
ple are confused about what a nutri-
tious diet is. 

USDA spent $295 million on nu-
trition education in fiscal 1994 (table
1). To ensure that the public is re-
ceiving maximum benefits from
their tax dollars, it is important to
objectively assess program effective-
ness. USDA is taking steps to
strengthen the evaluation of its nu-
trition education efforts.

USDA Provides Dietary
Guidance...

USDA is the lead Federal depart-
ment charged with providing nutri-
tion education to the public. These
nutrition education activities are
predicated on sound nutrition re-
search. USDA traditionally has fo-
cused on research specifying normal
requirements for nutrients and de-
termining food composition and nu-
trient bioavailability. The growth in
understanding nutrient composition
of foods, human nutrient needs, and
the relationship of diet to health cor-
responds to an evolution of food
guidance information made avail-
able by USDA.

The first USDA food guide in 1916
translated the emerging science of
nutrition into national dietary rec-
ommendations. As more was
learned about nutrition and health,
vitamin and mineral requirements,
and food consumption patterns of
the population, food guides such as
the Basic Seven (1946) and the Basic
Four (1958) focused on choosing
enough of the kinds of foods needed
to provide the nutrients needed for
good health.

The evolution of USDA’s food
guidance continued with the Dietary
Guidelines for Americans in 1980. By
this time, research had begun to in-
dicate a connection between exces-
sive consumption of certain dietary
components—such as fat, saturated
fat, cholesterol—and the risk of

some chronic diseases, such as heart
disease. These guidelines, published
in cooperation with the Department
of Health and Human Services, sug-
gested directional changes in the
consumption of certain food compo-
nents—reducing intake of fat, added
sugar, sodium, and alcohol, and in-
creasing the intake of starch and
fiber.

The Dietary Guidelines have been
revised and reissued in 1985, 1990,
and 1995 based on expert review of
relevant new research. USDA has
also issued the Food Guide Pyra-
mid, a graphic presentation to help
consumers apply the Dietary Guide-
lines to make food choices for a
healthy diet. The relationship be-
tween food, nutrition, and health ex-
pressed in this guidance material
has served as a central theme in
USDA’s nutrition education and
promotion activities.

USDA’s Food and Consumer Ser-
vice (FCS) provides funds and tech-
nical assistance for a variety of nu-
trition education efforts through
programs such as the Special Sup-
plemental Nutrition Program for
Women, Infants, and Children
(WIC); the National School Lunch
Program; and the Nutrition Educa-
tion and Training Program for
school children and school foodser-
vice personnel.

The Cooperative State Research,
Education, and Extension Service
has been involved in developing
and overseeing nutrition education
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programs, including the Expanded
Food and Nutrition Education Pro-
gram (EFNEP). The program’s Ex-
tension professionals train and su-
pervise paraprofessionals to teach
food and nutrition information and
skills to low-income youth and fami-
lies with young children. The para-
professionals tailor their teaching to
individual family needs, providing
lessons on a one-to-one basis or in
small-group sessions.

...And Monitors Dietary
Status

Timely, reliable monitoring is a
preface for evaluating nutrition edu-
cation and gauging progress. Such
monitoring activities look at the
kinds and amounts of foods that
Americans consume relative to their
needs, providing data which help
identify groups at nutritional risk
and help devise strategies for im-
proving diets and the food supply.

Approximately every decade since
1936, USDA has conducted national
surveys on food consumption (the
Nationwide Food Consumption Sur-
vey). These large-scale surveys have

recently been enhanced by the Con-
tinuing Survey of Food Intakes by
Individuals (CSFII) and the Diet and
Health Knowledge Survey (DHKS).
The CSFII is a series of surveys con-
ducted in 1985, 1989-91, and 1994-96
by USDA’s Agricultural Research
Service. Although smaller in scope
than the 10-year surveys, the CSFII
provides for continuous monitoring
of the dietary status of the American
population, including the low-in-
come population, and measures di-
etary change between the 10-year
surveys. The DHKS, which is a tele-
phone follow-up to CSFII, measures
attitudes and knowledge about diet
and health among Americans.

Nutrition Education—
a Multistep Process

Nutrition education can be
viewed as a deliberate effort to im-
prove nutritional wellbeing by pro-
viding information and other types
of educational/behavioral interven-
tions. Nutrition education does not
exist in a vacuum. Rather, as de-
scribed earlier, it is based on a multi-
step process, starting with the cre-

ation of basic research and continu-
ing with monitoring activities to
identify nutrition education infor-
mation needs and appropriate target
audiences. 

The basic research and monitoring
activities aid in developing dietary
guidance materials for the general
public and specified target groups.
The nutrition education process at-
tempts to increase people’s aware-
ness, and change their attitudes,
knowledge and behavior, to enhance
health status. The ultimate goal of
nutrition education is not just im-
parting information, but rather
changing behavior.

Difficult To Evaluate
Nutrition Education

Evaluation of nutrition education
efforts provides information to poli-
cymakers and/or program practi-
tioners about the operation, imple-
mentation, or effectiveness of a pro-
gram—determining whether a
program is reaching its target popu-
lation, whether it is functioning as
planned, and whether it is having its
intended impacts.
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Table 1
USDA’s Support for Nutrition Education and Promotion Is Growing

Item 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994

Million dollars

Expanded Food and
Nutrition Education
Program 58.2 60.5 60.5 60.5 61.4

Special Supplemental
Nutrition Program for Women,
Infants, and Children
(WIC) (State nutrition
education estimate) 81.6 93.7 112.1 124.6 138.2

All other nutrition
education and promotion
activities 23.3 24.0 39.8 49.6 95.4

Total 163.1 178.2 212.4 234.7 295.0

Note: Years are fiscal years. Sources: USDA, Report on USDA Human Nutrition Research and Education Activities—A Report to
Congress, April 1994. USDA, Office of Budget and Program Analysis, June 1995.



Studies generally show that nutri-
tion education interventions pro-
duce sizable, consistent, and posi-
tive knowledge gains on the part of
program participants. However, a
1992 article in the Journal of Nutrition
Education states that 25 years of re-
search reported in that publication
conclude that nutrition knowledge
has only a small effect on people’s
dietary behavior—the small effect
perhaps due to inadequate concep-
tualization or measurement of either
the knowledge or behavior.  More
research is needed about the factors
that make people move from aware-
ness to enhanced knowledge, to a
changed attitude, and ultimately to
changes in practices and behaviors.

The results of studies looking at
the effects of nutrition education on
behavior are somewhat inconsistent.
Programs reported in the literature
as successful in producing behavior
change have the following charac-
teristics: (l) While mass media cause
participants to become more aware
of new information, interpersonal
channels (such as one-on-one or
small-group approaches) produce
more favorable behavioral out-
comes; (2) interventions lasting
more than 3 months are more suc-
cessful in producing behavioral
change than those in effect for less
time; and (3) successful interven-
tions are designed such that specific
and measurable behavioral changes
can be documented.

A key problem in evaluating nu-
trition education programs is speci-
fying outcomes. For example, to
gauge the effectiveness of a nutrition
education intervention, should you
be looking for changes in a target
population’s attitudes, knowledge,
behavior, and/or health status?  Can
you assume, for example, that a dis-
cernible change in a person’s knowl-
edge about the relationship between
diet and health will result in that
person’s making an appropriate
change in behavior?

Outcomes of a nutrition education
program vary to the degree they are
proximate or close to the interven-
tion itself, and that, in turn, has both
measurement and policy implica-
tions (fig. 1). For example, learning
curriculum-specific nutrition knowl-
edge in a classroom is an outcome
that occurs (and can be measured)
fairly soon after the intervention.
Outcomes that occur immediately
after an intervention tend to have
low policy relevance but are more
likely to show a larger effect as a re-
sult of an intervention, and are eas-
ier to make the argument that the re-
lationship is causal.

On the other hand, an outcome
such as improved health status can-
not be measured until quite some
time after the intervention is con-
ducted. It is these longer term out-
comes that have higher policy rele-
vance. For example, an improve-
ment in health status is more policy
relevant than is a change in knowl-
edge about nutrition. However,

these distant outcomes are more
likely to show only a small effect as
a result of an intervention and it is
considerably more difficult to
demonstrate a causal link with the
intervention, because many factors
also could have influenced the end
result between the time the nutrition
education program was adminis-
tered and when the measurement
was taken. If no program effects are
found for a distant outcome, this
would not necessarily mean that the
intervention was ineffective—per-
haps a longer period of time and/or
control for other factors might be
needed before improvement in a
distant outcome could be demon-
strated.

Another aspect of nutrition educa-
tion evaluation relates to the use of
cost-benefit analysis—which quanti-
fies the effects of a program and
evaluates them relative to costs. Few
cost-benefit analyses of nutrition ed-
ucation programs have been con-
ducted, no doubt attributable in part
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Figure 1
Policy-Relevant Nutrition Education Outcomes May Be Difficult 
To Link to Program

Characteristics of program outcomes

Size of Ease of
Hypothesized Policy expected demonstrating

outcomes Immediacy relevance effect causality

Receipt of
information Proximate Low Large Easy

Changed
attitudes

Changed 
behavior

Improved
nutritional
status

Improved
health
status Distant High Small Difficult

Source:  Adapted from Robert St. Pierre,“Specifying Outcomes in Nutrition Evaluation,”
Journal of Nutrition Education, Vol. 14, No. 2, 1982, pp. 49-51.



to difficulties in collecting accurate
program costs and benefit outcomes.

It is important to be aware of the
comprehensiveness as well as real-
world constraints of research design.
Recipients of a nutrition education
program, particularly under Federal
auspices, cannot always be manipu-
lated, nor can the environment be
stringently controlled in a natural
setting in order to conform to an ex-
perimental paradigm designed to
eliminate extraneous variables.

USDA’s Evaluation Efforts
Expanded

In 1991, an Ad Hoc Committee
appointed by the Human Nutrition
Board of Scientific Counselors rec-
ommended that USDA’s evaluation
activities expand beyond descriptive
and qualitative assessments to more
quantitative assessments that would
result in obtaining positive, measur-
able changes in target groups’ nutri-
tion-related knowledge, attitudes,
and/or behavior. Although there
were already some USDA evaluation
activities in existence that sought
quantitative assessments of effec-
tiveness (such as EFNEP), the com-
mittee felt these efforts needed to be
expanded. The committee cited a
number of reasons why USDA agen-
cies were not focusing more atten-
tion on quantitative/impact evalua-
tions. In some instances, evaluation
efforts were narrowly focused on
operational measures, such as the
number of clients contacted or
brochures circulated. Other limita-
tions cited were inadequate re-
sources and staff expertise in com-
munications and evaluation. The
committee suggested that to obtain
more measurable outcomes and per-
haps alleviate some of the resource/
expertise deficiencies, USDA agen-
cies work together on delivery and
evaluation of nutrition education. 

USDA is expanding its efforts to
address these concerns, resulting in
improved coordination among agen-
cies, the development of nutrition

education partnerships, and the cre-
ation of innovative interventions.

Improved Coordination

In 1994, USDA established the
Center for Nutrition Policy and Pro-
motion (CNPP) to help coordinate
USDA’s nutrition education efforts
and to improve the nutritional
health of Americans by conveying
scientific research to consumers.
CNPP has the major responsibilities
for developing and evaluating di-
etary guidance materials and tools
and for investigating techniques for
effective nutrition communication.

Nutrition Education Partnerships

USDA agencies work together in
nutrition education. Recently, FCS
and the Cooperative State Research,
Education, and Extension Service
(CSREES) collaborated on 74 State
projects for the development, deliv-
ery, and evaluation of unique com-
munity-based intensive nutrition ed-
ucation programs for needy partici-
pants in the WIC program. WIC
participants received additional nu-
trition education from Extension
personnel working in cooperation
with WIC State and local agencies.
Each State was required to perform
an evaluation of its nutrition educa-
tion effort. USDA’s Economic Re-
search Service (ERS) provided eval-
uation assistance for these State pro-
jects and will prepare a summary
evaluation of the entire project.

Another joint effort by FCS,
CSREES, and ERS is developing,
conducting, and evaluating a nutri-
tion education program designed es-
pecially for pregnant adolescents
and young mothers who participate
in the WIC program. Evaluation in-
dices include nutrition knowledge,
diet quality, and selected growth/
health measures of the targeted indi-
vidual and her infant.

Innovative Interventions

An increased emphasis in USDA
to support the development, imple-
mentation, and evaluation of innov-
ative nutrition intervention pro-
grams can be seen with other cur-
rent projects as well. For example,
FCS recently funded grants to nutri-
tion education projects to enhance
food stamp recipients’ knowledge of
nutrition and skills that contribute
to nutritionally sound diets and a
healthy lifestyle. These projects are
to be designed to provide measur-
able behavioral outcomes. FCS also
recently awarded funds to 10 orga-
nizations around the country to im-
plement nutrition education projects
within their communities. The
groups receiving the funds devel-
oped projects aimed at providing
nutrition education to participants
in USDA’s food-assistance pro-
grams. The awardees used a number
of community outlets to reach food
assistance recipients, such as grocery
stores, health fairs, and childcare
centers. USDA provided technical
assistance and will synthesize the
evaluation of the community pro-
jects.

Evaluation Efforts Will
Continue, Partnerships
Will Be Strengthened

Nutrition education is a process to
give people knowledge based on
nutrition science about the relation-
ship between diet and health, and to
help them make decisions regarding
their eating practices by applying
that knowledge to behavior. USDA
plays a leading role in developing
and implementing programs aimed
at strengthening nutrition education
efforts in the United States. Multiple
factors affect food choices, all of
which must be assessed if effective
educational approaches and nutri-
tion messages are to be developed
for all segments of the population.
Despite a number of factors that
may contribute to the difficulty in

FoodReview

44

Moving Toward Healthier Diets



evaluating nutrition education inter-
vention programs, evaluation is nec-
essary.

To help address the difficulty in
evaluating nutrition education inter-
ventions, FCS, for example, recently
sponsored a competition for grants
to develop improved methodology
and measurement instruments to
gauge nutrition education effective-
ness. The CSREES EFNEP has devel-
oped an evaluation/reporting sys-
tem that captures behavior change
as related to dietary intakes, food re-
source management, food safety,
and nutrition practices. It is a sys-
tem that is being used nationwide
by EFNEP and documents the posi-
tive impact of these programs. A
soon-to-be-released version of this
system will also be collecting perina-
tal data (such as weight gain of
mother, birth weight of infant, and
breastfeeding initiation and dura-
tion). Other features of the system
will expand its usefulness in mea-
suring impacts of food stamp family
nutrition education programs and
other nutrition education efforts in
the cooperative extension system. 

This emphasis on program evalu-
ation can only be expected to in-
crease in the future as efforts toward
providing more effective nutrition
education are coupled with con-
strained budgets. USDA has in-
creased its emphasis on quantita-
tive/impact evaluations. Innovative
techniques for reaching diverse pop-
ulation groups and rural areas are
being created, and there is more ef-

fort in improving cross-agency coor-
dination to develop enhanced evalu-
ation methodologies and educa-
tional materials. Nutrition education
in the future will undoubtedly in-
volve greater collaboration both
within USDA as well as between
USDA and other Federal depart-
ments.
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