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Perspective: Challenges and Controversial Issues in
the Dietary Guidelines for Americans, 1980-2015

Marion Nestle
Department of Nutrition and Food Studies, New York University, New York, NY

Since 1980, every edition of the Dietary Guidelines for Americans (DGAs) has recommended increased consumption of fruits, vegetables, and
whole grains, but reduced consumption of saturated fat, sugars, and sodium and, therefore, their primary food sources. Every edition has generated
controversy, mainly from producers of foods affected by “eat less” recommendations, particularly meat. Objections to the 2015 DGAs focused on
environmental as well as scientific issues, but also on purported conflicts of interest among members of the Dietary Guidelines Advisory Committee.
On this basis, critics induced Congress to authorize the National Academy of Medicine (NAM) to review the process of drawing up the guidelines.
The NAM's 2017 reports should strengthen the process, but as long as science continues to support advice to reduce consumption of targeted

foods, the guidelines will continue to elicit political controversy. Adv Nutr 2018;9:148-150.
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Introduction

The USDA and the US Department of Health and Human
Services (HHS) have issued Dietary Guidelines for Ameri-
cans (DGAs) every 5 y since 1980. Because the DGAs in-
fluence federal nutrition policy and can affect sales of tar-
geted foods and beverages, they are of intense interest to the
food industry (1). The producers of foods high in saturated
fat, sugars, and sodium lobby relentlessly against guidelines
suggesting that the intake of meat should be reduced, for ex-
ample. In response to industry pressures, the 1980 guide-
lines addressed meat intake only indirectly; they advised
Americans to “avoid too much fat, saturated fat, and choles-
terol” (2).

Perspectives articles allow authors to take a position on a topic of current major importance or
controversy in the field of nutrition. As such, these articles could include statements based on
author opinions or points of view. Opinions expressed in Perspectives articles are those of the
author and are not attributable to the funder(s) or the sponsor(s) or the publisher, Editor, or
Editorial Board of Advances in Nutrition. Individuals with different positions on the topic of a
Perspective are invited to submit their comments in the form of a Perspectives article orin a
Letter to the Editor.
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The National Academies of Science’s Food and Nutrition
Board also objected to the meat recommendation, ostensibly
on scientific grounds. It argued that evidence was insufficient
to recommend restrictions on fat or cholesterol for healthy
people (3). In turn, critics of the Food and Nutrition Board’s
statement charged that its authors had financial ties to the
meat, dairy, and egg industries that biased their interpreta-
tion of the science (4).

Since then, subsequent guidelines have continued to elicit
controversy over their effects on the food industry, scien-
tific quality, focus on nutrients rather than foods, use of eu-
phemisms (“choose” instead of “eat less”), conflicts of inter-
est among Dietary Guidelines Advisory Committee (DGAC)
members, and the process itself (1). The 2015 DGAs resolved
some of these issues by focusing on patterns of healthy eating,
but generated political arguments about issues of sustainabil-
ity, cholesterol, and conflicts of interest.

The Process

When I was on the DGAC in 1995, our committee reviewed
the research, wrote the research report, and also wrote the
actual DGAs. Since 2005, however, the DGAC writes the re-
search report, but the agencies (the USDA and HHS) now
write the DGAs, separating the science from the actual guide-
lines and making the process more political. The develop-
ment of the 2015 DGAC’s 571-page scientific report was en-
tirely transparent; all of the committee’s decisions and actions
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were posted online. However, the process by which the USDA
and HHS condensed that report into the 144-page DGAs is a
mystery. Although the agencies sent an early draft to outside
reviewers (of which I was one), they offered no explanation
of how they arrived at their final decisions.

Sustainability

The 2015 DGAC, recognizing the importance of linking agri-
cultural policy to nutrition policy, concluded that “A diet
higher in plant-based foods, such as vegetables, fruits, whole
grains, legumes, nuts, and seeds, and lower in calories and
animal-based foods is more health promoting and associated
with less environmental impact than is the current US diet.”
On this basis, it recommended that dietary patterns be “lower
in red and processed meat” (5).

The beef industry raised strong objections (6). USDA Sec-
retary Tom Vilsack responded by comparing members of the
DGAC to unruly children (7), and assuring the beef indus-
try that “sustainability issues fall outside the scope of the
dietary guidelines” (8). The beef industry induced 30 sena-
tors to complain to the USDA and HHS that the guidelines
were anti-meat (9). The House Appropriations Committee
directed Secretary Vilsack to insist that the DGAC focus on
nutrient recommendations and not pursue an environmen-
tal agenda (10). Late in 2015, the secretaries of the USDA
and HHS issued a joint statement: “we do not believe that the
2015 DGAs are the appropriate vehicle for this important pol-
icy conversation about sustainability” (11). Indeed, the 2015
DGAs do not mention the word “sustainability,” nor do they
directly call for less meat, despite the citation in the text of
strong evidence for the health benefits of eating patterns that
contain less meat and processed meats (12).

The Cholesterol Nonrecommendation
Previous DGAs recommended limiting dietary cholesterol
to 300 mg/d, an amount that translates to ~1.5 eggs/d.
The 2015 DGAC’s scientific review, however, concluded
that “available evidence shows no appreciable relationship
between consumption of dietary cholesterol and serum
cholesterol ... Cholesterol is not a nutrient of concern for
overconsumption” (5). This statement induced the Physi-
cians Committee for Responsible Medicine (PCRM), a group
advocating for plant-based diets and animal welfare, to lead
a lawsuit against the USDA and HHS arguing that elimina-
tion of the cholesterol guideline violated the Federal Advisory
Committee Act, which prohibits special interests from influ-
encing the members of federal advisory committees. The law-
suit cited evidence that the egg industry deliberately funded
research to counter the idea that eating eggs might raise
blood cholesterol levels (13). The suit also charged that sev-
eral DGAC members were biased against cholesterol because
they consulted for the egg industry, were nominated by it, or
held positions at a research center that actively sought egg-
industry funding.

Once the DGAs appeared, however, the PCRM stopped
complaining. Although the DGAs did not mention a daily
upper limit for cholesterol intake, they stated that “this

change does not suggest that dietary cholesterol is no longer
important to consider when building healthy eating patterns
... individuals should eat as little dietary cholesterol as pos-
sible while consuming a healthy eating pattern” (12). Late in
2016, the court threw out the PCRM lawsuit on the grounds
that because no legal definition of “inappropriate influence”
exists, it is impossible to know whether the egg industry ex-
erted undue influence on the DGAC (14).

Conflicts of Interest

Other groups also challenged DGAC members’ ties to the
food industry (15). In 2015, the British Medical Journal (BM])
published an article by the journalist Nina Teicholz criticizing
the DGAC for scientific weaknesses in its report and for con-
flicts of interest among its members. Teicholz, who opposes
advice to reduce meat and fat, argued that the DGAC’s rec-
ommendations were based on reviews by organizations such
as the American Heart Association and the American College
of Cardiology, which receive support from food companies
(16). Outraged, the Center for Science in the Public Interest
petitioned the BM]J for a retraction (17).

The BM] sent the Teicholz article to 2 respected academics
for review. Both agreed that Teicholz’s argument was scien-
tifically flawed and poorly documented, but advised against
retraction (18). The BM]J disclosed Teicholz’s own conflicts
of interest, and published extensive corrections to her article,
thereby confirming the Center for Science in the Public Inter-
est’s analysis (19). The reviewers also agreed that the guide-
lines” process was insufficiently rigorous, and that a review of
the DGAC’s composition, structure, and conflict-of-interest
policies was warranted.

Teicholz’s BM]J article was funded by the Arnold Foun-
dation, which also funded her pro-fat group, the Nutrition
Coalition. This group lobbied Congress and convinced it to
agree that the “entire process used to formulate and establish
the guidelines needs to be reviewed before future guidelines
are issued” and to grant $1 million to the National Academy
of Medicine for this purpose (20). The National Academy
appointed Robert Russell, professor emeritus at the Fried-
man School at Tufts University, to chair a review commit-
tee. His committee released its first report—on the DGAC
selection process—early in 2017 (21). It recommended third-
party nomination and a transparent conflict-of-interest pro-
cess for DGAC members. The second report confirmed those
recommendations and also recommended specific steps that
the USDA and HHS should take to strengthen the scien-
tific credibility of the guidelines and to make their decisions
more transparent (22). Whether the agencies will implement
these recommendations for the 2020 guidelines remains to be
seen.

By congressional fiat, the next DGAs are to appear in
2020. Even if the process of compiling the guidelines be-
comes more rigorous and transparent, committee scientists
must continue to make scientific decisions independent of
pressures from industry to weaken public health recom-
mendations and from federal agencies in thrall to indus-
try interests. DGAC scientists should continue to interpret
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the existing science as best they can, and should insist on
stating their conclusions clearly, succinctly, and unambigu-
ously, thereby making it clear that any controversies about
the DGAs are much more about politics than they are about
science.
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