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These symbols show fat and 
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ats, oils, and sweets are
shown at the tip of the USDA
Food Guide Pyramid –

meaning that they are recommended for
moderate intake only.  

But they are the key ingredients in
what are known as "energy-dense, nutri-
ent-poor foods," which are widely con-
sumed by a vast number of the U.S.
population on a daily basis. In fact, it is
estimated that one-third of the U.S. popu-
lation gets 45 percent of  its daily calories
from such foods.

Diets that promote good health must
meet the need for all essential nutrients
for a given level of energy requirement,
while helping to reduce the risk of chron-
ic diseases. Reducing one’s intake of

energy-dense, nutrient-poor (EDNP)
foods is believed to be an important part
of attaining these desirable dietary goals. 

Therefore, most dietary guidance given
to the U.S. population has emphasized
moderate intake of fats, oils, and sweets. 

INCREASING OBESITY

Recent surveys show an increasing
incidence of obesity in the U.S. popula-
tion. This problem is no doubt tied to the
prevalent consumption of EDNP foods.
But undoubtedly, factors other than diet,
such as level of physical activity, are also
important in this context.

An increase in total energy intake over
the past two decades has also been
reported. Given the explosive growth of
convenience snack foods with modified
energy and fat content in the American
market, it is tempting to speculate that
part of this increase in total energy intake
may relate to changes in consumption of
foods that may be fat-modified but still
are energy-dense and nutrient-poor. 

However, relatively little has been
known about patterns of consumption of
energy-dense, nutrient-poor foods by the
U.S. population. With funding from the
USDA’s National Research Initiative (NRI)
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The research reported in this factsheet was sponsored by the Improving
Human Nutrition for Optimal Health Program of the Nutrition, Food Safety,
and Health Division of the National Research Initiative Competitive Grants
Program. To be placed on the mailing list for this publication or to receive
additional information, please contact the NRI (202/401-5022 or
NRICGP@reeusda.gov).  The factsheet also is accessible via the NRI
section of the Cooperative State Research, Education, and Extension
Service website  (http://www.reeusda.gov/nri).

The U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) prohibits discrimination in all its
programs and activities on the basis of race, color, national origin, sex,
religion, age, disability, political beliefs, sexual orientation, or marital or
family status.  (Not all prohibited bases apply to all programs.)  Persons
with disabilities who require alternative means for communication of
program information (Braille, large print, audiotape, etc.) should contact
USDA’s TARGET Center at (202) 720-2600 (voice and TDD).

To file a complaint of discrimination, write USDA, Director, Office of Civil
Rights, Room 326-W, Whitten Building, 1400 Independence Avenue, SW,
Washington, D.C. 20250-9410 or call (202) 720-5964 (voice and TDD).  USDA
is an equal opportunity provider and employer.

❖ ❖ ❖ ❖ ❖ ❖ ❖ ❖ ❖ ❖ Competitive Grants Program, researchers
at the Queens College of the City Universi-
ty of New York have been examining the
contribution of EDNP foods to the Ameri-
can diet.

IMPLICATIONS

The researchers studied the implica-
tions of EDNP food consumption on nutri-
tion, health, and compliance with dietary
guidance.

Research results showed that about 27
percent of daily energy intake comes from
EDNP foods, with alcohol providing an
additional 4 percent. 

The results also suggested that the
greater one’s intake of EDNP foods, the
less likely it is that the individual regularly
consumes food from all five food groups
(dairy, fruits, grains, meats, and vegeta-
bles). 

With increasing EDNP food consump-
tion, the intake of energy, percent energy
from fat, and saturated fat increases.
However, the relative odds of meeting the
age-sex-specific recommended intake lev-

els of protein; vitamins A, C, B-6, and B-
12; folate (folic acid); calcium; and iron
decrease. 

The researchers also found that serum
levels of HDL cholesterol; vitamins A, E, C,
and B-12; folate; and the carotenoids
decrease with increasing EDNP food
intake. Serum homocysteine (a blood
chemical that is associated to a great
degree with increased risk of heart dis-
ease) levels are positively correlated with
EDNP food intake. 

IMPACT

High-energy foods of modest nutrient
content are often consumed at the
expense of more nutrient-dense foods.
This can result in increased risk of high-
energy intake, marginal micronutrient
intake, and poor compliance with current
nutrient- and food-group-related dietary
guidance. 

The results further suggest that simpler
guidelines for including EDNP foods in
the American diet are needed to help the
public moderate its intake of these foods.
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