
You  Are  What  You  Eat
The plot below shows:

(1) the Nitrogen and Carbon isotopic compositions of typical foods, and  

(2) how different types of diet cause different isotopic compositions of the 
consumer’s fingernails and hair (as shown by the arrows below).

Hence, by measuring the isotopic compositions of your fingernails, we can see 
differences in the diets of visitors at the time that the fingernails were formed.  

The figure below shows the isotopic compositions of fingernails 
from visitors at the 2000 Open House. The position of each point

reflects the individual diet of the visitor (e.g., the relative amounts 
of marine fish, meat, fruits & vegetables, etc.).  

What is Your Position on the Food Web Diagram below ?
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Yellow triangles are team members

Arrows indicate the influence of various foods on isotopic composition
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Arrows indicate the influence of various foods on isotopic composition

Marine 
Fish

Corn-fed 
MeatWheat-fed 

Meat

Fruits & 
Vegetables

Dairy

Corn & 
Sugarcane

2003 OPEN HOUSE

(δ13C)

(δ
15

N
)

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

-22 -21 -20 -19 -18 -17 -16

Carbon Isotope Ratio      

N
it

ro
g

en
 Is

o
to

p
e 

R
at

io
   

 

Yellow triangles are team members

Arrows indicate the influence of various foods on isotopic composition

Marine 
Fish

Corn-fed 
MeatWheat-fed 

Meat

Fruits & 
Vegetables

Dairy

Corn & 
Sugarcane

2003 OPEN HOUSE

(δ13C)

(δ
15

N
)

,

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

-22 -21 -20 -19 -18 -17 -16

Carbon Isotope Ratio      

N
it

ro
g

en
 Is

o
to

p
e 

R
at

io
   

 

Yellow triangles are team members2000 OPEN HOUSE

(δ13C)

(δ
15

N
)

,

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

-22 -21 -20 -19 -18 -17 -16

Carbon Isotope Ratio      

N
it

ro
g

en
 Is

o
to

p
e 

R
at

io
   

 

Yellow triangles are team members2000 OPEN HOUSE

(δ13C)

(δ
15

N
)

USGS Open House 2003

“You Are What You Eat” exhibit

To see the data for YOUR FINGERNAILS plotted on the middle figure 
below, see: http://wwwrcamnl.wr.usgs.gov/isoig/projects/

Your sample number and 
the isotope ratio values 
(δ13C and δ15N): 


