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The Healthy Eating In dex (HEI), com puted on a reg u lar ba sis by the
U.S. De part ment of Ag ri cul ture (USDA), is a sum mary mea sure of
peo ple’s over all diet qual ity. The most re cent HEI re port found that
Amer i cans’ diet qual ity var ies by de mo graphic and so cio eco nomic
char ac ter is tics. Of the var i ous pop u la tion sub groups, Af ri can Amer i -
cans have a diet of par tic u larly poor qual ity. This Nu tri tion In sight ex -
am ines the diet of Af ri can Amer i cans in more depth. Data used are
from USDA’s 1994-96 Con tinuing Sur vey of Food In takes by In di vid -
uals, a na tion ally rep re sen ta tive sur vey con tain ing in for ma tion on food 
con sump tion and nu tri ent in take.

Healthy Eating In dex

The Healthy Eating In dex con sists of 10 com po nents, each rep re sent -
ing dif fer ent as pects of a health ful diet:

• Com po nents 1-5 mea sure the de gree to which a per son’s diet con -
forms to the USDA’s Food Guide Pyr a mid serv ing rec om men da tions
for the five ma jor food groups: Grains (bread, ce real, rice, and pasta),
veg e ta bles, fruits, milk (milk, yo gurt, and cheese), and meat (meat,
poul try, fish, dry beans, eggs, and nuts). 

• Com po nent 6 mea sures to tal fat con sump tion as a per cent age of to -
tal food en ergy (cal o rie) in take.

• Com po nent 7 mea sures sat u rated fat con sump tion as a per cent age of 
to tal food en ergy in take.

• Com po nent 8 mea sures to tal cho les terol in take.

• Com po nent 9 mea sures to tal so dium in take.

• Com po nent 10 mea sures va ri ety in a per son’s diet.

Each com po nent of the In dex has a max i mum score of 10 and a min i -
mum score of zero. In ter me di ate scores are com puted pro por tion ately.
High com po nent scores in di cate in takes close to rec om mended ranges
or amounts; low com po nent scores in di cate less com pli ance with rec -
om mended ranges or amounts. The max i mum over all score for the 10
com po nents com bined is 100. An HEI score above 80 im plies a
“good” diet, an HEI score be tween 51 and 80 im plies a diet that “needs 
im prove ment,” and an HEI score less than 51 im plies a “poor” diet. 

Healthy Eating In dex Score for Af ri can Amer i cans

The mean HEI score for Af ri can Amer i cans is 59, com pared with 64
for Whites and 65 for the Other ra cial group (Asian/Pa cific Is lander
Amer i cans, Amer i can In di ans, and Alas kan Na tives). Only 5 per cent
of Af ri can Amer i cans, as com pared with 11 per cent of Whites, have a
good diet (fig ure 1). Twenty-eight per cent of Af ri can Amer i cans have
a poor diet, com pared with 16 per cent of Whites and 14 per cent

Re port Card on the Diet Qual ity of Af ri can Amer i cans

Fig ure 1. Healthy Eating In dex Rat ing by Race
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Overall 59 64 65

Components

Gra ins 6.1 6.7 6.9

(18) (23) (27)

Vegetables 5.7 6.3 6.2

(29) (31) (31)

Fruits 3.5 3.9 4.4

(16) (17) (21)

Milk 4.2 5.7 4.9

(15) (27) (23)

Meat 7.0 6.4 6.8

(35) (27) (34)

Total fat 6.2 6.8 7.4

(31) (37) (42)

Satura ted fa t 6.0 6.4 7.0

(35) (40) (47)

Choles terol 7.4 8.0 7.3

(65) (72) (64)

Sodium 6.6 6.3 6.3

(39) (34) (38)

Variety 6.7 7.8 7.9

(38) (54) (57)

of the Other ra cial group. Most peo ple in all three groups have a diet
that needs im prove ment.

Af ri can Amer i cans do better on the cho les terol com po nent of the HEI
rel a tive to the other com po nents (ta ble). Their cho les terol score av er -
ages 7.4 on a scale of zero to 10. Whites and the Other ra cial group
also score well on the cho les terol com po nent. This in di cates that
Amer i cans in gen eral are heed ing the mes sage of con sum ing a low
cho les terol diet. The fruits com po nent has the low est mean score (3.5)
for Af ri can Amer i cans, and the milk com po nent, the sec ond low est
score (4.2). Af ri can Amer i cans con sume lower amounts of fruits and
milk prod ucts than oth ers. Prev a lence of lac tose in tol er ance could be
one rea son why Af ri can Amer i cans con sume less of milk prod ucts than 
oth ers. Af ri can Amer i cans score lower than other groups on the to tal
and sat u rated fat com po nents of the In dex; only 31 per cent of Af ri can
Amer i cans meet the di etary rec om men da tion for to tal fat.

Compared with Whites, Af ri can Amer i cans have a lower av er age score 
on most HEI com po nents—ex cep tions are the meat and so dium com -
po nents. The higher so dium score (in di cat ing lower so dium in take)
may be re lated to the lower grain score for Af ri can Amer i cans: many
grain prod ucts are high in so dium. Af ri can Amer i cans also have a
lower av er age score on most HEI com po nents, com pared with the
Other ra cial group. For nine of the ten HEI com po nents, fewer than 50
per cent of Af ri can Amer i cans meet the di etary rec om men da tions. For
milk, only 15 per cent of Af ri can Amer i cans meet the di etary rec om -
men da tion on a given day; for fruits, 16 per cent; and for grains, 18 per -
cent. For cho les terol, 65 per cent of Af ri can Amer i cans meet the di etary 
rec om men da tion. 

Healthy Eating In dex Score for Af ri can Amer i cans by Age/gen der

By age/gen der sub groups, Af ri can Amer i cans have lower over all HEI
scores than do Whites and the Other ra cial group (fig ure 2). The HEI
score for Af ri can Amer i can chil dren starts out slightly be low the
scores of chil dren in the two other groups: this gap wid ens as they get
older. Af ri can Amer i can chil dren age 2 to 3 have an HEI score of 72,
com pared with 74 for Whites in this age group—a 3-percent dif fer -
ence. Af ri can Amer i can chil dren age 11 to 18 have an HEI score of 57,
com pared with 62 (males) and 63 (fe males) for Whites in this age
group—about a 10-percent dif fer ence.

Af ri can Amer i can fe males and males age 19 to 50 have the low est HEI 
score (56) among all age/gen der subgroups. Whites in this age group
have av er age scores of 61 (males) and 62 (fe males). Af ri can Amer i -
cans age 51 and over have higher HEI scores than youn ger adult Af ri -
can Amer i cans. The HEI scores of these older Af ri can Amer i cans,
how ever, are lower than the scores of Whites and the Other ra cial
group age 51 and over.

Sum mary

Most Amer i cans have a diet that needs im prove ment. Af ri can Amer i -
cans are es pe cially prone to hav ing a less-than-ideal diet. This Nu tri -
tion In sight pro vides an aware ness and better un der stand ing of the
types of di etary changes needed to im prove the eat ing pat terns of Af ri -
can Amer i cans. Nu tri tion pro fes sion als may use these re sults in nu tri -
tion ed u ca tion and pro mo tion ac tiv i ties to help im prove the di etary
hab its of Af ri can Amer i cans. 

Note: For more de tails on the Healthy Eating In dex and how it is com -
puted, the reader should see: Bow man, S.A., Lino, M., Gerrior, S.A.,
Basiotis, P.P. 1998. The Healthy Eating In dex: 1994-96. U.S. De part -
ment of Ag ri cul ture, Cen ter for Nu tri tion Pol icy and Pro mo tion. 
CNPP-5. Avail able at http://www.usda.gov/cnpp.

Nu tri tion In sights is is sued in ter mit tently by the Cen ter for Nu tri tion Pol icy and Pro mo tion, an or ga ni za tion of the U.S. De part ment of 
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Con trib u tors: P. Pe ter Basiotis, Ph.D., Di rec tor, Nu tri tion Pol icy and
Anal y sis Staff, Mark Lino, Ph.D., Se nior Econ o mist and Rajen S.
Anand, Ph.D., Ex ec u tive Di rec tor. Spe cial thanks to Julia Dinkins,
Ph.D., for com ments and ed it ing.  

Healthy Eating In dex: Over all and com po nent mean scores for
peo ple, by race, 1994-96 (Per cent of peo ple meet ing the di etary
rec om men da tions for each com po nent in pa ren the ses)


