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Book review

1. Introduction.  The premise of Willett’s book is that the USDA Food Pyramid is misleading and even deceptive.  The pyramid has not been updated since 1992, and does not reflect recent nutritional findings that contradict some of its dietary allowances.  Willett has developed his own food pyramid, called the Healthy Eating Pyramid, which takes exercise, weight control, alcohol intake, and good and bad fats into consideration.

2. What Can You Believe About Diet?  Willett points out that findings in nutritional studies are often later contradicted, and for this reason are not very conducive to media distribution, which sensationalizes everything.  Not only are contradictions inevitable, but studying the eating habits of human beings can be difficult.  He explains the differences between randomized trial studies, cohort studies, case-control studies, and metabolic studies
.  

3. Healthy Weight.  The chapter examines the obesity epidemic to ascertain what exactly constitutes a healthy weight.  Willett writes that there are three main determiners: how much you weigh in relation to height, your waist size, and how much weight you gain after your early twenties.  These directly influence your chances for developing diseases later in life.  He also explains the pros and cons of several popular diets, such as low-fat, high-protein diets, and points out that decreasing the number of calories you eat is not as effective as changing the source of the calories.  He advises readers who are overweight to become physically active, find a diet that works for them, and practice “defensive eating
.”

4. Surprising News About Fat.  After the late 50s, the American Heart Association stopped distinguishing between good and bad fat due to the trouble of expressing the differentiation between the two; ever since, the “fat is bad” myth has swept the country, resulting in low-fat cookies, snacks, and “fake fat” foods.  Next, Willett defines the four main forms of fat and lists their pros and cons.  He moves on to show that studies seem to indicate that a diet high in “good” fats, like omega-3 and –6 and unsaturated, decreased risks for cancer and heart disease.  Total fat in your diet is not as important as what kind of fat is in your diet.  Willett suggests avoiding trans and saturated fats as much as possible, and substituting the good fats by cooking with olive oil, for example.  Finally, he explains why “fake fats” like Olestra, Simplesse, and Oatrim fail the digestive system and pose serious health risks.

5. Carbohydrates for Better or for Worse.  Misconceptions about carbohydrates have run wild in much the same way as ideas about fats.  It turns out that what kind of carbohydrate you eat is the operative criterion, and the difference is not as simple as avoiding simple versus complex carbohydrates.  By their chemical composition, carbohydrates are essentially sugars, and in the body, they cause increases in blood glucose; however, the increasing levels of insulin (the “open up to sugar” signal) resistance can cause blood sugar to stay higher longer.  Measuring the glycemic index of foods can help avoid this reaction (he provides a brief guide to determining the GI, as well as a table showing the GI of many foods).  A solution is to make sure intact grains
 are included in your diet: look for whole grain breads and pastas, don’t eat french fries, and bake with whole-wheat flour.

6. Choose Healthier Sources of Proteins.  Protein deficiencies are unheard-of in this country because so many foods are good sources: nuts, chicken, beans.  And there is a lot of controversy over how much protein you should get.  Willett suggests trying to get most protein from vegetable sources instead of animal sources, because of the high fat content of animal products.  Willett adds that much of the hype surrounding soy as a source of protein may be unfounded, and suggests eating it only in moderation, since studies have shown contradictory results concerning soy in the diet.  He discounts its celebrated ability to help women prevent breast cancer.

7. Eat Plenty of Fruits and Vegetables.  Here is one category where Willett’s (and many other nutritionists and doctors’) recommendations allow for unrestricted, unquestioned eating.  The bulk of this chapter details what fruits and vegetables prevent what cancers and diseases, although there are other health benefits, such as decreasing the chances for a stroke, diverticulitis, cataracts, and macular degeneration.  He points out that supplements derived from fruits and vegetables cannot provide these benefits.

8. You Are What You Drink.  Beverages are often overlooked in the face of the nutritional influence of food, but because our bodies are dependent on water, what we drink is actually of great consequence to our bodies.  Your geography or weather, activity level, and type of diet can influence how much water you need, but Willett’s highest-ranking drink is clean water.  He writes that sodas and milk have little to no nutritional benefits, and instead recommends juices, coffee, and tea.  Coffee and tea can give a mild soothing effect, which is counteracted in over-dosages by caffeine-related reactions.  Alcohol, Willett writes, can be beneficial in moderation, although alcohol addiction’s undoing is well documented.

9. Calcium: No Emergency.  Despite the campaigns of the dairy industry, calcium levels in most Americans are not depleted.  Many foods other than dairy products, such as barley, kale, orange juice, and tofu provide plenty of calcium.  In fact, dairy products, or milk specifically, have side effects such as lactose intolerance and links to ovarian cancer.  Beginning an exercise program and eating one serving of leafy green vegetables a day can help keep your calcium level out of danger.

10. Take a Multivitamin for Insurance.  Thankfully, Willett points out that no multivitamin can take the place of a balanced diet and fresh sources of vitamins and minerals.  On the other hand, supplements can provide an extra dose just in case you aren’t getting enough nutrients through your diet.  Willett examines the main familiar vitamins and minerals, discusses their sources, and lists their benefits.  He emphasizes getting enough folic acid, vitamins B6, B12, D, and E.

11. Summary.  Just as the chapter title suggests, this brief chapter sums up what has already been said throughout the course of the book.  His condensed guidelines include maintaining a healthy, stable weight, replacing bad fats with good ones, substituting whole grains for refined ones, choosing healthier sources of proteins, eating plenty of fruits and veggies, alcohol in moderation, and taking a daily multivitamin.  

12. Recipes and Menus.  Before Willett lists the menus and recipes, he takes the time to address food preparation and selection.  He cautions consumers to check nutrition labels, buy quality ingredients, and eat smaller portions.  He also lists suggestions for cooking, such as instead of sautéing with butter, switch to olive or canola oils.  He even includes a “dictionary” of whole grains, such as amaranth, brown rice, couscous, spelt, and wheat berries.  Finally, he lists contact information for a number of reputable health food companies.

Critical Interpretation

     Willett’s book is a comprehensive examination concerning what dietary guidelines an informed person should follow, since the USDA recommendations have not been tailored to nutritional fact.  Willett doesn’t address why this is so, but plunges headfirst into the promotion of his own food pyramid.  It is true that the established USDA pyramid leaves several factors out of its composition, such as what body weight to maintain, how much alcohol affects the diet, and what sources the servings come from.  For example, one could easily fulfill the recommendation for six to eleven servings of grains a day by eating white bread, white pasta, and doughnuts.  The fats and oils, which comprise the top of the USDA pyramid, are labeled, “use sparingly,” but this does not presume to address what those fats and oils should be or how much is “spare” usage.  Willett corrects these inconsistencies in his Healthy Eating Pyramid.  Therefore, the main crux of this book is one, that an intelligent consumer cannot always rely upon the recommendations of organizations funded by the food industry, and two, that a light education in nutrition can help shoppers choose better foods.  The explanation of his science can sometimes be dry, but equals out in usefulness because of the many supplemental tables, graphs, and information boxes throughout each chapter.  The standard of the Harvard studies he relies upon is no doubt among the highest in the nation.

     Painfully missing from Willett’s book is a discussion of other supplements to the diet, including herbals.  While Willett briefly addresses such catchwords as antioxidants and

enzyme Q-10, he dismisses these as mostly health-food hype, even disputing the widely 

recognized benefits of soy products.  However, instead of being an indicator of Willett’s ignorance on the subject, this predisposition may instead be due to Willett’s own feelings about what the latest studies have strongly shown.  At the beginning of the book, he notes his preoccupation with “evidence.”

     While this book offers the latest findings on the diet and health relationship, it is not written as a guide to prevent chronic diseases.  It is written as a guide for healthy readers who are interested in preventing the development of those diseases, but who are not interested in gross claims or patient anecdotes.  Willett’s mild humor eases the reader along, but be prepared for large sections of unadorned exegesis.

DO:

· Eat veggies and fruits, whole, intact grains, and small portions of chicken, turkey, and fish.

· Drink plenty of water and juices.  

· Exercise regularly.

· Maintain a healthy weight; weight swings are unhealthy.

· Take a daily multivitamin.

· Differentiate between good and bad fats.

· Get protein from vegetable-based sources.

DON’T:

· Drink alcohol to excess.

· Smoke.

· Eat foods that contain “fake fats,” like Olean.

· Choose an unhealthy diet that takes daily phytonutrients for granted.

· Use multivitamins are substitutes for good diet.

� Randomized trials divide a group of volunteers into two groups, a control group and an experimental group; cohorts follow “normal” people’s eating habits for a number of years; case-controls involve a group who have a disease and a group who do not have that disease; and metabolic studies are like randomized trials, but require participants, living in wards or hospitals, to eat a pre-prepared diet.


� Some of Willett’s suggestions for this tactic are to be selective about what you eat, paying attention to nutrition information labels; eat slowly, concentrating on your eating; be creative in cooking; eat a variety of foods; and minimize temptation by keeping unhealthy snacks out of your home.


� Intact grains include many important nutrients due to their unprocessed, unrefined purity.





