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failing to address recent concerns that processed meats and 
sugars may be carcinogenic.6 Federal nutrition standards 
have been increasingly controversial due to such unpredict-
able inclusions and exclusions that have been implicated in 
potential interdepartmental conflicts of interest. 

Certainly, it is difficult to create definitive guidelines that 
effectively outline what a population should consume and in 
what quantities. Lifestyle, genetics, and the environment each 
play significant roles in an individual’s nutrition, and it is ulti-
mately unrealistic for the state to set practical guidelines for 
the entire country. Perhaps the “Dietary Guidelines for Amer-
icans” are doomed to be too specific for applicability, or too 
vague for significance. Nonetheless, the generalized recom-
mendations of the eighth edition seem to be more favorable. 
By emphasizing the importance of a varied diet, the USDA 
and the USDHHS are aligning with an increasingly popular 
minimalist movement in the conversation on nutrition. Pro-
lific author Michael Pollan has become famous for his seven-
word mantra: “Eat food. Not too much. Mostly plants.”7 
This kind of simplicity refrains from emphasizing exact 
values and quantities, recognizing that while scientific under-
standings change regularly, these guidelines ring remarkably 
true across time and populations.

Though the latest U.S. dietary guidelines may not res-
cue products like the KIND bar just yet, they set a precedent 
for more comprehensive views of health in policy. National 
health agencies must abandon their impractical portrayals of 
nutrients in isolation; rather, food and diets must be under-
stood holistically in terms of population lifestyles. Ultimately, 
today’s guidelines represent a bold step in this direction.
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THE WAY WE THINK ABOUT FOOD AND HEALTH 
has evolved considerably over time. Looking back on 
fad diets and nutrition guidelines from past decades 

can be almost comical; but with the release of their most 
recent recommendations, the U.S. Department of Agriculture 
(USDA) and the U.S. Department of Health and Human Ser-
vices (USDHHS) seem to have taken a new approach to food 
regulation. Whereas in the past these departments have sug-
gested specific quantities of certain nutrients and food groups, 
they are now rolling back numbers in favor of overarching 
diet trends. It is difficult to say exactly how many grams of any 
one nutrient group a person should consume in a day, but by 
promoting dietary principles like monitoring eating patterns, 
increasing the variety of food sources, and avoiding products 
with added sugar, the U.S. has built a more comprehensive 
image of food and how it plays into health.  

The eighth edition of the “Dietary Guidelines for Ameri-
cans,” released in January 2016 by the USDA and the USD-
HHS, successfully shifts away from considering nutrient 
groups in isolation and instead develop general rules, “to 
bring about lasting improvements in individual and popula-
tion health.”1 In past editions, the quinquennial recommen-
dations were laden with numbers and measurements, con-
fusing to even the most conscious eaters. While these quotas 
were intended to help set expectations for food policy, they 
were also subject to much scrutiny and were largely impracti-
cal for average Americans.2 Even when nutrition information 
is clearly labeled, it is incredibly time-consuming to calculate 
all the necessary values. Furthermore, these rigid definitions 
were problematic for certain foods. Many products that were 
commonly recognized as nutritious were deemed “unhealthy” 
under the old guidelines, discouraging consumers from pur-
chasing them and challenging the ultimate goal of the guide-
lines: to encourage healthy eating in the population. 

The KIND bar serves as a prime example of a food labeled 
as unhealthy based on the rigid conditions set by previous 
dietary guidelines. This whole-nut based product, a healthier 
alternative to many snack bars on the market, found itself 
above federal healthy food qualifications in terms of fat 
content.3 Thus, a company that was providing wholesome, 
nutritious food was penalized due to an outdated defini-
tion of health – and it was not alone. Repeatedly, companies 
attempting to offer healthy foods have come up against the 
technical definitions of health set forth by federal agencies.5 

Consequently, while the guidelines attempt to hold food pro-
ducers to a standard, they often miss the mark. Even the most 
recent guidelines, supposedly grounded in the latest scientific 
research, have been criticized in this regard, particularly for 
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