
Communicating Nutrition Messages to 
Consumers: What We Know About What 

They Know…and Don’t Know

David Schmidt
President and CEO

International Food Information Council (IFIC)

Culinary Institute of America and Harvard School of  Public Health
Worlds of Healthy Flavors Leadership Retreat

Saturday, January 24, 2009



International Food Information Council (IFIC) 
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Mission: To effectively communicate science-based information 
on food safety and nutrition issues to health professionals, 
journalists, educators and government officials.  

Mission: To effectively communicate science-based information 
on health, nutrition, and food safety for the public good.  

Primarily supported by the broad-based food, beverage, and 
agricultural industries.
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General Consumer Attitudes      
Toward Health



The Majority of Consumers 
Believe They Have Control           

Over Their Health

How much control would you say you have over your o wn health? (n=1000)

Small 
amount

4%

No control
1%

Don't know
2% Great 

amount
63%

Moderate 
amount

30%
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Americans’ Top Health Concerns

What are your top three health concerns, listed in order of imp ortance to you?                 
(Unaided, Multiple Responses) (n=1000)

11%

16%

17%

24%

33%

53%

Exercise

Nutrition/Diet

Diabetes  

Cancer  

Weight  

Heart/Circulatory
Health Issues*

*Includes heart disease, 
blood pressure, 

cholesterol, and stroke

IFIC Consumer Attitudes Toward Functional Foods 200 7



43%

75%

26%

20%

66%

44%

3%

6%

10%

1%

1%

2%

1%

1%

1%
Family Health

History

Exercise

Food and
Nutrition

Great Role Moderate Role Limited Role No Role Don't Know

Consumers Feel that Nutrition 
Plays the Greatest Role in Health

To what extent does each factor play a role in main taining      
or improving overall health? (n=1000)
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The majority of Americans have made 
changes to improve the healthfulness 

of their diet in the past six months.
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57%

66%

67%

43%

34%

33%

2006

2007

2008

Yes
No

(n=1000)

Over the past six months, have you made any changes in an effort to improve 
the healthfulness of your diet?

� Significant increase from year indicated
� Significant decrease from year indicated 
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Losing weight and improving health 
are the top 2 drivers of dietary change.

Maintain my weight 

Specific health
condition

To improve my
physical health * 

To improve my
overall well-being *

To lose weight

2008 (n=669)

For which of the following reasons, if any, are you trying to improve the healthfulness of your diet?

* Modification from 2006:  “To improve my overall health” (69%) was changed to two items, including “To improve my overall well-
being” and “To improve my physical health”.

� Significant increase from year indicated
� Significant decrease from year indicated 

� ’07/’06 

� ’06 69%

69%

64%

34%

11%
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71%

35%

37%

21%

65%

40%

36%

25%

68%

31%

29%

16%

Consuming less of
a specific type of
food or beverage

Consuming more of
a specific type of

food/beverage

Eating more of a
certain food
component

Eating less of a
certain food
component

2008 (n=669)
2007 (n=660)
2006 (n=574)

Consumers are increasing and 
decreasing consumption of certain items 

to improve their diet’s healthfulness. 

Which of the following changes, if any, have you made in the past six months to 
improve the healthfulness of your diet?

� ’06 

� ’06 

� ’07
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� Significant increase from year indicated
� Significant decrease from year indicated 

� ’06

� ’06 

� ’06 
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54%

41%

29%

27%

30%

29%

33%

28%

Taste Top Influencer 
in Purchasing Decisions

How much of an impact do the following have on your decision to buy foods and beverages?

84%

70%

62%

55%

Taste

Price

Healthfulness

Convenience

� ’06 

� ’07

(n=1000)

� Significant increase from year indicated
� Significant decrease from year indicated 

� ’06 

Great impact

Some impact

� ’07� ’06 

� ’06 

� ’07



Consumer Insights:                
Calories

Functional Foods/Foods for Health
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More than half of consumers              
are trying to lose weight.
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57%

22%

17%

4% Trying to lose
Trying to maintain
Trying to gain
Not  doing anything

Which of the following best describes what you are currently doing 
regarding your weight?

2008 (n=1000)

� Significant increase from year indicated
� Significant decrease from year indicated 
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Over-
estimated

14%

CORRECT
15% Under-

estimated
42%

Did not 
Answer

29%

Majority inaccurately estimate 
daily calorie needs.

� ’07 

� ’06 

As far as you know, how many calories should a person of your 
age, weight, height, and physical activity consume per day? (n=1000)

� ’06 

� Significant increase from year indicated
� Significant decrease from year indicated 

85% 
INCORRECT
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The Majority of Consumers Agree 
that Certain Foods Have Health 
Benefits Beyond Basic Nutrition

Strongly 
disagree

8%

Somewhat 
disagree

5%

Somewhat 
agree
40%

Strongly 
agree
45%

Don't know
2%

Now a few questions about food.  Each time we use t he word “food,” we are referring to 
everything people eat, including fruits, vegetables , grains, meats, dairy, as well as 
beverages, herbs, spices and dietary supplements.  Do you disagree or agree that 
certain foods have health benefits beyond basic nut rition? (n=1000)
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A great majority of Americans            
believe that foods and beverages 

provide multiple benefits.

To what extent do you agree or disagree that some specific foods or 
beverages can provide the following benefits?

Percent  Somewhat/Strongly Agree

2008 (n=1000)

1. Improve heart health 78%

2. Improve energy or stamina 77%

3. Improve digestive health 76%

4. Improve mental performance 71%

5. Improve immune system function 71%

6. Provide a feeling of fullness 70%
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Most Americans Can Name          
a Specific Food and                

its Associated Benefit

What is the (first/second/third) food or food compo nent that comes to mind that is 
thought to have health benefits beyond basic nutrit ion?  (n=1000)  And, what type of 
health benefit (beyond basic nutrition) is that foo d component good for? (n=921)

92% can name a food and              
its associated benefit

(stable from 91% in 2005 and up from 84% in 2002, 
82% in 2000, and 77% in 1998)
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Top Ten “Functional Foods”
Named by Consumers

What is the (first/second/third) food or food compo nent that comes to mind that is 
thought to have health benefits beyond basic nutrit ion?  (n=1000)

1. Fruits and vegetables 
2. Fish, fish oil, seafood
3. Milk and other dairy products
4. Whole grains, including oats, oat bran, oatmeal
5. Fiber
6. Green tea
7. Meat, red meat, and chicken
8. Water
9. Herbs/spices
10. Nuts
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High Awareness of Some Long-
Established Diet & Health Pairs

For each of the following food components or nutrients, please tell us                             
whether you are aware that that food component or nutrient is thought                                

to provide each of the following health benefits (Split Sample).

89%

86%

81%

76%

74%

73%

72%

Calcium for the promotion of bone health
(n=503)

Fiber for maintaining a healthy digestive
system (n=497)

Vitamin D for the promotion of bone health
(n=497)

Omega-3 fatty acids for reduced risk of
heart disease (n=497)

Fiber for reduced risk of heart disease
(n=497)

Fiber for reduced risk of cancer (n=503)

Whole grains for reduced risk of heart
disease (n=503)
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37%

37%

40%

39%

41%

57%

56%

56%

53%

52%

Fiber for maintaining a healthy digestive system
(n=427)

Calcium for the promotion of bone health
(n=449)

Whole grains for reduced risk of heart disease
(n=362)

Vitamin D for the promotion of bone health
(n=403)

Antioxidants for protection against free radical
damage implicated in aging and various

chronic diseases (n=357)

Very or somewhat likely to consume Already eating for that effect

Top Food Components              
Consumed for Added Benefits

Please indicate how likely you are to begin eating each of the food components or nutrients 
for each of the health benefits in the next 12 months (Split Sample).



Where Do Consumers Get 
Health and Nutrition 

Information?



0%

0%

24%

3%

5%

10%

18%

71%

5%

36%

2%

2%

2%

36%

Teacher/Instructor

Diet/Health Book

Labels on Products

Library/Reading

Friends/Family/Self

Medical Sources

Media

Believable Sources Top Sources

Top Sources vs. Most Believable Sources   
of Health & Nutrition Information

(Unaided, multiple response): What are your top two  
or three sources of information about health and 
nutrition? (n=1000)

(Unaided, multiple response): Who or what would 
you say is the most believable source for 
information on the health benefits of food or food 
components? (n=1000)
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8%

30%

38%

48%

48%

57%

58%

65%

6%

14%

28%

44%

44%

46%

59%

66%

69%

Allergen labeling

Organic

Statements about health benefits

Brand name

Statements about nutrition benefits

Size of product

Ingredients

Nutrition Facts Panel *

Expiration date

2007
2006n/a
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* Modification from 2006: An explanation of the Nutrition Facts Panel was added in 2007, likely 
explaining the significant increase in usage.

� Significant increase from ‘06

�

�

(n=1000)
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1 - Never 2-Rarely 3-Sometimes 4-Most of the Time 5 - Always

Consumers More Frequently use 
the Nutrition Facts Panel for First-
Time Purchases
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IFIC Foundation Food & Health Survey 2006

60%

33%



27
20%15%Potassium

28%24%Calcium

39%33%Protein

39%35%Vitamins and minerals

42%43%Fiber

55%46%Number of servings per package

62%47%Carbohydrates

63%49%Serving size

50%50%Cholesterol

58%57%Calories from fat

60%58%Saturated fat

60%60%Sodium

67%63%Sugars

49%63%Trans fat

76%73%Total fat

78%73%Calories

2006 
(n=581)

2007 
(n=657)

�

�
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� Significant increase from ‘06
� Significant decrease from ‘06

�

�

�
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*Note: In 2006, those who said they used the nutrition facts panel after being prompted were allowed to answer this question. 
Here we only show those who say used the Nutrition Facts Panel unaided so as to provide a comparison with 2007.

Calories  and Total Fat Most Often Used 
on the Nutrition Facts Panel…
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� To help consumers identify 
more healthful food choices 
within categories

� To encourage the use of 
nutrition criteria in product 
development and reformulation



Why Is Communicating 
Effectively About Food and 

Health so Important?



Food 
Labels

Popular
Magazines

Media 
Images

Friends
and 

Family Gov’t
Guidelines

Food
Ads

Fad
Diet 

Gurus

Medical
Experts

TV and 
Radio 
News

Web
Sites/
Blogs

Consumer

Nutrition     
information is     
often seen as 
contradictory,     

even from 
equally     

valid    
sources . 

Consumers are 
bombarded with 
nutrition 
information 
from                     
many       
sources. 
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While the majority are interested in 
food and health information, nearly 

half feel it is confusing and conflicting.  

9%

27%

25%

28%

67%

45%

Disagree Neither Disagree Nor Agree Agree

To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statements 
regarding food and health information?

Reading or hearing 
about the relationship 

between food and health 
is of interest to me

I feel that food and 
health information is 

confusing and conflicting

2008 (n=1000)

Total does not add to 100 percent due to rounding





Findings: Who & What to Believe?

• Consumers say there is no single or clear recognized 
authority on the health benefits of good nutrition.

• IMPLICATION:  
Consumers need clear and consistent messages 

to help them ACT on what they HEAR…
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Let’s Listen to Consumers Talk about 
Nutrition and Health Information…





Questions?

schmidt@ific.org


