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The Changing American Diet and How to Stop It 

With a recent incline in obesity and health related problems in the United 

States, many look towards the American diet for answers. The leading causes of 

death in the United States are most often associated with issues from one’s diet, 

such as heart disease, stroke, some cancers, and diabetes. Both poor diet and 

inactivity lead to many health related problems we hear about today, which are 

rapidly increasing now more than ever. An increase to the diet of high fat, sugar, 

and carbohydrate, processed food, and their overconsumption, are playing a 

large role in these health related problems. The overall American diet is 

unhealthy and, without serious action to change it, health related issues and 

deaths will continue to rise rapidly.  

 The world outlook on food is shifting (or to some already has shifted) to 

whatever is fastest and cheapest. However, in the United States, “high-calorie, 

quick snacks and meals win out over meal planning, cooking at home, and 

consuming sensible portions” (Woolston). Many experts say that America’s diet 

problem stems from overconsumption of calories from calorie dense foods, too 

much food, or both. A startling 68% of Americans are considered overweight 

(having a body mass index over 25) and approximately half of those are 
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considered obese (Center for Disease Control). A problem that affects this many 

in the country, must be dealt with. 

 One significant aspect of this issue is that this is a relatively recent 

historical phenomenon. In fact, dieting to lose weight was popularized in the 19th 

century. Today, we constantly hear about different diets and how to lose weight. 

But in the past, dieting was never a major concern for people. As the obesity rate 

rises, so does the average calorie consumption (from about 2,000 calories a day 

in the 1970's to about 2,500 today). Since the 1990’s alone, the average diet has 

grown over 300 calories (Woolston). We have also increased our consumption of 

meats, sugars, and fats while not increasing our intake of fruits and vegetables. 

This is because today, processed foods, full of sugar and fat, are constantly 

surrounding us and they can become addicting for many people. 

 While the American diet has consisted of red meat, carbohydrates, and 

lacked fruits and vegetables for over 50 years, the problem today is the size of 

meals. People in the 1950’s ate with portion control, but today, many do not.   

 Another aspect to the overall American health is fitness. To be healthier, 

we need to not only change our diets, but also our activity. Many sources contain 

similar timelines on the history of diet and exercise. Many begin with primal 

times, in which humans would be constantly moving and searching for food- 

naturally getting lots of exercise. Then in continues to ancient times, in which 

many were soldiers and were required to be fit, as well as do lots of physical 

activity. In the dark ages there was a concept of “rejecting the body”, as a result 

many people would not take care of themselves. It wasn’t until the Renaissance 
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that an awareness of the body and health returned. In the 20th century up until 

today, there has been a surge of diet and exercise trends. One source says, “Yet 

despite the plethora of health and fitness methods, programs, and resources, the 

general population has never been so physically sedentary and out-of-shape” 

(Dalleck).   

 A major topic currently, is whose job it is to determine our diets. Some 

believe that the government should step in and put regulations on food to limit 

our consumption and what is sold. But others say it is entirely up to the individual 

to decide what they eat and if they want to change.  

 There has been discussion of government regulation on things that 

contribute to unhealthy diets such as sodium, sugar, fast food, and vending 

machines with high calorie snacks (especially in schools). A recent argument is 

that pressure should be on suppliers of food (restaurants and stores) to enforce 

and create healthy food habits. Some argue that as they supply a majority of 

what people eat, they should be the leaders in making a change with a significant 

impact.  

 However, those against government regulation say that this is not a “one-

size-fits-all” problem; people should be able to “find the solution that best meets 

their needs” (Marlow). Some studies have been done and have found that 

existing government regulations are not as effective as they should be, such as 

the requirement of calories counts on menus and taxes on drinks full of sugar. 

Often what happens is “people without weight problems to cut back their 

consumption, even though they are not the intended targets” (Marlow).  
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However, one of the solutions of whether or not the government should 

intervene is known as the “Nudge”. The nudge is described as follows:  

 

Effective public health regulation is all about the nudge. It's about making 

healthier options easier and cheaper to get, and asking people to reach a 

little farther for products harmful to health. More importantly, it's about 

nudging producers and distributors to increase the availability of healthier 

alternatives through market incentives: by ending subsidies and pro-rating 

taxes based on how much sugar has been added to the product. There is 

now a vast body of international research showing that such simple 

strategies are easy to implement and tangibly affect population health. 

(Schmidt)  

 

This is all about making “healthy” the easy option. People will lean towards what 

is affordable and convenient. Many do not want the government telling them what 

to or not to eat, but what can be helpful is making healthy options just as, if not 

more, available than unhealthy food is today, therefore the “nudge”.  

One thing we can do to change our diet habits is to look at what other 

countries and cultures do to stay healthy. An article from Independent discusses 

the healthiest diets around the world. The top three, the article states, is 

Mediterranean which is high in “fresh fruit and vegetables, wholegrain cereals, 

nuts, fish and dairy, and olive oil as the main source of fat”; Japanese, high in 

“certain carbohydrates, vegetables, fruits, tea, as well as fish and meat”; and 
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Nordic, which includes “Rye bread, oily fish, local fruits such as rose hip, root 

vegetables, and fermented milk and cheese”. All of these diets are high in fish, 

vegetables, fruit, and whole grains (Gander). This also means these countries’ 

causes of death are not from health related issues. Learning about what others 

do to stay healthy can encourage us to make changes without sacrificing good 

food. 

While many see changing their diet a difficult task, it doesn't have to be. 

Small changes can be eating salads, skipping high fat toppings, not eating fried 

foods, and not eating all of a meal. These are simple changes, and are great first 

steps towards changing one’s unhealthy habits (Woolston). In order to change 

our diet and health habits, we must make a cultural shift. Today, food that is 

cheap and easy to get is popular, but it is also the unhealthiest. We must learn 

what it means to eat healthy, and also make it accessible to everyone.  
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