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STUDY BY THE STA.FF OF THE U. S. 

General Accounting Office 

Future Of The National 
Nutrition Intelligence System 

Federal programs to achieve nutrit'on must be 
based on a variety of Information on the 
nutritional status of the population. A prop
erly designed and coordinated system can 
supply the nutrition intelligence needed. The 
United States presently does not have such a 
system but some of the infornlation is sup
plied by activities conducted by the Depart 
ments of Agriculture and Health, Education, 
and Welfare. 

Weaknesses in existing activities i~clude data 
which is often untimely, not sufficiently spe
cific geographically. omits Important popula
tion groups. and is inadequate for evaluating 
program effectiveness. Further, existing activi
ties are fragmentec among several agencies 
and not Integrated into a coordinated system. 

GAO also discusses agency actions to improve 
individual dCtivlties and to create a coordi
nated national nutrition in~<"l1igence system. 
Much work remal ns to be done This report 
describes recommendations GAO recently 
made to the Congress and Federal Depart
ments for more effective nutrition Intelli· 
gence. 
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FOREWORD 

Th~ ranid increase in United States health care costs • 
and the increasing interest in improving the nutritional 
status of Americans has made a viable nutrition intelli
gence system necessary. National health car~ costs were 
over $160 billion in 1977, with over 40 percent of that 
paid for by Federal, State, and local governments. Many 
of those billions were spent on nutrition intervention 
programs designed to improve the nutritional status 
01: certa in target groups. 

This study undertaken at the request of the Sub~om
mittee on Domestic and International Scientific Planning, 
Analysis, and Cooperation of the House Science and Technol
ogy Committee includes an overview of current u.s. programs 
whic~ provide such information as the nutritional statu~ 
of tar~et groups or geoqraphic areas, the effectiveness of 
nutrition intervention programs, and future areas of nutri
tional concern. Collectively, this is nutrition intelli
gence. GAO in earlier testimony to the Congress and reports 
to the Departments of Agriculture and Health, Education 
and Welfare commented on weaknesses in the current system, 
evaluated a jOint USDA/HEW proposal to correct those 
weaknesses, and made certain recommendations to the Congress 
and the aqencies concerning th~ joint proposal. 

We feel that this study will provide the reader with 
an understanding of what nutrition intelligence is, what 
is being done, and a view of what future developments are 
likely. Readers desiring additional information should 
refer to GAO's testimony before the Agriculture Subcommit
tee of the Senate Appropriations Committee on May 19, 1978: 
and GAD reports CED-77-S6 (March 25, 1977), CED-78-145 
(June 29, 1978), and CED-18-144 (June 29, 1978). This 
document was prepared by the Food Staff of this division. 
Jack Brock and Charles Stanley of the Food Staff: Joe 
Kernen, Ted Hrynkiw, Pete Maristch, and John McKelvey 
of the Philadelphia Regional Office: and Cliff Diehl 
of the Washington Regional Office. Any questions regarding 
its content should be addressed to Jack Brock or Bill Gahr, 
Assistant Dir~ctor, (202) 275-5525. 
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STUDY BY THE STAFF OF THE U.S. 
GENERAL ACCOUNTING OFFICE 

DIG EST 

FUTURE OF THE NATIONAL 
NUTRITION INTELLIGENCF. 
SYS'fEM 

In fiscal year 1977, health care cost the United 
States almost $163 billion with various levels 
of Government paying over 40 percent. It has 
been esti~ated that one-third of these costs 
~ight be saved through good nutrition. 

While it is not possible to measure the effect 
of poor diet in terms of human suffering, poten
tial benefits from nutrition could be enormous. 
Information given to a congressional committee 
indicated that potentially, a universal good diet 
could achieve 

--a 2S percent reduction in lives lost to 
heart disease: 

--an SO percent reduction In obesity: 

--a 20 percent reduction in the incidence 
of cancer; and 

--a 50 percent reduction in the infant 
mortality rate. 

Simply stated nutrition intelligence is 
informatio~ on the nutritional status of the 
population and its various parts. How extensive 
are nutritional imbalances? What are they? Why 
do they exist? Who is afflicted? Whele do they 
live? Without such information there is little 
rational basis for planned development and manaqe
ment of nutrition policies and programs. Further, 
there is no assurance that programs costinq 
billions work effectively and economically and 
continue in line with changing conditions. 

A properly designed and coordinated system of 
nutrition intelligence can supply the type of 
infora.ation needed, but the United States does 
not have such a system. What it does have are 
several activities conducted by the Departments 
of Agriculture and Health, Education, and Welfare 
which supply some of the information. However, 
there are weaknesses in these activities which 
limit their effectiveness as an overall system 
of nutrition intelliqence. Both Departments, 
however, have taken actions to improve their 

Iuc ~t. Upcn removll, the report 
COVI' If. should be noted hereon. 
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individual activities and, more importantly, 
create a national nutrition intelliqence 
system which coordinates activities in both 
agencles. 

Much concerted work remains to be done before 
the system is implemented. Several important 
details as to how parts of the system will 
operate have yet to be resolved. In testimony 
before ~he Congress and in letters to the 
Secretaries of the De~~rtments, GAO pointed out 
opportunities to enhance assurance that the 
Nation will have effective nutrition intelli
ge~ce. This includes a pilot study and Deer 
review activities plus congressional followup 
of the implementation process. Congressional 
involvement also includes seeing that adequate 
resources are provided for the system. 

A comprehensive system of nutrition intelli
gence shoula be designed to provide for 

--timely identification of nutritional problems 
requiring public actio~ targeted at specific 
groups or areas, 

--predicting future areas of nutritional concern, 
and 

--assessing the effectiveness of proqrams 
designed to improve nutritional well-being. 
(See D. 3.) . 

Achieving these objectives requires coordination 
of several component mechanisms which experts 
have identified as 

--assessment of the nutritional h~alth of the 
population, its subgroups and geographical 
arp-as at a point in time, 

--monitoring for significant changes in nutri
tional health over time, 

--surveillance at the community level for 
indications of specific nutrition problems 
requiring action, and 

--evaluation to assess programs designed to 
improve nutritional status or health of 
targeted groups. (See p. 4.) 

. . 
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Existinq activities 
II • .. I 

With limJ~~tions, existinq activities provide 
the f~. nanisms which generate us~ful 
information on the nutritional status of the 
population and selp~ted subgroups and on the 
effectiveness of food programs. (See po. 5-14.) 
However, the assessment and monitoring data 
often is untimely, is not sufficiently specific 
geographically, omits important population 
groups, and is inadequate for evaluatinq Drogram 
effectiveness. The surveillance mechanism has 
weaknesses in terms of population group and 
geographic coverage and reliability of data. 
In addition, program evalu~tion studies have 
eften been limited in geographic coverage or 
have addressed limited topics leaving sizeable 
gaps in knowledge concerning the impact of 
nutrition intervention programs. Further, the 
existing activities are fragmented among several 
agencies and not integrated into a coordinated 
system. (See pp. 15-20.) 

Actions by one or both of the Departments of 
Agriculture and Health, Education and Welfare 
to improve nutrition intelligence include 
efforts to speed up data collection and avail
ability and improve the utility and quality of 
the data obtained. (See pp. 21-22.) 

One of the actions taken by the Department of 
Agriculture is a study contract to assess 
alternatives for improving the accuracy 
of food usage data it obtains in periodic 
national surveys. This study was in response 
to a March 1977, GAO recommendation that the 
method of measuring food intake be validated 
to assure it actually measures the amount of 
food consumed by households and individuals. 
After reviewing the study approach, GAO conclueed 
that it will not fully accomplish what had been 
recommended. (See pp. 24-25.) 

In June 1978, GAO further recommended to the 
Se~retary of Agriculture that the study contract 
be reviewed and either amended or a new study 
undertaken. (See p. 25.) 

The most important action taken by both 
Departments is their jointly developed proposal 
for what amounts to a comprehensive system 
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of nutrition intelliqe~c~. It was developed 
in response to _. ~ ~ood and Agriculture Act of 
1977, which requlred the Secre~aries to propose 
a system consisting of the nutrition intelligence 
components described earlier. In May 1978, the 
Secretaries submitted their proposal which 
centers around four interrelated elements; 
(1) nutritional and dietary status, (2) nutri
tional auality of foods, (3) dietary practices 
and knowledge, and (4) impact of nutritional 
intervention. For each element, the proposal 
details present st~tus and shortcomings and 
then outlines corrective actions. 
(See pp. 25-31.) 

The system will primarily function through 

--a series of recurring national surveys of 
the population, 

--special surveys of nutritionally at-risk 
groups, 

--expansion of an existing surveillance proqram 
to more States and population subgroups, and 

--studies to evaluate the nutrition intervention 
program. 

These will be auqrnented through various other 
activities including research designed to 
im~rove methods of collecting dietary and 
health data. 

The system will operate through existing 
programs within each Department, and the proposal 
clans to tie them together through a coordination 
mechanism. The mechanism consists of department 
and agency-level coordinators, department-level 
nutrition coordinating committees and interagency 
memoranda of agreement on areas of common 
interest. 

Separately and informally, the Departments 
estimated what the system will cost each of them. 
It totals about $60 million after several years. 
The estimates include the cost of already 
existing activities, and will likely change when 
they are subjected to jOint review by the 
Departments and to the formal budgeting process. 
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The proposal is a progressive step toward an 
adequate system of national nutrition intelli
gence. It recognizes the major problems in 
existing activities, namely--inadequate 
coverage of population groups and geographic 
acres, untimely data, inadequate program eval
uation, and poor coordination of programs. 
However, GAO had four areas of major concern 
with the proposal; (1) lack of specificity and 
agreement between the Departments, (2) lack 
of agreement on how an important decennial 
survey would be conducted, (3) role of the 
system in program evaluation, and (4) inade
quacy of the coordination mechanism. (See pp. 
31-34.) 

GAO reported its concerns and related recom
mendations on May 18, 1978, in testimony 
before the Agriculture Subcommittee of the 
Senate Appropriations Committee, and in June 
29, 1378, letter to the Secretaries. 

To ensure the Departments develop a specific 
proposal implementation plan, including an 
~ffective coordination mechanism, GAO recommended 
that appropriate congressional committees review 
the status of the proposed system after some time. 
If serious implementation efforts have not taken 
place, the Congress should designate one of the 
Departments as having lead responsibility for 
nutrition intelligence gathering. GAO provided to 
the Congress a list of essential first steps 
toward enacting the proposal. (See p. 35.) 

To aid in developing a unified approach to the 
importa"t proposed decennial survey part of the 
system, GAO recommended to the Secretaries that 
they conduct a joint pilot study. GAO further 
recommended to the Secretaries that they fund an 
independent peer review of the proposal by an 
outside party such as the National Academy of 
Sciences. The same party sh~uld periodically 
review activities under the proposal and make 
reports on these reviews available to the 
Congress to assist its evaluation. (See p. 35.) 

The Department of Health, Education, and Welfar~ 
has not yet responded to the GAO recommendations, 
but the Department of Agriculture has endorsed 
them and is taking action which substantially 
implements those recommendations. (See p. 35.) 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

The importance of good nutrition is undeniable. In 
its most basic form good nutrition is a proper mix of 
fats, carbohydrates, vitamins, minerals, and protein. 
More broadly it involves food availabiljty, safety and 
quali~y, price and palatability. On a personal level, 
good nutrition is important for general well-being--6 of 
the 10 leading causes of death in the unit~d States are 
linked to inadequate nutrition. 

While it is not possible to measure the effe~t of poor 
nutrition in terms of human suffering, the potential bene
fits as a result'of good nutrition could be enormous. 
Information given to a Congressional committee 1/ indicated 
that potentially, an improved good diet could achieve 

--a 25 percent reduction in lives 
lost to heart disease, 

--an 80 percent reduction in obesity, 

--a 20 percent reduction in the 
incidence of canc~r, and 

--a 50 percent reduction in the 
infant ~ortality rate. 

cost savings from an improved diet are difficult to esti
mate and likely impossible to document. An estimate by 
George Briggs of the University of California at Berkeley 
placed potential savings at one-third the annual health 
cost--estimated by HEW to have been almost $163 billion 
for fiscal year 1977. Over 40 percent of this was paid 
by Federal, state and local governments. 

The Nation's concern for the adequacy of its citizens' 
nutrition has been growing for some time. This is demon
strated by increased emphasis on nutrition research, a 
string of studies on the nutritional status of the popula
tion and its subgroups, and the expansion of Federal pro
grams associated in some way with assuring good nutrition. 

l/Based on information given in July 1976, hearings before 
the Senate Select Committee on Nutrition and Human Needs. 
See Committee prints "Nutrition and Health II, pp. 77 and 
78. 

1 



, 

The latter programs now cost an estimated $40 billion 
including $8.6 billion fnr basic food assistance. 

Congressional interest ~n nutrition is also growing as 
expressed by several h£wrings and legislation in recent 
years. Since Congress' actions provide the authority and 
funds for all F~deral activities related to nutrition, they 
need to be sure that appropriate areas of nutritional con
cern are addressed. This includes assuring that the popula
tion's nutritional pr·,blems are identified and effectively 
acted upon. To comprF.hens1vely identify nutrition problems 
in the population and track effectiveness of corrective 
action requires what has been termed a system of nutrition 
surveillance intelligence. 

In July and August 1977, hearings on nutrition-related 
issues were held by the Subcommittee on Domestic and Inter
national Scientific Planning, Analysis, and Cooperation of 
the House Committee on Science and Technology. Three days 
ot the hearings focused on the Nation's nutrition intelli
gence activities. To obtain additional information, the 
Subcommittee in September 1977 asked GAO to review existing 
programs to determine if the United States had, in effect, 
a national nutrition intelligence system. If not, GAO was 
to recommend ways of establishing one. 1/ .... 

During the course of GAO's review the Secretaries of 
Agriculture and Health, Education and Welfare jointly 
released a proposal to establish a Comprehensive Nutritional 
Status Monitoring System. This changed the focus of GAO's 
review to center on the proposal and whether or not it will 
meet the criteria for a national nutrition intelligence 
system. 

WHY AN INTELLIGENCE SYSTEM 
AND WHAT SHOULD IT DO? 

Simply stated, nutrition intelligence is information 
on the nutritional status of the poulation and its sub
groups. How extensive are nutritional imbalances, what are 
they, why do they exist, who is afflicted and where are they 
located? Without such information there is little r3tional 
basis for planned development, implementation and management 
of nutrition policies and programs. Further, there is no 
assurance that the programs costing billions of dollars are 
working effectively and economically and continue in line 
with changing conditions. 

!/See APPENDIX I for the request letter. 
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A comprehensive system of nutrition intelligence has 
the following four basic objectives 

--promptly identify nutritional imbalances, 

--pinpoint, within rather narrow geographic 
boundaries, specific target groups that 
have nutritional imba19nces, 

--predict future areas of nutritional 
concern, and 

--provide data which Federal agencies can 
use to monitor the effectiveness of 
programs to improve the nutrition, 
health, and food consumption of various 
po~ulation groups. 

Achieving these objectives requires coordination of several 
component mechanisms, each with a distinct contribution to 
make. Experts have identified the components of an effec
tive nutrition intelligence system as assessment, monitor
ing, surveillance and program evaluations. 1/ .... 

--Assessment includes measurement and 
description of the status of a population 
at a point in time relative to those 
economic, sociodemographic and physiological 
factors which can affect nutrition. Assess
ment surveys can identify nutritional factors 
of public health concer.n, ascertai~ the nutri
tional level of the population, and assist in 
identifying which population subgroups should 
be monitored or placed under surveillance. 
Assessment is necessary to establish a baseline 
for future comparison. 

l/From an April 1977 paper authored by the following: Dr. 
- Jean-Pierre Habicht, Division of Nutritional Sciences, 

Cornell University. 
Dr. Michael Lane, Director, Bureau of Smallpox Eradiction, 

Center for Disease Control, Department of Health, 
Education and Welfare. 

Mr. Arthur J. McDowell, formerly Director, Division of 
Health Examination Statistics, National Center for 
Health Statistics, Department of Health, E~ucation and 
Welfare. 
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--Monitoring is the measuremenl of changes 
over time in the nutritional status of 
the population or in a specific group 
of individuals. This is done by inter
preting data from repeated assessments 
and surveillance activities at regular 
intervals. 

--Surveillance includes activities directed 
toward early detection of community level 
nutrition problems so that immediate inter
vention action can be taken. It can be 
based on information collected routinely 
in active health d~livery programs and 
includes rapid analyses and feedback of 
information to the service delivery sources 
for immediate use. 

--Progra~ evaluation is the assessment of 
the dietary, biochemical or anthropometric 
changes in program participants that can be 
attributed to their participation in a given 
intervention program. These evaluations can 
be conducted as part of overall nutrition 
assessment and monitoring programs or through 
specially-designed studies or surveys. 

SCOPE OF WORK 

During the course of our review we interviewed offi
cials at the Departments of Agriculture (USDA) and Health, 
Education and Welfare (HEW) responsible for directing cur
rent nutrition intelligence activities and visited personnel 
of other Federal agencies to obtain their comments about 
existing efforts. Several nutrition experts were inter
viewed to obtain their views. Records and documents relat
ing to current activities and the system proposed by the 
Secretaries of Agriculture and Health, Education and Welfare 
were reviewed. As part of our work we briefed the staff of 
the Subcommittee which requested the review, reported to 
Senator Chiles on the joint proposal as requested by the 
staff of Senate Budget Committee and provided information 
for the record to the Agriculture Subcommittee of the Senate 
Appropriations Committee. Further, letter repo~ts were 
issued to the Secretaries of Agriculture and Health, 
Education and Welfare. 1/ ... 

a. 

I/U.S. General Accounting Office letter to USDA, ~ED-78-144, 
- June 29, 1978; u.s. GAO letter to HEW, CED-78-145, June 

29, 1978. 
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ASSESSMENT AND 
MONITORING ACTIVITIES 
• 

There are presently two broad periodic national 
population surveys which provide a basis for a~sessin9 
and monitoring nutritional status. These are HEW's 
Health and Nutrition Examination Survey and USDA's 
Nationwide Food Consumption Survey. Both surveys 
(1) have multiple objectives, (2) sample the entire 
population and selected subgroups at nutritional risk, 
and (3) produce voluminous statistical data which has a 
variety of uses in government and nongovernment activi
ties. A major difference is that the HEW survey assesses 
health status using physical examinations and tests. The 
USDA survey does not assess health status. It consists 
solely of interviews to identify food purchase and 
consumption practices. 

Health and Nutrition 
ExamInation Survey 

By the late 1960's, strong evidence h~d mounted 
indicating that certain age and income groups were 
inadequately nourished despite the existence of domestic 
programs to deal with hunger and nutrition problems. How· 
ever, data was not available on the full magnitude of 

. these problems and their distribution through the u.s. 
population. Consequently, HEW undertook a system of 
successive surveys to measure the nutritional status 
of the population and monitor change over time. This was 
accomplished by adding a nutrition component to an 
existing Health Examination Survey program periodically 
conducted since 1959 on varying segments of the non
institutionalized population. The combined program 
was designated Health and Nutrition Examination Survey 
(HANES) • 

HEW's National Center for Health Statistics (NeHS) 
is responsible for the survey and conducted its first 
data gathering activity in the period 1971-75. Data 
gathering for th~ second HANES started in February 1976 
and should be completpd by June 1979. It has been costing 
about $4 million a year to conduct the various aspects of 
HANES Which includes planning, data collecton and analy
sis, and publication. 

Until December 1977, NeHS wa~ organizationally 
located within the Health Resources Administration, an 
~lement of the Public Health Service. In December 1977, 
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NCHS was transferred to the lIewly established Office of 
Health policy, Research and Statistics ditected by a 
Deputy Assistant Secretary. Among the objectives of the 
reorganization was creation of a departmental locus for 
th~ coordination of statistical policy, plans, and 
programs. 

In planning for survey content and procedures, NCHS 
dtaws on internal and external sources expert in various 
fields and disciplines. For HANES II about 800 medical 
providers, planners, researchers, and educators were ttsked 
to recommend major health problems for which there was a 
need for national aata to assess the nature and extent of 
the problems. About 200 replies were received and reviewed 
for feasibility. To further identify what HANES II should 
address, NCHS reviewed health agency forward plans, current 
and proposed legislation, and contacted representatives 
of various program agencies. The results of HANES I were 
also a factor in deciding the content of HANES II. 

HANES' objectives ace to measure the prevalence and 
distribution of certain health and nutritional indicators 
in the noninstitutionalized and civilian u.s. population 
6 months through 74 years old: and assess met and unrnet 
health care needs. To accomplish its objectives, HANES 
statistically selects for examination samples of about 
28,000 individuals to represent the entire population 
and selected subgroups considered to have a relatively 
high degree of nutritional risk. About 75 percent of 
those selected agree to be examined. 

The high-risk groups emphasized in both surveys are 
the poor, preschool children and the elderly (through age 
74). To insure adequate representation of these groups in 
the survey results, specIal oversampling techniques are 
employed. By examination, interview, and various tests, 
HANES gathers extensive data on indicators of the health 
and nutrition status of its sample persons. 

The health component includes questionnaires, 
examinations, and tests to determine health status as 
measured by certain physical conditions, blood and urine 
chemical compositions, and existence of disease conditions 
such as heart, obesity, hypertension, and arthritis. 

The nutrition component consists of four different 
Kinds of data. They are (1) dietary intake {which includes 
a 24-hour rec~ll to identify nutrient intake and 
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a to~d frequency recall to identify dietary patterns), 
(2) hematoligical and biochemical (results of various blood 
and urine analyses), (3) body measurements (stature, and/or 
length, weight, skinfold thickness, various girths and 
breadths and sitting heights), and (4) physician's 
examination for signs of malnutrition. 

While there are many common areas between the current 
and preceeding HANES, there are several differences. 
Some tests (such as the dental end opthalmic ex,minations 
and the hand and wrist X-rays) are not being conducted in 
HANES II because insufficient time has elapsed since HANES 
I to permit significant changes to occur. Other tests were 
dropped from HANES II because they took too long to conduct 
or required more labor than could be allotted. (These in
cluded the tuberculin test, and serological tests for such 
things as German measles, diptheria, and polio.) On the 
other hand, a few tests have been includ~~ in HANES II that 
were not performed in HANES I. For example, the methodology 
for ~oasuring bile acids was not available during HANES I, 
but since has been developed and is being used in HANES II. 

Data collected by HANES is tabulated, analyzed and 
published primarily in a special series of NCHS reports. 
planned or issued publications include data on 

--national estimates of the prevalence of a variety 
of disease including kidneys, heart and hyperten
sion: . 

--normative data on various characteristics such as 
body measurements and dietary intake and on labo
ratory findings such as blood cholesterol levels: 

--the results of monitoring for changes in indicators 
of health and nutritional status, such as the level 
of iron deficiency, from HANES I to HANES II; and 

--the interrelationships among different health and 
nutritional status conditions such as the relation
ship of body measures or anemias to dietary intake. 

NCMS has a mailing list of several thousand 
individuals and organizations that have requested they be 
sent one or more of several categories of HANES data as ic 
is published. In addition, NCHS has a program whereby 
interested data users can purchase computer tapes of HANES 
data and make analyses as their needs dictate. 
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From examination of documents in NC~S files and 
interviews with several Federal agencies it is apparent 
that HANES type data has a variety of uses in relation to 
Federal Government activities, primarily within HEW. Ways 
in which Government activities have or plan to use HANES 
data to varying degrees inc] 11de the following: 

--As factual support or justification for health 
program proposals presented to the Office of 
Management & Budget (OMB) I tl,e p&.esident and 
Congress. 

--As a basis for establishing program priorities in 
various health areas including nutrition. 

--To i.·antify potential health problem areas \\arran
ting ~onsideration of the need for intervention 
action. 

--As reference data in Ca) various educational 
p~~lications prepared by HEW on diet and health 
p~Jblems and (b) studies of the incidence and 
distribution of disease in the population. 

--As a frame of reference against which the results 
of narr~wer but more detailed studies can be com
pared for validity or deviations warranting further 
inquiry. 

--As a basis for allocation of funds to States for 
programs to deal with health and nutrition-related 
problems. 

Nationwide Food Consumption Survey 

At about lO-year intervals since 1935, USDA has 
surveyed food consumption practices in the united States. 
presently named the Nationwide Food Consumption Survey 
(NFCS), the sixth and most recent one began April 1, 1977, 
and required a little Olec a year to complete its data col
lection activities. Survey objectives are to (1) measure 
the current status of the American diet: (2) identify 
changes in the diet which have occurred since the previous 
(1965-66) survey; and (l) identify factors related to 
current intakes of foods and nutrients (e.g., kind, amount, 
and money value of foods consumed by different population 
groups, the practices of families in their purchase and 
use of specific foods, and the nutritive content of foods 
consumed). 
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USDA's Consumer and Food E~onomics Institute (eFEI) 
is responsible for the NFCS, but selects a contractor to 
perform the actual data collection work. The contract cost 
for the most recent survey was $9 million. CFEI estimates 
an additional $4 million will be needed for tabulation and 
analysis, possible additional survey work and methodology 
studies. 

In planning for the most recent survey content and 
procedures, CFEI, at the request of OMS, established a 
formal interagency policy committee to insure that the 
food ccnsumption data ne~ds of other agencies could be 
met in one survey. The committee consisted of representa
tives from numerous Federal agencies including Food and 
Drug Administration, Administration on Aging, National 
Center for Health Statistics, Food and Nutrition Service 
ana ~conomics Research Service. The committee drafted a 
listing of problem areas relating to food and nutrition 
and indicated ways in which NFCS could provide needed 
information. 

Also at the request of OMS, CFEI contracted for a 
study of alternative methods for collecting NFCS data. 
A panel of consultants reviewed the results of actual 
surveys made by the contractor and assisted in choosing 
optional data collection methods. 

Based on inputs from the interagency committee and 
contractor study, CFEI developed the 1977-78 NFCS which 
collected data on food used in the home (or carried away 
from the home) and on foods eaten by individual family 
members (both from home food supplies and from other 
sources). Data on expenditures for food and housing, par
ticipation in food programs, and height and weight of 
sample persons was also collected. The survey used 
samples of about 31,000 households to represent all 
households in the continental united States, Hawaii, 
and puerto Rico, and all urban households in Alaska. 
Included are special samples of elderly and low-income 
households to ensure they are adequately represented in 
the survey results. 

The person primarily responsible for food preparation 
in each of the households was interviewed to determine what 
foods were consumed in the household during a 7-day period. 
In addition, individual family members were asked to com
plete questionnaires on their consumption over a 3-day 
period. Family members in the elderly sample were asked to 
provid~ data for a 24-hour period only. 
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Data collected by the NFCS will be tabulated, 
analyzed, and published in a series of reports similar to 
those published for the prior survey. These include food 
composition of households by region and season, food and 
nutrient intake of individuals, and money value of food 
and quality of diet for households. Publications of current 
survey data will include additional reports on food intake 
by individuals, away-from-home eating, and consumption of 
nonpurchased foods. 

Data generated by the NFCS has a variety of uses in 
re1ation to Federal Government activities, primarily within 
USDA. Interested users who wish to make their own tabula
tions and analyses will be atle to purchase duplicate 
computer data tapes or selectively tao specially estab
lished computer files of NFCS data. One of the Government's 
primary uses is to ~odate the four USDA food plans--thrifty, 
low cost, moderate, and liberal. By law, the thrifty food 
plan determines the amount of food stamps issued to low
income households. Other Government-related uses include 
the following cateqories: 

--As reference ma~erial in developing economic and 
forecastinq reports for use in making decisions 
on such matters as resource development and 
production adjustments for food crops. 

--To identify potential food-related hazards and 
nutritional risks warranting consideration of the 
need for intervention action. 

--As a basis for evaluating the levels of diets of 
poor and near poor households and of individuals 
participating in feeding programs. 

--As reference material for research in food and 
nutrition and for developing public information 
programs on food and nutrition. 

--As a frame of !eference against which the results 
of narrower but more detailed studies can be com
pared for validity or for deviations warranting 
further inquiry. 

SURVEILLANCE ACTIVITIES 

Nutrition surveillance is continuous as onposed to 
the periodic nature of assessment and monitorinq and is 
mas effective when it works throuqh active community 
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level health programs. This facilitates getting the data 
needed and expedites planning of remedial and preventive 
programs when adverse data shows such action is warranted. 
The foundation for a comprehensive surveillance system 
exists in a program developed by the Center for Disease 
Control (CDC) using data collected by various health ser
vice delivery activities at the local level. 

In 1972, the CDC, an agency within HEW, developed a 
system to help states and local governments monitor certain 
indicators of nutritional status. The program is voluntary, 
and 14 States and three metropolitan areas presently parti
cipate by providing data which their clinics collect on 
indicators of anemia, obesity and stunted growth in child
ren from low-income families. During fiscal year 1978, the 
system will cost the Federal Government about $500,000. 
CDC 1 s system is not funded as a line item in its budget. 
Rather, its funds come from those supplied for activities 
of the Bureau of Smallpox Eradiction. 

Prior broad-scale surveys identified the above three 
conditions (anemia, obesity, and stunted growth) as common 
in the lower economic strata of the u.s. population. These 
conditions were chosen for monitoring also because they are 
reasonably susceptible to nutrition treatment techniques. 
Low-income children are normally centered on because they 
generally use public health clinics where information on 
height, weight, and blood analyses is routinely collected 
during patient visits. An indication of the prevalence of 
anemia, obesity and stunted growth can be obtained by mani
pulation of data ordinarily collected, and does not require 
clinics to perform additional expensive or difficult tests. 

pertinent data recorded by the State and county 
clinics during patient visits is entered on either tape or 
punch cards and sent to CDC where it is tabulated and anal
yzed. This includes comparing data on individual patients 
with established reference values for "normal" growth and 
ftnormal" or non-anemic, bio-chemical blood composition. The 
comparisons identify potentially adverse conditions which 
should be followed up to see whether remedial action has 
been taken. 

On a monthly basis, participating States and 
metropolitan areas are sent reports which show the results 
of each patient's tests and indicate which deviate signi
ficantly from the reference value norms. The monthly 
reports also compare summary data for all States and for 
clinics within a State. Quarterly, CDC summarizes the data 
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it has received and publishes a report titled "Nutrition 
Surveillance" which is distributed to institutions, 
health agencies, and individuals in the health profession. 

The CDC system is primarily designed to provide data 
for State and local use. During visits to the States of 
Washington, Ohio, Illinois, Louisiana, Arizona, and 
Florida, officials advised us that the CDC data is mainly 
used for program justification (such as for demonstrating 
the need for the Women, Infants, and Children program or 
the well-child examination program). Additional uses are 
to monitor the effectiveness of clinics in treating 
patients and as a tool for planning programs and allo
cating resources. 

The foremost Federal use to date has been in alterin9 
and, tc an extent, evaluating USDA's Special Supplemental 
Food program for Women, Infants and Children {WIele CDC 
officials, acting on data collected by the s"-veillance 
system, convinced USDA to be more flexible ill che food 
package provided to participants in WIC. The CDC data was 
also used to estimate some nutritional effects of the WIC 
Program. However, the report was not conclusive because 
the system was not designed for performing such an evalu
ation and only those states participating in the CDC 
program provided data. 

PROGRAM EVALUATION 

Through sp-veral agencies, the Governm~nt operates a 
variety of food assistance programs. The primary purpose 
of the programs is to provide disadvantaged and otherwise 
nutritionally at-risk groups with meals, food, or the means 
to buy food. The goal, of course, is to insure participants 
have nutritionally adequate diets. To some extent there are 
other goals such as encouraging consumption of domestic 
farm commodities. The food assistance activities cost about 
$8.6 billion a year 11 and include the 

--Food Stamp Progam, 

--National School Breakfa~;t and Lunch programs, 

IIFor details on these programs including their associated 
- costs, purposes and coverage, the reader is referred to 

GAO's December 8, 1977, staff study titled "National 
Nutrition Issues" (CED-78-7). 
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--Special Supplemental Food Program for Women, 
Infants and Children, 

--Nutrition Program for the Elderly. 

Evaluation is a necessary ingredient of any program 
if planners and managers are to be assured their object
ives are being achieved and are to identify where changes 
may be needed. For food assistance programs, this involves 
evaluating how effective they are i~ achieving and main
taining adequate nutritional health. Such evaluations are 
especially complex because nutritio:l is only one of many 
variables affecting overall health; and individuals in 
certain groups may participate in ~everal programs. 

USDA and HEW have studied or are studying the effects 
of various aspects of food assistance activities, and 
additional studies are planned. The principal studies 
dealing with the nutritional impact of food programs are: 

--An evaluation cf the dietary and nutritonal impact 
of the School Lunch and Breakfast Programs on a 
sample of over 1,000 children in Washington State. 

--A comparison of the dietary intake of individual 
and family food stamp participants with that of 
nonparticipants based on a national probability 
sample from the current NFCS. 

--Studies being initiated on various nutritional 
aspects of the School Breakfast and Lunch Programs. 

--An evaluation of the impact of the Women, Infants, 
and Children Program on the nutritional status of 
program participants in 19 selected areas. 

--A study of the impact of the Food Stamp Program on 
the dietary impact of Kern County, California 
participants. 

--Assessments of the effect of food and nutrition 
programs by HEW during more general studies of the 
impact of health care delivery. 

--A CDC pilot study of changes in selected growth and 
biochemical variables of WIC participants partici
pating in CDC's surveillance system. 

--A 5-year longitudinal evaluation of the nutrition 
program for the elderly. 
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WEAKNESSES IN CURRENT NUTRITION 
INTELLIGENCE ACTIVITIES 

As indicated in the previous sections of this chapter, 
components of a nutrition intelligence system are operating 
and provide a considerable amount of valuable information. 
However, the components have a number of weaknesses which 
preclude them from functioning as an eff~ctive overall 
system of nutrition intelligence. As a whole, the 
components 

~ 

--are not always sufficiently specific to identify 
problems by narrow geographic areas, and they do not 
always include important population groups; 

~ not produce information in a timely wanner1 

--do not provide information adequate for evaluating 
the effectiveness of programs designed to improve 
nutritional health; and 

--are not integrated into a cohesive coordinated 
nutrition intelligence system. 

These points are discussed below. 

Adequacy of coverage 

The major surveys (HANES and NFCS) provide data 
representative of the entire United States and four major 
geographical areas. The NFCS geographical areas correspond 
to the Bureau of Census regional boundaries: West, North 
Central, Northeast, and South. To accomodate sample design 
considerations, HANES four geographic areas differ some
what from the NFCS areas, and are designated as Western, 
Midwestern, Northeastern, and Southern. 

The broad geographical coverage of the surveys coupled 
with restraints due to sample size, preclude the surveys 
from providing data representative of narrow geographical 
areas. Excluded areas include States and counties and 
special areas such as Appalachia which are believed to have 
nutritional probl~ms at a higher rate than national or 
regional samples would indicate. Special subsamples in 
NFCS will permit it to obtain data representative of all of 
Hawaii and Puerto Rico and part of Alaska. 

Besides not being de~igned to provide data on narrow 
geographic areas, HANES and NFCS will not provide data on 
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all population groups considered to be at nutritional risk. 
Through their design, including oversampling of certain 
groups, NFCS and HANES individually or jointly should pro
vide data repredentative of the following groups at 
nutritional risk: the poor, preschool children, women of 
child bearing age, and the elderly. The surveys have not 
been designed to provide adequate data on other nutrition
ally at-risk groups such as infants, pregnant and lactating 
women, elderly over age 74, American Indians and migrant 
workers. 

The expense of doing detailed assessment and 
monitoring studies blanketing narrow areas and all 
nutritionally at-risk groups is prohibitive. y~t, informa
tion on the nutritional status of these segments of the 
population is important for comprehensive identification 
of problems and effective targeting of remedial action. 

A National Institute of Health official we contacted 
illustrated the type of problem that a broad national 
survey can miss. HANES data might indicate that levels of 
a given nutrient, such as vitamin A, are adequate in the 
Nation as a whole and its four major areas. However, among 
small population groups in Texas and Louisiana, a severe 
vitamin A deficiency exists. This would not be identified 
by HANES because only data representative of Jar~e popula
tion aggregates is obtained. 'Measures valid for s~all 
groups, such as those illustrated, cannot be extracted from 
the data obtained by HANES. 

The nutrition surveillance system operated by CDC does 
effectively target on narrow geographic areas--States and 
regions within Scates including counties. However, it is a 
voluntary program and presently only 14 states and three 
metropclitan areas participate. Further, not all counties 
and clinics in the 17 Sta~es and local areas participate in 
the program. Also, the CDC system presently gathers data 
only on children of low-income families. However, the data 
cannot be considered representative of all low-income 
children in the areas served because 

--no data is obtained on those who do not visit parti
cipating clinics and 

--participating clinics do not necessarily report data 
on all children they examine. 
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Timeliness of data 

Timely data is vital to decisionmakers, and research
ers in the field of maintaining and improving nutritional 
health. Timeliness is one of the shortcomings with the 
current major surveys because they are conducted too 
infrequently or take inordinately long to disseminate 
their results. 

Historically, the NFCS has been conducted about every 
10 years to assess the Nation's dietary status. But the 
pace of changes in the availabilily of processed foods, 
household social patterns and the cost of food are causing 
individual and household food consumption patterns to vary 
more rapidly than in the past. As a result, NFCS IO-year 
interval data becomes obsolete before a new survey is con
ducted. Also, there have been delays in dissemination of 
data--the 1965-66 NFCS data was not completely available 
until 1974 due to processin3 delays. Infrequent data 
collection and delays in dissemination hamper effective 
·use of NFCS data in planning and evaluating food and nutri
tion pro9r~ms. One official told us his agency had to 
conduct a s~ecial survey, primarily because the 1965-66 
NFCS data, then called Household Food Consumption Survey, 
was outdated. 

HANES data likewise has not been released in a timely 
manner. A long data collection period, the process by which 
the data has been analyzed and released and lack of 
resources have contributed to this. For example, from 
April 1971 to October 1975, HANES conducted its first data 
collection activity. It had originally been planned to 
carry out data collection over 2 years using four teams 
working simultaneously at various locations. Budget re
straints forced the number of teams to be cut to three and 
then two with data collection time being stretched out to 
~4-1/2 years. 

rurther, during the June 1974 through October 1975 
period, processing of HANES I data was essentially halted 
in order to plan for HANES II because personnel resources 
were not available to do both. Although processing resumed 
and various reports have been issued and data tapes are 
available to users, it will be ~id-1980 before all HANES I 
basic data is analyzed and published, according to a HANES 
program official. Therefore, about 9 years will have been 
required to complete the HANES I program. 
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Program evaluation 

Earlier we discussed food assistance program 
evaluation studies made or planned by USDA and HEW. Despite 
these studi~s, comprehensive knowledge will not be avail
able of the nutritonal benefits from the various programs 
and how their interaction affect participant's nutritional 
status. Consequently, planners and managers will not have 
the information they need to assure that food assistance 
programs individually and collectively satisfy established 
nutritional objectives. 

This lack of comprehensive knowledge stems from many 
of the studies being limited in geographic or topic 
coverage or other problems. Others em~hasized non-nutrition 
aspects such as administrative problems, extent of partici
pation, and program design. 

For example, as explained earlier, data from the CDC 
Surveillance System was used to evaluate the nutritional 
effects of the WIC Program. However, the data cannot be 
considered representative of the entire WIC program because 
the CDC system operates in relati~'ely few States and even 
within States does not cover all program participants. 

The shortcomings in existing studies were recognized 
by HEW and USDA. Other food program-related subjects which 
HEW and USDA cite as problem areas requiring significantly 
more knowledge include the: 

--National Research Council's recommended dietary 
allowances used in assessing nutritional status 
from food intake surveys. 

--Long range nutritional status impact of Government 
and industry instituted changes in the nutrient 
content of the food supply through fortification 
actions. 

--Effectiveness of nutrition information, education, 
and training programs and related aspects of inter
vention programs. 

Pro~r~m cvcrdination 

In addition to enhanced coverage and timeliness of 
data and mor~ comprehensive program evaluations, there is 
a need for mechanisms to coordinate the various nutrition 
intelligence activities which are fragmented among several 
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Federal agencies. This is necessary to guard against unnec
essary duplication of effort, ensure clarity of purpose, 
and improve effectiveness of the various activities. 

With nutrition-related programs administered by 
several separate and often competing entities, program and 
policy planning in one unit may go on without adequate 
involvement or consideration of relevant activities in 
other units. Further diffusion of purpose arises from the 
fact that in most instances nutrition activities are pieces 
of larger programs with broader objectives. Planning and 
resource allocation, therefore, is normally dr!ven by con
siderations larger than nutrition alone. The result of this 
arrangement is inadvertent gaps in programs, delays in 
responding to problems, and confusion over programs within 
and between departments. 

Other matters 

In a March 1977 report, 1/ GAO discussed deficiencies 
of the NFCS including the need for a special survey of low
income households, which has since been added. However, for 
some types of analyses even this additional sample ~:il1 be 
insufficient: income breakouts wo~ld have to be fairly 
broad: comparisons would be limited hased on race; the 
WIe, ~he special milk program, year-round day care, and tne 
summer feeding program could not be examine~ ~dequately be
cause of insufficient sample representatiol~; and the 
interrelationships of feeding programs could only b~ 
broadly examined--and then only for the school lunch 
and foed stamp programs. 

GAO also reported that the survey methodology had not 
been validated and expressed concern that this would open 
the survey results to question. By lack of validation, GAO 
meant that there is no assurance the data obtained by the 
survey interviews will actually measure the amount of food 
consumed. GAO recommended that the survey methods be fully 
validated before the next NFCS. USDA hired a consultant to 
review the best means of validating survey methodology, and 
has awarded a contract for validation studies. Our evalua
tion of these efforts is in chapter 3. 

!/"Nationwide Food Consumption Survey: Need for Improve
ment and Expansion," u.s. General Accounting Office, 
CED-77-56, March 25, 1977. 
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In the CDC surveillance program, the major problem, 
in addition to extent of coverage, is lack of quality 
control to assure accurate measurements are taken in 
participating clinics. Most of the States we visited 
had ineffective data quality control programs which means 
the reliability of reported results is questionable. This 
stems in part from the need for better training in proper 
measuring techniques and inadequate measuring equipment. 
CDC officials have expressed their concern abo~t the va
lidity and reliability of nutrition intelligence data 
generated by their system. However, tney lack the re
sources to provide the proper equipment or otherwise 
correct the situation. 

OBSERVATIONS 

The Federal Government conducts a variety of 
activities which come under the umbrella of nutrition 
intelligence, and which generate useful information on 
the nutritional status of the population and on the effec
tiveness of food programs. However, they have a nUffi~e[ of 
weaknesses which hamper their effectiveness as individual 
tools of nutrition intelligence, and militate again~t their 
functioning as a unified system. Congress, HEW, and USDA 
recognized these weaknesses, for the most part. They are 
attempting to deal with them in the Nutritional Status 
Monitoring System proposed by the two departments in 
May 1978 at the direction of Congress. The next c~apter 
discusses efforts being made to improve nutrition intel
ligence activities, and establish an overall system. 
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CHAPTER 3 

EFFORTS TO IMPROVE NUTRITION INTELLIGENCE 
ACTIVITIES AND ESTABLISH AN OVERALL SYSTEM 

The preceding chapter described weaknesses in existing 
nutrition intelligence activities and the general lack of 
an overall syste~. 30th HEW and USDA have taken a number of 
steps to improve their individual surveys and, more impor
tantly, create a national nutritio~ intelligence system. 
In testimony before Congress II and in letters to the 
Secretaries of HEW and USDA, ~/ GAO made several recommen
dations designed to make some-of these actions more 
effective. 

To improve the timeliness of their data availability, 
HEW and USDA have taken several actions. These include 
(1) release of pertinent summary data in advance of the 
for~31 but slower publication of details, (2) making com
put~r data tapes available for users to ma~e their own 
anaiyses and, (3) contracting out analysis work to 
supplement that which can be done internally. 

Also, HEW and USDA awarded contracts for studies to 
improve various aspects of HANES and NFCS. HEW contracted 
for studies leading to (1) recommendations on how HANES can 
better address nutrition-related health problems in the 
future and (2) an evaluation of the effectiveness of fixed 
site examinations as compared to the present mobile caravan 
procedures. USDA contracted for a validation of the NFCS 
food intake methodology. Lastly, HEW and USDA jointly 
developed a proposal to Congress for a comprehensive nutri
tional status monitoring system. The remainder of this 
report discusses, in some detail, the studies contracted 
for by HEW and USDA and their joint proposal. 

In January 1976, the Office of Management and Budget 
(OMB) approved HANES II for 1 year although a 3-year data 
collection period had been requested. OMB established two 
major requirements to be met before the data collection 

I/Testimony by Elmer Staats, May 19, 1978, before the 
- A9riculture Subcommittee of the Senate Appropriations 

Committee. 

2/U.S. General Accounting Office letter to USDA, CED-78-... 
144, June 29, 1978; U.S. General Accounting Office 
letter to HEW, CED-78-145, June 29, 197e. 
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In October 1978, an overall report of progress under 
the contract is required. For at least one major p~blic 
policy question, the report will recommend the questions 
HANES should address and define the essential requirements 
and resources. It will also include recommendations as to 
which HANES I data has high priority to answer public pol
icy questions. A final report covering all work steps is 
due in September 1979. 

As part of its work, NAPA thus far has convened sev
eral meetings of its panel of experts to discuss various 
topics. Also, views on the cont~nt and utility of a future 
HANES were solicited from about 700 individuals including 
Federal foo.! and health policy officials and program 
administrators, health providers and insurers, and private 
authorities on health and nutrition affairs. The individ
uals contacted were asked to comment upon what type of 
survey the next HANES should be, what groups most warrant 
study, what special information should be obtained, and 
how it should be used. 

Evaluation of fixed sites for HANES 

The other major condition set by OMB for HANES to be 
approved beyond 1 year was a definitive study of fixed 
sites as an alternative to the pr~sent method of col
lecting data through Moblle Examination Centers (HEe). The 
results o~ a prior study were not considered conclusive. 
MECs are sets of three specially designed long trailers. 
HANES uses two MECs which are trucked from one sampling 
area to the next as the survey progresses. The MECs are 
staffed by teams of professional and paraprofessional med
ical and dental examiners and other technicians. Sixty-four 
communities selected throughout the united States will be 
visited during the HANES I! 3-year data-collection 
process. 

MEets permit enhanced data quality because all 
interviews and examinations are c~nducted by the traveling 
teams who are experienced in using ~tandardized procedures 
~nd equipment. Resources are available, however, for only 
a limited number of MECs to operate simultaneously which 
dictates extensive consecutive operation stretching-out 
survey time. There is a potential for seasonal bias in data 
collected due to scheduling examination locations in warm 
climates during winter and vice versa during summer. Diffi
culty has been experienced in maintaining trained examining 
teams intact during the entire data-collection period. 
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In response to the OMS request, NCHS developed a plan 
to evaluate the feasibility of contracting with existing 
clinics to conduct the sampling, interviewing and medical 
examination phases of HANES to supplement the MEC approach. 
To obtain the information necessary for comparison with MEC 
operations, a contract was awarded in February 1978, at an 
estimated cost and fee of $2]3,000. The contractor will 
interview al.d examine not more than 600 persons, aged 
6 months to 74 years in a major city. 

Numerous specific tasks are required of the contractor 
who has a goal of examining the highest possible proportion 
of sample persons. The tasks are designed to parallel the 
HANES II operations conducted through MECs. This includes 
design~ng a statistical sample to randomly select appropri
ate examinees, processing them through all examination 
procedures in one visit, and arranging for all required 
laboratory work. The task descriptions specify use of 
interview, examination and quality control procedures, 
and equipment spelled out in various HANES II manuals 
which were provided as appendices to the contract. By 
the end of September 1978, all documentation developed 
in designing and conducting the study shall be submitted 
to NCHS along with a report describing unusual problems 
encountered and recommending improvements. 

The final report on the project will be an analysis of 
the results by an NCHS evaluation team. The fixed site and 
MEC approaches will be evaluated in terms of (1) response 
rate attained, (2) unit cost per examination, (3) conform
ance with all data quality specifications, and (4) 
respondent burden. Also considered will be the results of 
NCHS staff and consultant observations of how well contrac
tor-conducted examinations conformed to the specifications 
for each procedure. 

VALIDATION OF NFCS FOOD 
CONSUMPTION METHODOLOGY 

As mentioned in the previous chapter, GAO recommended 
in a March 1977 report that the NFCS methodology for 
m~asurin9 food intake be validated. without such validation, 
there is no assurance that the data obtained by the survey 
interviews actually measure the amount of food consumed. 
USDA hired a consultant to determine means to validate sur
vey data, and then amended its contract with the firm 
conducting the NFCS to have them assess alternative 
approaches for limiting possible misreporting of food-usage 
data by households participating in the NFCS. The work will 
cost $257,000 and run from the end of April through 
September 1978. 
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Most study tasks are designed to improve the 1977-78 
NFCS survey methods through (1) debriefings with 
supervisors, respondents and interviewers, (2) testing of 
1977-78 NFCS questionnaires and (3) rotation of household 
food schedules in the questionnaires. The task most related 
to validation of food consumption is one in which the con
tractor interviews panels of consumers for opinions with 
which to evaluate the potential impacl of possible valida
tion tests on accuracy of data and respondent burden. Most 
of the tests to be discussed were recommended by the 
consultant and included 

--nutrient analysis of duplicate meals, 

--nutrient analysis of household garbage. 

--photographs of ingredients and meals, and 

--tracking of food use through an inventory system. 

In a June 1978 letter to the Secretary of Agriculture, 
GAO reported that the study falls short of the objective of 
ascertaining whether the tests can actually assess the 
accuracy of food consumption data obtained by NFCS. They 
pointed out that while several validation procedures were 
under study, there was no evidence that the contract 
provided for actual testing of the procedures. 

GAO concluded that it did not believe the study will 
fully validate the NFCS methods, since use of a consumer 
panel is only a preliminary step toward validation. There 
is a need to develop and test procedures to assure, to the 
extent possible, that the NFCS survey results actually mea
sure the food consumed. GAO recommended that the secretary 
of Agriculture review the contract and either amend it or 
undertake a new study because it is essential to have 
accurate information on the food consumption patterns of 
U.S. households and individuals. 

PROPOSED NUTRITIONAL STATUS 
MONITORING SYSTEM 

In response to public Law 95-113, the Food and 
Agriculture Act of 1977, USDA and HEW formulated and 
submitted to Congress in May 1978, a joint proposal for a 
comprehensive Nutritional Status Monitoring System (NSMS). 
The system pr.oposed is essentially equivalent to and a pro
gressive step toward what GAO believes constit~tes an 
adequate system of national nutrition intelligence. However, 
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some shortcomings in the proposal could seriously undermine 
its effectiveness, and GAO reported these to the secretar
ies of HEW and USDA in its June 1978 report with 
recommendations for corrective action. 1/ -

In the legislation, Congress required that the 
proposal address the need for 

--an assessment and monitoring system to determine the 
extent of the nutrition-related health problems 
in the united States, and which population groups or 
areas of the country face greatest risk: 

--a surveillance system to identify remediable 
nutrition-related health risks to individuals or in 
local areas; and 

--evaluations to determine effectiveness of programs 
to reduce health risks to individuals and popula
tions. 

The proposal submitted to Congress in May 1978, 
centers around four interrelated system elements (1) nutri
tional and dietary status: (2) nutritional quality of 
foods; (3) dietary practices and knowledge; and (4) impact 
of nutritional intervention. For each system element, the 
proposal details present status and shortcomings and then 
proposes actions needed to correct the shortcomings in 
order to have a comprehensive nutritional st3tuS 
monitoring system. 

The proposed system will primarily function through 
the following activities 

--a decennial, collaborative survey with HANES and 
NFCS, 

--an additional NFCS survey midway between the 
decennial surveys with the possible addition of some 
physiological examinations, 

--special surveys on high-risk groups, 

--expanding CDC screening activities to more States 
and with broader coverage, 

l/Ibid. 
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--gathering screening information from nutrition 
programs such as the early and periodic screening, 
diagnosis, and treatment program, and 

--studies to evaluate nutrition intervention programs. 

These activities will be augmented through research 
designed to improve methods of collecting dietary and 
physiological data and improvement of the nutrient data 
bank and other activities located within HEW and USDA. 
The NSMS will be operated through existing programs within 
each department. Each department will have coordinators 
who will prepare interagency memoranda of agreement on 
areas of common interest to implefuent the proposed system. 

The proposal recognizes the major problems in existing 
nutrition intelligence activities. These are inadequate 
coverage of population groups and geographic areas, un
timely data, inadequate program evaluation, and poor 
coordination of programs. 

Coverage of eo~ulation groups 
and geographlc areas 

Chapter 2 discussed the inability of the curr~nt 
mechanisms to provide adequate national and regional data 
for high-risk groups and the problem of obtaining data by 
sufficiently narrow geographic areas or for special geo
graphic areas. To overcome these problems, the proposal 
recommends that special studies be conducted among high
risk population subgroups that cannot be surveyed 
effectively on a comprehensive nationwide basis. The 
special studies will be conducted in the years between the 
comprehensive national nutritional assessments. They will 
be national in scope to provide regional estimates of the 
nature and the magnitude of nutrition-related health prob
lems. The proposal also recommends that the present CDC 
surveillance system be expanded to include all States and 
territories, with special attention to developing a strat
egy to reach eligible people not participating in the 
programs from which data is obtained. 

Timeliness of oata 

The previous chapter indicated that the NFCS has not 
been conducted with sufficient frequency to ensure that 
information is current. Also, the d:ssemination of both 
surveys' data to interested users has been a lengthy 
process, and data is often not available in sufficient 
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detail. In response to these problems, the proposal 
recommends that future HANES and NFCS surveys be conducted 
collaboratively at IO-year intervals with a special NFCS 
survey midway between the IO-year comprehensive survey to 
monitor rapidly changing food consumption patterns. In 
addition, the proposal recommends that collaborative anal
yses mechanisms be developed and implemented for the 
purpos~ of releasing data tapes and summary information in 
a more timely manner. 

Program evaluation 

There is only a limited amount of data available for 
evaluating the nutritional impact of food assistance 
programs such as: the National School Lunch Program: ~ :! 

School Breakfast program; the Food Stamp program; the ~up
plemental Food Program for Women, Infants, and Children; 
and feeding programs for the elderly. 

HEW/~SDA propose that an ann·ual evaluation be made of 
the Food Stamp program as mandated in the 1977 Food stamp 
Act. This will be a follow up to the 1977-78 NFCS sample 
which will allow comparisons of the same households over 
time. This survey will also gather data on other food pro
grams in which sample households participate, thus 
providing information on the r~lationship between the Food 
stamp program and other Federal food programs. 

In addition, the proposal recommends that special 
studies ~e conducted to measure the effectiveness of 
regulatory actions that require foo~ fortification or other 
activities which control the nutritlonal quality of fJod. 
Special cost benefit studies are recommended to measure the 
nutrition information, education and training, and related 
aspects of intervention programs. Also planned is develop
ment of new or refined ways of evaluating the nutritional 
benefits of food and nutrition intervention programs. 

Program coordination 

The various nutrition intelligence activities of the 
Federal Government are fragmented among several agencies. 
Mechanisms are needed to tie these programs together. HEW 
and USDA proposed focusing attention and responsibility on 
nutrition intelligence activities by creating departmental 
and agency coordinators. 

'rhe department-level coordinators will serve as the 
executive directors of each department's nutrition 
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coordinating committees, and will also maintain ties with 
other appropriate committees in other departments and with 
OMS. The agency level coordinators will be responsible for 
coordination of nutrition activities, including nutritional 
status monitoring, within the agency and with other agen
cies of each department. They will serve as members of 
departmental-level coordinating committees, and will also 
maintain ties with other appropriate ~ommittees in other 
departments and with OMB. 

The department-level nutrition coordinating committee 
will advise the respective Secretaries on nutrition issues, 
and assist in focusing and coordinating nutritio~ efforts 
within the department. The committee will consist of repre
sentatives from each agency which has designated a 
counterpart to the department coordinator. To enhance 
effectiveness, the committee will be made up of senior 
officials who have the authority to speak on behalf of 
these agencies. 

Finally, interagency memoLanda of agreement will be 
prepared by the department coordinators, in collaboration 
with agency coordinators, for the purpose of expressing 
common areas of interest and for implementation of the pro
posed comprehensive nutritional status monitoring system. 

Estimated additional resources 
required for the NSMS 

HEW and USDA personnel developed informal estimates of 
the additional resources their agencies would require to 
implement the NSMS. A~ such, they were not developed 
through the regular budget process which brings into play 
the relative priority of other programs and the views of 
agency and OMB policy oificials. Further, they were not 
developed jointly by HEW and USDA which might lead to 
opportunities to reduce or share costs. 

The table below summarizes each agency's estimate of 
the fund increases they would require in the first year of 
effort to implement the proposed system. 
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System element 

Nutritional status 
Nutritional quality of food 
Dietary practices and knowledge 
program evaluation 
Coordinating mechanism 

Total 

HEW 

$2.6 
.2 

1.0 
.5 
.1 

$4.4 

USDA Total 
(mIllIons) 

$4.5 $7.1 
3.5 3 • "/ 
3.5 4.5 
4.0 4.5 

.1 .2 
$15.6 $20.0 

Agency personnel similarly estimated what the total 
resource requirements would be after several years. HEW'S 
estimate was for fiscal year 1982 while USDA's was for 
1983. 

System element 

Nutritional status 
Nutritional quality of food 
Dietary practices and knowledge 
program evaluation 
Coordinating mechanism 

Total 

HEW USDA Total 
(millions) 

$~26~.~5~ $14.9 $-41-.-4 
2.0 6.4 8.4 
2.0 2.0 4.0 
1.8 4.0 5.8 

.2 .1 .3 
$32.5 $~27~.~4 $59.9 

The nutritional status element in the preceding tables 
included the national assessment surveys and a surveillance 
component. The latter has four major objectives but centers 
around expansion of CDC activities. In March 1978, HEW pro
vided the Senate Budget Committee with a plan of major and 
subsidiary objectives for implementing the surveillance 
component, and an informal estimate of the additional re
sources required ovet 4 years. The major objectives and 
related estimates are shown in the next table. 
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Objectives 

Expand technical assistance and 
consultation to integrate 
nutrition surveillance as part 
of health delivery programs 

Expand present system to all 
States and territories and 
more service programs 

Promote uniform procedures for 
nutrition assessment and 
data recording and 
interpretation 

place other high-risk groups 
under surveillance 

year 
1 2 3 4 
• 

(thousands) 

$185 $200 $215 $230 

255 530 735 940 

775 310 435 540 

145 165 215 255 
Total $1,360 $1,205 $1,600 $1,965 

CDC accounts for the bulk of the resources in all 
years. During discussions with GAO, CDC officials estimated 
that over a S-year period their system could be expanded to 
include most States. The estimated CDC resource require
ments by the fifth year would be over $4 million. The CDC 
estimate is based primarily on judgment and some past ex
perience. Further, the full extent of what may be required 
for some actions, such as promoting uniform procedures, is 
not really known which precluded development of fully 
informed estimates. 

An underlJing assumption of the expansion is that as 
additional States come in, earlier States will take over 
processing their own data. This is necessary because CDC 
does not have the computer capacity to process data for 
more than 20 States at ~~y given time. 

WEAKNESSES IN THE PROPOSED SYSTEM 

In June 1978 reports to the Secretaries of HEW and 
USDA, GAO reported four areas of major concern with the 
proposal. They were (1) lack of specificity and agreement 
between HEW and USDA, (2) lack of agreement on the collab
orative, decennial survey, (3) role of the system in 
program evaluation, and (4) inadequacy of the coordination 
mechanism. 
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Lack of sEecificity and agreement 
~. thf7 ,:1epa r tments 

The ?roposal was not specific in a number of areas 
which may not have been feasible at the time it was 
presented. This prevented a detailed evaluation of proposed 
solutions. In some instances, a solution to a particular 
problem is promising to take care of the situation without 
telling how or why. For example, the proposal identifies 
a lack of assessment information on high-risk groups as 
a problem. The proposed solution is to develop and imple
ment surveillance activities aimed at high-risk population 
groups. 

GAO found that there is no agreement between the 
departments on several important items--the nature of the 
decennial survey (as discussed later), the extent to which 
the 5-year NFCS will collect physiological data, and the 
extent and the organizational setting of the coordinated 
research effort on dietary and physiological assessment 
of nutrition status. GAO believes that before substantial 
work is done to implement the proposal, the two departments 
should better determine what questions should be addressed 
by the NSMS, what types of analyses can be done with the 
data collected, and what use can and will be made of the 
analyses. 

Inadeguate consideration given 
to nutrition intervention programs 

The most significant Government activity to prevent 
and alleviate the problems of hunger and malnutrition are 
feeding programs. While $9 billion is spent each year on 
these programs, little is known about their nutritional 
benefits on a national scale. Neither HANES nor the NFCS 
has yet provided useful information in evaluating these 
programs, althou~h the current surveys will provide some 
data on certain aspects of the feeding programs. Histori
cally, however, program ev~luation has not been a primary 
objective of either HANES or NFCS. 

The proposed system expands emphasis on evaluation of 
nutrition intervention programs as one of its four major 
elements. It is the least specific of the four elements of 
the proposal, possibly because much has yet to be learned 
about how to evaluate feeding programs. OMB has previously 
rejected attempts by Department of Agriculture's Food and 
Nutrition Service (FNS) to evaluate the food stamp program 
because of ~ethodolo9Y that would result in a response rate 
too low for meaningful results. Unless FNS develops a new 
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approach or gains OMB's approval, food stamp program 
evaluation efforts could be limited to the information 
gathered from the ongoing NFCS and to a lesser degree from 
HANES. Except for the food stamp program and the school 
lunch program, the NFCS will not be able to provide signi
ficantly useful information to evaluate food assistance 
programs. Even the food stamp and school lunch data is 
restricted in that it cannot fully evaluate the nutritional 
impact of these programs on participants. 

The intervention element of the proposed sy~t~m'w111 
require substantial effort before it develops lnto an 
effective means to evaluate food programs. Those r.sponst~ 
ble for implementing the proposal must give high pliority 
to fully developing the criteria, and measures needed to 
evaluate intervention programs. Clear definition of the 
information needs of the intervention programs is required 
to adequately incorporate those needs into the monitoring 
mechanisms. 

Lack of U~DA/HEW agreement 
on tne decennial survey 

The cornerstone of the NSMS is the decennial survey. 
This is to be a collaborative effort, but there is no 
agreement between the department~ on how it will be carried 
out. GAO was advised that HEW fee:. that both the HANES and 
NFCS surveys should be conducted se~arately but within the 
same timeframe, and having certain co~parable components and 
survey methodologies as outlined la8~ year in an inter
agency task force report. USDA prefers consideration of a 
Bingle sample with USDA gathering all dietary data and HEW 
taking a 8ubsample to gather ita specific data needs for 
HANES. In 1970, GAO wrote to each Secretary and stated that 
a consolidated survey could reduce costs and overlap by the 
use of one population sample rather than two. 

HEW's reply stressed the impracticality of consolida
tion due to the different information objectives of the two 
surveys, the different timeframe, end the increased 
respondent burden. Most of the objections centered around 
the different data needs of the two agencies. HEW felt it 
needed to monitor nutritional status continually over time 
with certain medical observations, and tests while'USDA had 
a need for intermittent data on household and individual 
food consumption only. While the need for food consumption 
data was common to both surveys, the different end uses of 
the data called for different sampling designs. USDA's 
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reply was somewhat more encouraging--stressing the 
difference in time periods as the primary problem in 
consolidation, but expressing a willingness to undertake 
a feasibility study of consolidation or closer cooperation 
with HEW. 

GAO still believes consolidation is a feasible 
proposition and should be considered as an alternative to 
the present separate surveys. Information gathered from 
each survey is or could be important to many nutrition/ 
health programs. Gathering the information from one sample 
could greatly ease the problem of correlating the two sets 
of data. The problems of timeframe would be corrected by 
the proposed collaborative survey. The problems of respond
ent burden and differing data needs are real, but ones 
which GAO believes can be worked out. 

Coordination mechanism not adequate 

GAO believes that nutrition coordinators within each 
department and within agencies are desirable and long 
overdue, but may not be the most effective means of control. 
The coordinator within HEW has no real authority beyond his 
personal influence to ensure the proposal will be ade
quately developed. This activity will be located within the 
Public Health Service, but will be responsible for coordina
ting all NSMS functions for which HEW will be responsible. 
An HEW official said that the coordinator has no formal 
authority, but that his recommendations would receive atten
tion from the highest levels of HEW. It seems that the 
coordinator's role is too dependent upon a series of 
personal relationships which can vary as positions and 
personnel shift within the department. USDA has not yet 
named a departmental coordinator, but the position will 
likely be within the Secretary's office. 

The interagency memoranda of understanding will 
provide the communications link between :he two 
departments, but will not provide a basis to require 
cooperation. It will likely e~tablish a joint HEW/USDA 
committee co-chaired by the two coordinators to work out 
details of the proposal. There is no clearly defined pro
cedure as to how disagreements over the proposal would be 
settled. One official said that the best thinking would 
prevail. In view of the split of opinion on nutrition 
matters between the two depattments--as was evident in t.he 
recent HEW and USDA nutrition memoranda to OMB--it would 
seem that each agency feels that it has the -best thinking.-

t 
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Reported GAO recommendations 

On May 19, 1978, before the Agriculture Subcommittee 
of the Senate Appropriations Committee, GAO recommended 
that appropriate Congressional committees review the status 
of the proposed system after some designated time. The pur
pose of the recommendation was to ensure that the 
departments develop a specific proposal implementation plan 
and the means of coordination and cooperation. If serious 
implementation efforts are not found to have been taken, 
Congress should designate either HEW or USDA as the lead 
agency having primary responsibility for nutrition intelli
gence gathering- GAO listed the following as essential 
first steps toward enacting the proposal: 

--A detailed implementation plan showing when and 
how the proposal will be implemented and how much it 
will cost. 

--An elaborated discussion of all elements of the 
proposal, especially those sections dealing with the 
decennial survey and program evaluation. 

--Procedures for dealing with areas of disagreement on 
how the proposal is to be implemented. 

--Regular, institutionlized communication between and 
within departments. 

GAO also made recommendations on June 29, 1978, in 
letters to the Secretaries of HEW and USDA. To develop 
a unified approach to the decennial survey, GAO recommend~d 
a joint pilot study during the next NFCS to determine the 
feasibility of combining the NFCS and HANES into one. 

GAO further recommended that the Secretaries fund an 
independent peer review of the proposal by an outside party, 
such as the National Academy of Sciences. The same party 
should periodically review the activities to be carried out 
under the proposal, such as survey plans and methodology, 
analysis plans, and publications. The peer group's reports 
should be made available to Congress to assist its review 
of the status of the proposed system. 

Agency response to GAO recommendations 

HEW has not yet responded to our recommendations, but 
USDA has endorsed them. In letters addressed to the House 
Committee on Government Operations, the Senate Committee on 
Governmental Affairs, and OMB: USDA stated -the drafting of 
implementation plans has been greatly influenced by the 
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findings of GAO ••• " USDA is now taking action which 
sub~tantially meets our recommendations. The Secretary 
of A9riculture has directed department officials to 
develop a pilot study for a joint HANES/NFCS survey, 
recommended that a peer review of the joint surveillance 
activities be undertaken, and established a coordinating 
mechanisim within USDA to develop implementation plans 
and assure collaboration within the department. 

OBSERVATIONS 

USDA and HEW have made serious efforts to improve 
their individual nutrition intelligence activities. The 
studies currently in process, depending on the results, 
could signj.ficantly affect how NFCS and HANES are conducted 
In the future. Studies similar to that being made of HANES 
by the National Aca~emy of Public Administration would seem 
to be a good idea for a~y recurring survey activity. 

The surveys will also change when the planned systEm 
of national nutrition intelligence goes into effect. 
However, much remains to be done before the coordinated 
system is a reality. Still to be resolved are several 
important details ~s to how parts of the system will oper
ate. It is especially important to insure that an effective 
coordination mechanism exists because of the fragmented 
nature of the Government's nutrition activities. 

Informal agency estimates indicate the system could 
cost $60 million a year. hhile this is a lot of money in 
absolute terms, it includes many already existing activi
ties. Further, the amount pales in comparison to the 
$40 billion spent annually on various Federal programs to 
assure good nutrition. Insuring that programs do what they 
are intended to, and having the opportunity to realize 
potential health cost savings, requires a comple~ of 
nutrition-related activities. These activities are embodied 
in the proposed Nutritional Status ~onitorin9 System. 
Developing and i~plementing the system will require a 
concerted effort by HEw and USDA. 
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WASHINGTON. D.C. JlSIS 

September 16, 1977 

The Honorable Elmer B. Staats 
Comptroller General of the United States 
General Accounting Offic@ 
441 G Street, N.W. 
Washington, D.C. 20548 

Dear Mr. Staats: 

__ L-._ II •. 

rwn.1 .. 
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The Science and Technology Subcomadttee on Domestic and International 
Scientific Planning, Analysis, and Cooperation (DISPAC). of which I am the 
Chairman, recently completed a rather len~thy nutrition-related oversight review. 
Three days of this oversight review were devoted to the topic of nutrition
surveillance In the Unitpd States and in other nations. 

Al~hough the Subcoaaittee has not yet issued. report Ot'l theAe hearings" 
it 1s already apparent from a preliminary review of the hearing record that the 
oversight review vaa Dot able to tap all the tnfo~tlon that would be useful in 
future work of tne Subcommittee. It would appear that sa.. of thi8 infor.ation 
Bdght be obtained .ore readily through a General Accounting Office review than 
through the hearing process. 

The Community and Economic Development Division of the General Accounting 
Office submitted to us an excellent stateaent for the record on nutrition 
surveillance in the United States. The statement focused in particular on the 
USDA Nationwide Food Consumption Survey, the Ten-State Nutrition Survey. and the 
Health and Nutrition Examination Survey (HANES) progra. of the Depart.ent of 
Health. Education and Welfare. 

'-ong tbe conclusions and reeo endationa .entloned in the atate.ent va. 
the need for a nutrition surveillance .,ate. in the United States that 18: 

a. Ti.ely in identifying nutritional needs; 
b. Able to pinpoint specific tarRet group. that have 

nutritional need&; 
c. Able to predict future areas of nutritional concern; 
d. Able to .onltor the effectiveness of nutrition/health/feeding 

delivery systems; and 
e. Fully linked to other components of our nutrition .yatea. 
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The Honorable Elmer 8. Staats Page Two September 16. 1977 

Most experts would agree that the creation of such a system would be 
an ideal. I consider it important for the Congress to know whether and to 
what extent our current set of nutrition surveillance programs have been 
designed to, and are capable of. meeting these requirements. Therefore, 
I would Itk~ to request that the GAO conduct an even more extensive analysis 
than has been previously undertaken of our national surveillance system 
to determine how well our current set of surveil1an~e programs meet the 
above-stated requirements. Also. it would be very hel~ful if this analysis 
took the "health" componpnt, as well as the nutrition component, into 
consideration. 

More specifically, I would like to request that the following lines 
of inquiry be addressed: 

(3) Examine HANES I and 11, the Natinnwide Food Consumption Survey, 
the bureau of Lab~r Statistics· Consumer Expenditure Survey, 
and the surveillance activities of the Center for Disease Control 
to determine their objectives, how well these objectives are 
being met, and how well these objectives fit the needs of the 
country. 

(b) Compare the data gathered by these survpys in order to idpntify 
areas of overlap and neglect (gaps) in t~e provision of timely 
and accurate data. 

(c) Review the coordination and cooperation among the various Federal 
agencies and departments engaged in surveillance in the pre
planning through data analysis stages. 

(d) Review and determine what input Federal departments and agencies 
engaged in nutrition and feeding programs have in planning 
nutrition surveillance surveys. 

(e) Determine how information gathered by these surveys is used, 
or should be used. in planning and evaluating nutrition and 
feedin~ programs. 

(f) Recommend alternative methods for improving our national 
n~trition surveillance system. 

Finally, it w~uld be very helpful if the appropriate GAO staff could 
review and comment on the conclusions and recommendations contained in the 
report ?f the DISPAC Subcommittee which will be published this fall. Your 
~iews on more detailed policy reco..endatlons would be .ost welcome. We 
are vitally interested in the development of a "Plan of Action" in terms 
of legislation or recommendations to the Administration. 
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The Honorable Elmer 8. Staats Page Three September 16, 1977 

The staff of the Community and Economic Development Division, as 
well as the staff of the Procurement and Systems Acquisition Division. 
has been most helpful in the planning and analysis of the nutrition-related 
oversight review. We hope that we can continue to count on the expertise 
and advice which has been prcvided, and that this inquiry will receive 
high priority within your office. I look forward to hearing from you at 
your earliest convenience. 

Thank you for your cooperation. With every warm best wish, 

(09712) 

Yours, 

JAMES H. SCHEUER, Chairman 
Subcomadttee on Domestic and 
International Scientific Planning, 
Analysis, and Cooperation 
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