
1

Fitting Dietary Fats 
Into A Healthful Diet

-- A Consumer Point-of-View –

Qualitative Research Findings
A Report to:

IFIC Foundation

September 16, 2004



2

Table of Contents
Objectives 3
Methodology 4
Key Learnings and Implications 6
Detailed Findings 11
Appendix 31



3

The volume of information available to Americans regarding nutrition has 
increased tremendously.  Today, consumers are overloaded with dietary 
recommendations from such diverse sources as celebrities, the media, leading diet 
authors, government, doctors, dietitians, health professionals, industry groups and 
food manufacturers. However, it is not readily apparent how Americans are 
absorbing this information and how, if at all, they apply it to their daily lives.  
Research is warranted to explore targeted consumer perceptions of dietary 
recommendations for fats.  

StrategyOne, in collaboration with the International Food Information Council 
Foundation (IFIC), embarked on a qualitative research study aimed at pinpointing 
the perspectives Americans hold regarding dietary recommendations, in particular 
those pertaining to macronutrients. In addition to examining general perceptions, 
targeted messages were tested to shed light on how consumers would like to be 
communicated with. Specific findings and implications are presented and 
discussed in the following report.  These insights can be used in the future to 
guide the creation of comprehensive and relevant messages that will help facilitate 
consumers’ understanding of important dietary information. 

Objectives
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In order to assess consumers’ perceptions regarding dietary fats, 4 consumer 
focus groups were conducted, led by a StrategyOne moderator.

The focus groups were comprised of between 7-10 participants. In the 
introduction, participants were encouraged to express themselves honestly, and 
were assured that they were not required to reach a consensus, nor was it 
desirable for them to do so. 

Note: Focus groups offer great depth and breadth of information regarding 
respondent thoughts and feeling.  The results are not projectable to larger 
populations.



5Study Participants
The focus groups were held in two locations: Chicago and Baltimore. 
Participants were selected into the focus groups based on the following general 
qualifications:

Between ages 25 and 55
Annual household income between $25,000 and $80,000
BMI between 22 – 30
Work to maintain a normal weight
Concerned about their weight
Comfortable discussing body weight in a group setting

In order to increase our knowledge across a broad public spectrum of food decision-
makers, one session was conducted among each of the following consumer groups:

Nutritionally Savvy Women – Women with a Body Mass Index (BMI) between 22 and 29, who are 
conscious about nutrition, claim to know a good deal about it, and carefully monitor the types and 
amount of food they eat [Chicago].
Common Sense Women – Women with a BMI between 22 and 29, who carefully choose certain 
foods for their diets, and use common sense rules to govern nutrition choices [Baltimore].
Dieters Restricting Foods/Food Groups – Men and women with BMI’s between 22 and 29, who 
don’t eat certain foods because of dietary restrictions or are following a popular diet [Chicago].
Diet Opposed – Men and women with BMI’s between 22 and 29, who are opposed to using fad 
diets that exclude foods or food groups [Baltimore]. 
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Key Learnings & Implications 
Consumers claim to know the basics about nutrition and how to eat 
healthy.  However, knowledge and action are two different things.  
Although consumers perceive that they know what they need to do to 
have a balanced diet, they don’t always do these things.

IMPACT: Consumers need to be given a strategy to use the knowledge 
base they already have in order to incorporate this knowledge 
into behavior change

Consumers get lost in the convoluted world of specific nutrients, 
especially why they should include these nutrients in their diet.  While 
they can name nutrients this does not mean they understand what they 
are, or what they do for the body.  Many are overwhelmed or confused.  

IMPACT: The opportunity exists to improve knowledge and understanding 
of nutrients.  Consider emphasizing the benefits one derives 
from various nutrients.  
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Key Learnings & Implications 
Consumers think about fats on variable terms.  Most agree that fats 
make foods taste good, but many believe that they should be restricted 
or eliminated.

IMPACT: Consumers need to be given a strategy to build upon and/or augment 
the knowledge in order to build a pathway to behavior change

Many feel that fats can be healthful and others feel that fats should be 
limited.    However, not everyone knows that there are different types of 
fat and that some fats provide specific health benefits.  

IMPACT: There is a strong opportunity to dimensionalize consumer 
understanding of fats.  Because some consumers are open to 
the idea of including fats in the diet, they should be told that
certain fats provide health benefits.
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Key Learnings & Implications
Consumers are aware of popular diets that restrict certain foods and/or food 
groups.  While not for everyone, consumers acknowledge these diets “work”
provided that “success” is defined as short-term weight loss/maintenance. Few 
mention concerns about any long-term health effects associated with such 
eating styles. 

IMPACT:  It is important to find a way to change how consumers feel about the 
appropriateness of going on this type of diet.  

Consumers who are on diets are very impressionable.  They are looking for 
guidance they can readily apply in their complex lives to help manage their 
weight.  They are willing to experiment with or implement eating behaviors they 
would not normally consider because of the “promise” of weight loss.     

IMPACT:  It is important to engage consumers with interesting and actionable 
messages about their health to prevent the adoption of popular, but 
less healthy eating behaviors.



9

Key Learnings & Implications
Consumers talk about a distinction between eating for health and eating for 
weight loss.  Most believe that restricting foods or food groups is not the 
answer for better health. This is noted among all audiences, including those 
who have tried, or continue to be on, restrictive diets.  Interestingly, dieters 
claim they are willing to employ “unhealthy” eating behaviors for as long as it 
takes to put weight “balance” back into their lives.

IMPACT: Consumers need to understand that eating for health and eating for  
weight loss can be the same thing.  People need to be taught how to 
incorporate healthy eating behaviors that include a broad range of foods 
they enjoy rather than what they can and can not eat.

There is no single or clear recognized authority on the health benefits of good 
nutrition.

IMPACT: Consider creating a call to action designed to “step in” and address the 
unhealthful eating practices of Americans.  The focus of this effort must 
be on uniting eating for health with eating for weight loss, and it should 
emphasize the long term benefit of feeling better that comes with eating 
better.  
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Key Learnings & Implications
People claim to be aware of the concept of portion size, at any one occasion, or the 
amount they eat over the course of a day or more.  While recognized, it is not always 
followed.  

IMPACT: In the current eating for weight loss environment consumers may be more 
receptive to messages about the amount they eat.

People have very personal perceptions and reactions when it comes to eating and food.

IMPACT: Consumers want highly personalized information that is specific to 
their lives.

Although it is not generally recommended to frame consumer messages in a negative 
way, some consumers seem to think that information about the risks of unhealthy eating 
might be motivating to them.

IMPACT: Provide consumers with positive messages but engage them with 
the risks and negative outcomes they can expect from not engaging in 
healthy behaviors as well as the time frame associated with these 
outcomes.
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Detailed Findings
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What consumers think they know about nutrition

Consumers claim they try to make conscious decisions to eat healthfully 
based on what they know about foods and nutrients.  Whether they are right 
or wrong, they follow their own guidelines when choosing what to eat.

I have the same healthy food everyday. (Nutritionally Savvy)
If I cooked it, I think it’s healthier. (Restricting)
If I want to eat bad foods, I don’t think about nutrition. I am going to have 
them. (Restricting)

Consumers also claim to have a lot of information about how to eat.  Many 
are aware of guidelines set by nutrition experts.  However, they don’t 
necessarily know how or feel it’s necessary to follow them as intended.  
Each makes his or her own decisions to fit their knowledge into their own 
lives. 

It’s about your personality and your lifestyle, and using common sense 
about what you eat. (Restricting)
It’s hard to eat healthy everyday. (Common Sense)

Consumers perceive that they don’t need new “information” – they want and 
need help implementing the information they know into their lives.

These are all good tips. I’m doing some of these right now. But it still comes 
back to having the time. I know these things, but it’s hard to do them all the 
time. (Nutritionally Savvy Women)
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How consumers decide what to eat
Consumers cite various reasons why they eat certain foods.  Some claim to struggle 
making food choices, others do not.  In general, they choose foods based upon their 
lifestyle and personal eating habits.   

They make decisions based on taste.
I’m all about taste, so things that I know that I’ve eaten before are good, I’ll buy.  (Nutritionally 
Savvy)
If I eat indulgent food, I won’t settle for fat free or carb free.  I want the real thing.  (Nutritionally 
Savvy)
I pay attention to cravings, and sometimes I use food to satiate other kinds of cravings.  
(Nutritionally Savvy)
I eat what I like, and that is generally a good food.  (Restricting)
I would never choose a food I didn’t like based on nutrients.  (Restricting)

Convenience also comes into play when figuring out what to eat. 

I try to eat as healthfully and conveniently as possible.  (Nutritionally Savvy)
My foods are quick to make because I am always running around.  (Restricting)
I pick something that’s quick with protein.  (Restricting)
A balance between work and your personal life plays into your diet too.  (Restricting)
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How consumers decide what to eat
Some look for nutrition content.  This is based upon each individual’s dietary 
restrictions or interests (e.g., calcium, vitamins, fiber).

I eat certain things for nutritional value – for iron.  (Nutritionally Savvy)
I try to look at food as fuel.  (Common Sense)

Consumers who are worried about nutrition content also claim to make 
eating decisions based on what food labels say.  These guide them in 
figuring out whether a food has too much of a particular nutrient.  

I read the labels and check the ingredients.  I don’t want preservatives, fat grams, or 
sodium.  (Nutritionally Savvy)

I get the information from the food label.  It tells me the serving size.  (Nutritionally 
Savvy)

I look for foods high in protein and Omega 3 fatty acids.  (Restricting)
I check for salt and serving size.  (Restricting)
I look at calories and size of packages.  (Common Sense)
I don’t eat foods high in sodium or carbs.  (Restricting)
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How consumers decide how much to eat
Many consumers bring up the importance of portion size when eating yet most claim that this 
doesn’t force them to limit their intake.     

I am aware of portion size, but I don’t usually follow it.  (Restricting)
I don’t ever measure portions.  (Nutritionally Savvy)
Portion size doesn’t mean anything, someone made it up, I go by the amount that makes me full.  
(Restricting)
Portion size has to do with indulging.  That’s why I eat bigger portions.  (Nutritionally Savvy)
Calories.  I get information from the food label and serving size. (Common Sense)
I go by the Weight Watcher points. (Nutritionally Savvy)

Many consumers tend to eat whatever is in front of them, while others eat until they are full.

I try to make sure that I have enough food and I’ve learned over time what the right amount is.  If I’m full, I try to 
stop eating.  (Restricting)
I was invited to someone’s house for dinner, so I ate what they made me. (Restricting)
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How consumers name nutrients

Antioxidants
Fats 
Proteins
Minerals 
Sugars
Vitamins
Lycopene
Fiber
Yeast
Wheat Gluten
Oats
Nuts
Omega 3

Amino Acids
Carbohydrates
Vitamins
Sodium
Calories
Additives
Iron
Calcium
Potassium
Vitamin C
Good Cholesterol
Natural Sugars

Participants were asked to name nutrients. They perceive that there are many. 
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What consumers claim to know about nutrients

Although respondents could list many nutrients by name, this does not mean they 
understand what they are or why they should be consumed.  As a default most cite 
that nutrients promote good overall health.  Many are unsure, and claim to have 
learned of these nutrients through many sources including word of mouth.

Lycopene.  I don’t know what it is, but I think I’m supposed to have more of it.  (Nutritionally 
Savvy)
I think that antioxidants prevent cancer.  (Nutritionally Savvy)
Fats.  The right ones.  I think omegas are good for you.  (Common Sense)
I think it may be better to get these nutrients from foods rather than vitamins.  But I’m really not 
sure.  (Nutritionally Savvy)
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Where consumers learn about nutrients

Respondents get information from many, general sources. Overall, they feel 
there are too many places to look.  There is no clear authority.

I learned about fats in the 80s.  It’s been a while. (Nutritionally Savvy)
Labels.  (Nutritionally Savvy)
Magazine articles.  (Nutritionally Savvy)
News updates on diets.  (Nutritionally Savvy)
Recipes.  (Nutritionally Savvy)
Current Events Reading.  (Restricting)
News programs.  (Restricting)
I’ve read South Beach, Atkins...fad diet books are all over the place. (Restricting)
You have so much different information coming at you that if you listen to too many 
people you have to be really careful.  There’s not one exact way to live.  
(Restricting)
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How consumers define fats
Consumers lack a definitive understanding of dietary fats.

Fat is fat.  (Common Sense)
Nothing would taste good if you cut out all fats.  (Opposed)
They taste good.  (Opposed)

They define fats broadly in terms of what they know.  Many perceive some fats can 
be healthful and other fats should be limited.  They also tend to think of the foods that 
contain them instead of the fats themselves.

Healthful Fats:
Omega 3
Oils:  fish oils, flax seed oil, olive oil
Fish
Nuts
Avocado
Polyunsaturated
Monounsaturated
Salmon
Chicken

Fats to Limit: 
Hydrogenated
Highly processed foods
Saturated fat
Trans fat
Fried Foods
Eggs
Mayo
Bacon
Butter
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What consumers claim to know about fats
Most respondents are unsure about the specific benefits of the fats they name.  They 
are unable to provide detailed information on why some fats may be better for you 
than others.  Overall, many are overwhelmed and confused with all the different types 
of fats.  

Even those most knowledgeable about fats, Nutritionally Savvy Women and the 
Common Sense Women, have difficulty with specifics.  

There’s monounsaturated, saturated…I’m not educated enough about it.  (Nutritionally Savvy)
We focus on the foods that contain these types of fats instead of knowing specifically about the 
fats.  (Nutritionally Savvy)
I don’t know what Omega-3s are, but I know they are good for you.  (Nutritionally Savvy)
There are too many fats.  We don’t know them.  It’s too confusing.  (Nutritionally Savvy)
I feel like I’ll die from ignorance.  (Common Sense)
All I know is fats taste good.  (Adults Opposed)
Since when has fat ever been good for you?  I’ve been educated that fat is bad so my brain can 
not accept that any fat is good for you.  (Common Sense)
What’s good and what’s bad for you keeps changing.  (Common Sense)
Any fat I eat is a bad fat.  (Common Sense)
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Some consumers decide what to eat based on fat content.  While fat does come into play for 
some, it is usually not the primary reason for picking foods.  

Sometimes I choose to eat something that has lower fat content. (Common Sense)
Fat did not enter my mind when choosing yogurt, I chose it because of the calcium and because 
it was on hand.  (Nutritionally Savvy)
I do notice the fat, but I’m not willing to sacrifice the taste for what I enjoy.  (Nutritionally Savvy)
I was not conscious of the fat when I chose what to eat yesterday.  (Nutritionally Savvy)

Consumers are aware that they need to eat a certain range and amount of foods but think that if 
they attempted to eat all that was recommended by nutrition experts, they would gain weight.
If you tried to eat all of the nutrients you need in one day, you’d be huge. (Nutritionally Savvy) 
Consumers report that they should eat the healthful fats more often and stay away from the other 
fats.  Most believe that no one should eliminate all fats.

Your body needs a certain amount of good fats.  (Nutritionally Savvy)
Eating fats depends on what kind of fat and where it comes from. It’s okay if something’s 
natural.  (Adults Opposed)
I don’t think all fat is bad, but the bad fat tastes better.  (Nutritionally Savvy)
I eat tuna because it’s a lower fat protein.  (Nutritionally Savvy)
Whether fat is good or bad depends on where it comes from. It’s okay when it’s something 
natural. (Restricting)
If you are trying to do any diet where you must always avoid something, I think there’s something 
wrong with that. (Restricting)
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For the most part, consumers think of eating for health and eating for weight as two 
separate practices.  Most claim to practice one over the other. There were a few that 
practiced both.  

The ultimate goal is to eat for health. (Common Sense)
The carb conscious lifestyle is marketed as healthy, but I don’t think that it is. (Nutritionally Savvy)
I limit carbs primarily for weight. (Restricting)

Most consumers tend to believe that even though a person is within their target weight 
range they aren’t necessarily healthy.

Ideal weight is based on what looks good. Health is something different. (Restricting)
There is no such thing as eating for weight loss in your 40s, 50s. You have to eat for health. 
(Common Sense)
Just because you are at your ideal weight, doesn’t mean you are healthy. (Restricting)

Oftentimes behaviors targeted at weight loss overrule healthy behaviors, especially for 
Restricting dieters.

Fresh fruits are healthy in my mind.  I really love fruit but I tend to avoid them because they are 
high in carbs.  I really miss eating fruit. (Restricting)
I don’t drink fruit juice because it’s too high in sugar and there’s no fiber content. (Restricting)
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Even though consumers have pre-existing perceptions about what foods are healthy, 
some of them are still willing to omit food groups from their diet for the sake of weight 
management.  This is especially true among low carb dieters.

I limit carbs primarily for weight.  (Restricting)
Low carb diets provide immediate results.  (Restricting)
Weight loss tells me cutting back on carbs works.  (Restricting)
Low carb diets work.  It’s simple to plans meals around this diet. (Restricting)
Low carb is easy, very, very easy.  (Restricting)

For some consumers, eating healthfully means giving up foods they love.
Eating healthy is definitely a deprivation. (Common Sense)
You know that you shouldn’t be eating certain foods. (Adults Opposed)

Many are unwilling to sacrifice favorite foods for the sake of health. 
I know what I should eat, but sometimes I choose to eat what I want. (Common Sense)
Some bad foods just taste good. (Adults Opposed)
If I’m in the mood for certain foods, other options just aren’t going to cut it. (Nutritionally Savvy)

Ultimately consumers say that restricting foods is not the answer to achieving a healthful 
diet. The Restricting Dieters do not feel the same. 

A balanced approach to eating makes sense to me.  It’s something I could believe in, instead of 
some extreme diet.  (Nutritionally Savvy)
Fad diets are instant gratification… we need a more of a principle for life. (Common Sense)
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While consumers say none of this information is new or surprising to them, it is good to be 
reminded about it.  Consumers indicate that they have been hearing this information for 
years, and know how they should be living their lives, but actually applying  the information 
to their daily eating habits is where they generally stumble. 

The information presented in the nutrition messages is not specific enough from the 
consumers’ perspective.  They would like to have more definitive recommendations, such 
as specific food sources from which they can obtain needed nutrients.

Time is a general concern for many consumers.  Several of them acknowledge they 
already apply some of these health principles to their lives, yet find it difficult to do this 
consistently because of time constraints.  Consumers would like to be able to personalize 
nutrition information to fit with their own lives. 
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Message: You need to eat some fat for a healthy body-the key is to get enough, 
but not too much.

Several consumers believe that they could incorporate this into their daily lives.
I have no problem fitting with this. (Restricting)
This is the most healthy, realistic way to eat. (Common Sense Women) 

Others feel that this guideline would be difficult to follow on a daily basis.
This seems hard to do. (Common Sense Women)
This advice is not easy to apply. It’s a full time job trying to eat healthfully. Who has time for it? 
(Nutritionally Savvy Women)

The information is not viewed as specific enough for some.
This information sounds a little vague. (Adults Opposed)
How much and how often are you supposed to eat fat? (Adults Opposed)
It’s not specific enough, maybe they should suggest a list of good foods. (Common Sense)
It’s not specific or descriptive enough. It’s not clear what ‘too much’ is. (Nutritionally Savvy Women) 

Consumers have heard this advice before.
This is the same stuff they’ve been saying for years that no one can see to follow. (Restricting 
Dieters)
This is not new information. (Common Sense Women) 

Some believe that eating by these rules is not as satisfying.
Nothing would taste good if you cut out all fats. (Adults Opposed)
Your human nature steers you away from this course. (Restricting) 
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Message: You can enjoy sweet foods in moderation as part of a healthy eating 
plan. 
This message was viewed as more relevant for some groups (e.g., women, dieters) than 
others.

This is good information for women, but men don’t think of these things. (Common Sense Women) 
This message would apply more to weight loss than to health. I don’t think sugar is a real health 
risk. (Nutritionally Savvy Women)

Many consumers were skeptical about this advice.  They feel that…
I don’t think it’s a good piece of health advice. When they take out the sugar, they often replace it 
with something else that is bad for you. (Nutritionally Savvy Women)
I don’t agree with this message. I think sweet foods are a trap. People use them as a mental crutch. 
(Restricting Dieters)
This seems to be saying it’s okay to have sugar. (Restricting Dieters)

Consumers desire more specific guidelines.
I would like to know how much sugar I need everyday. (Common Sense Women) 
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Message:  Carbohydrates, fat and protein: A balanced diet is built from all three.

Don’t go to extremes! Build a balanced diet from a mix of 
carbohydrates, fat and protein.

At meals and snacks, it’s smart to get some carbohydrates, fat and 
protein from your food. For example, with a peanut butter sandwich, the bread 
gives you carbohydrates for quick energy and the peanut butter gives you 
protein and fat to help you stay full longer. Use the Nutrition Facts label to 
make food choices so you hit your daily targets for carbohydrates, fat and 
proteins. 
Some consumers accept this as a realistic approach to staying healthy. 

This makes sense to me. It’s something that I believe in, instead of some extreme diet. (Nutritionally 
Savvy Women)

However, they would like the information tailored to how they eat. 
I would like to know the sources from which I can get these things. (Nutritionally Savvy Women)
I wish it would give you more on an idea of the time frame. (Nutritionally Savvy Women)

The Restricting Dieters were somewhat opposed to aspects of this message.
I don’t like this quick energy stuff. I don’t think anyone should eat for quick energy. (Restricting 
Dieters)
I’m not a fan of snacking. It opens the door to eating more. (Restricting Dieters) 
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Message: The nutrition facts label is a tool at your fingertips for making smart food 

choices. 

Many consumers currently use the nutrition facts panel and find it helpful.
I use the nutrition facts panel to compare products. (Adults Opposed)
Before the nutrition facts label was on foods, you had no idea what was in food. At least now, you 
know what you’re getting. (Restricting Dieters)

Other consumers cite barriers to using the nutrition facts label.
There is a big difference between just looking at the labels and keeping track of the DV. That is why 
people can’t lose weight. (Restricting Dieters)
Assuming the government is making an accurate assessment of what you need, this works. 
(Nutritionally Savvy Women) 
This information doesn’t necessarily apply to everyone. (Nutritionally Savvy Women)
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Reactions to Article
In general, consumers react positively to the article.

What I like about this is that it is telling you that you don’t have to eliminate things from your 
diet. It’s a good goal for life. (Nutritionally Savvy)
This breaks it down to a health issue and not just a weight issue. I like it. (Restricting)

Even those restricting foods in their diets react favorably to the content.
This is my philosophy in a nutshell.  (Restricting)
I agree with it.  It’s right.  We like it. (Restricting)
It breaks it down to a health issue and not just a weight issue. (Restricting)
Fad diets are instant gratification.  This is more of a principle for life. (Restricting)

Again many say the ideas presented in the article are not new. In fact, most 
consumers acknowledge that they are trying to do these things already in their lives, 
without much success.

I don’t think that anyone doesn’t already know this. It wouldn’t cause anyone to eat 
differently. (Nutritionally Savvy)
I think we all know that this is how we should eat. But face the facts, you wouldn’t lose weight 
very fast doing this. (Restricting)

Although consumers comment that the messages in the article seem honest and 
straightforward, they indicate they would appreciate more specific recommendations. 

What does moderate mean? Are we supposed to figure that out for ourselves? (Nutritionally 
Savvy)
We need a more precise definition of a balanced life. Now, it’s hard to apply this. (Common 
Sense)



30Where do consumers get nutrition information?

Food 
Labels

Magazines

Celebrities

Word of 
Mouth

Gov’t

Food
Manuf.

Diet 
Gurus

Medical
Experts

News

The Web

Consumer

Many find it 
difficult to separate 
valid advice from 
fad diet 
recommendations.

The nutrition 
advice is often 
perceived to be 
contradictory, 
even from 
equally valid 
sources. 

Consumers claim to 
be bombarded with 
nutrition 
information from a 
variety of sources. 




