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As America’s health care system prepares
for a possible overhaul, with more focus
than ever before on the importance of
preventive care, Americans increasingly
believe that their food and beverage
choices can positively impact their health.
While many look to health professionals to help guide
them toward optimal health, there are a host of other
influencers, from journalists to nutrition communicators to
educators, among others, who seek to help Americans
improve their health through the food decisions they
make where they eat, work, and play. It is important to
consider what consumers know today about foods and
beverages that promote health and learn about the
actions are they are taking to make improvements to their
diet. This understanding of consumer attitudes,
perceptions, and behaviors can help food and health
communicators tailor information so that it resonates with
and motivates consumers to achieve optimal health
through diet and lifestyle.

In 2009, the International Food Information Council
(IFIC) commissioned its sixth survey to study Americans’
awareness of and attitudes toward “functional foods” or
foods and beverages that may provide benefits beyond
basic nutrition. Functional foods include a wide variety of
foods and food components believed to improve overall
health and well-being, reduce the risk of specific diseases,
or minimize the effects of other health concerns. For
example, these can include the inherently healthful
components in fruits and vegetables; whole grains and
fiber in certain breads and cereals and calcium in milk;
fortified foods and beverages, such as vitamin D fortified
milk; and, in its broadest definition, functional foods can
also include dietary supplements.

This survey has been conducted every two to three
years since 1998, and provides ongoing consumer insights
into their interests and perceptions about foods and

beverages and their roles in promoting health and
wellness. The latest round of research was designed to:

• Measure and track changes in consumer awareness of
and interest in functional foods over time;

• Explore how awareness levels of food and health-
benefit pairings impact behavior and perceptions; and

• Gauge consumer awareness of and attitudes toward
using individual genetic information to make
personalized nutrition and diet-related
recommendations.

This latest research on foods and beverages with added
benefits complements recent findings from the International
Food Information Council Foundation Food & Health Survey,
a trending survey last conducted in 2009, which explores
consumer attitudes toward food, nutrition, food safety, and
health. A segment of this survey looked at consumer interest
in certain functional components when choosing foods and
beverages for themselves, and if applicable, their children
(For more information, see Key Findings from the 2009
International Food Information Council
Foundation Food & Health Survey on page 2).

Introduction



The International Food
Information Council
Foundation Food &
Health Survey is
designed to provide
ongoing consumer
insights into how
consumers view their
own diets, their efforts
to improve them, and
their understanding of
the various components
of their diets. The 2009

Survey builds upon data that has been released
annually since 2006 and includes questions to
evaluate consumers’ knowledge of and attitudes
toward various food safety, nutrition, and health-
related topics. New questions were added this year to
explore consumers’ interests in certain functional
components when making food and beverage
selections for themselves and, if applicable, their
children. The following highlights from the 2009 Food
& Health Survey offer perspectives and insights into
the findings from the 2009 IFIC Functional
Foods/Foods for Health Consumer Trending Survey.

Although the majority of Americans (81 percent)
rate their health status as “excellent,” “very good,” or
“good,” significantly fewer (58 percent) say they are
“somewhat” or “extremely satisfied” with their health
status. This gap indicates that, while many Americans
consider themselves healthy, some perceive room for
improvement. In fact, significantly more Americans
(64 percent) say they are making changes to improve
the healthfulness of their diets, compared to 2006
(57 percent). Americans are making these changes in
an effort to improve their overall well-being (64
percent) and to improve their physical health and/or
lose weight (both 61 percent).

To improve the healthfulness of their diet,
Americans say they are: changing the types of foods
and/or food components they eat (79 percent);
changing the amount of food they eat (69 percent);
and changing their use of dietary supplements (19
percent). Of those who cite that they are eating more
of a specific type of food or food component (64
percent of the 553 respondents who are changing
the types of foods/food components they eat), the

most mentioned foods/components (unaided) are:
vegetables, including salads, (60 percent); fruits/fruit
juices (53 percent); whole grains (11 percent);
protein (nine percent); fish/seafood (seven percent);
and fiber (seven percent).

In 2009, consumers were asked to rank the top
three food components they look for when choosing
foods and beverages for themselves and their children.
For those who are looking for themselves, the top
three food components (aided) are: fiber (37 percent);
whole grains (34 percent); and protein (28 percent).
For those looking for their children, the top three food
components (aided) are: calcium (39 percent); vitamin
C (31 percent); and whole grains (26 percent).

When asked about the impact convenience,
healthfulness, price, and taste have on their decision
to buy foods and beverages, taste remains stable and
in the highest position (87 percent in 2009 vs. 84
percent in 2008 vs. 88 percent in 2007 vs. 85 percent
in 2006). Price continues to significantly increase in
importance since 2006 (74 percent in 2009 vs. 70
percent in 2008 vs. 72 percent in 2007 vs. 64 percent
in 2006) while convenience (52 percent) and
healthfulness (61 percent) remain relatively stable.

Foods with added benefits are often discussed in
the media as new studies are released that review
certain foods or food components and their potential
health benefits. Two-thirds of Americans (67 percent)
agree that reading or hearing about the relationship
between food and health is of interest to them, and
slightly more than half (56 percent) of Americans
report being interested in hearing about what TO eat,
rather than what NOT to eat. Still, 42 percent of
consumers agree that food and health information is
confusing and conflicting.

For more detailed information on the 2009
International Food Information Council Foundation

Food & Health Survey, visit:
http://www.ific.org/research/foodandhealthsurvey.cfm
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IFIC commissioned Cogent Research of Cambridge, MA,
to conduct the 2009 Functional Foods/Foods for Health
Consumer Trending Survey, a quantitative study to
measure Americans’ attitudes toward, awareness of, and
interest in functional foods. Between May 11-20, 2009,
1,005 U.S. adults 18 years and older were randomly
invited to participate in a 20-minute Web-based survey.
Questions were either open-ended (unaided) or
participants were prompted and asked to rate specific
responses. Respondents were invited based on gender,
education, age, and ethnicity to allow the findings to be
representative of the American population, and the final
data set was weighted by level of education. The sample
of 1,005 interviews is subject to a maximum sampling
error of ± 3.1 percentage points (at the 95 percent
confidence level). Comparisons of data from 1998, 2000,
2002, 2005, and 2007 to 2009 are subject to a
maximum sampling error of ± 4.4 percentage points (at
the 95 percent confidence level).

This research report highlights key findings from the
survey and offers perspectives on trends and the
evolution of consumer attitudes and awareness of
functional foods.

Methodology

NOTE: When consumers were asked questions about “food,”

it was defined as “everything people eat, including fruits,

vegetables, grains, meats, dairy, as well as beverages, herbs,

spices, and dietary supplements.”
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General Attitudes toward Health

The majority (91 percent) of U.S. consumers remain
confident that they have a “great amount” or “moderate
amount” of control over their own health. Consistent
with previous surveys, consumers overwhelmingly feel
that food and nutrition play the greatest role in
maintaining or improving health (72 percent), more so
than exercise (62 percent) or family health history (39
percent).

Heart-related and circulatory conditions, including
general heart health, blood pressure, stroke, and high
cholesterol, remain top health concerns for consumers.
Almost half (48 percent) of all Americans cite
cardiovascular disease as their top health concern, which
is a significant decrease from 2007 (53 percent) and
2005 (54 percent). This decline may be the result of
significantly fewer Americans reporting concern about
cholesterol this year (nine percent) compared to 2007
(13 percent). Consistent with 2007, the number of
consumers mentioning weight as a top health concern
remains higher than cancer (31 percent vs. 24 percent).
Diabetes remains as the fourth largest health concern
(17 percent). Nutrition/diet remained stable compared to
2007, but is elevated from previous years (16 percent in
2009 and 2007 vs. seven percent in 2005 and 12
percent in 2002). More Americans also cite exercise as a
top health concern this year (14 percent) compared to
2007 (11 percent).

n Americans who believe they have a “great amount”
of control over their own health include: those who
also believe that “food and nutrition” play a “great
role” in maintaining or improving overall health (73
percent vs. 53 percent who believe it plays a “moderate
role” and 26 percent who believe it plays “no” or a
“limited” role); consumers who are single (72 percent
vs. 57 percent of those who are married); females (70
percent vs. 62 percent males); and consumers who
state their overall health is “excellent” (86 percent) or
“good” (66 percent) vs. 46 percent of those whose
health is “fair” or “poor.”

Research Findings

Arthritis

Lung/Respiratory

Exercise

Nutrition/Diet

Diabetes

Cancer

Weight

Heart/Circulatory 
Health Issues*

48%

31%

24%

17%

16%

14%

7%

5%

What are your top three health concerns, listed in order of
importance to you? (multiple response, unaided) (n=1005)

* Includes heart disease, blood pressure, cholesterol, and stroke

Americans’ Top Health Concerns

To what extent does each factor play a role in maintaining or
improving overall health? (n=1005)

Family Health 
History

Exercise

Food and
Nutrition 23%72%

62%

39% 47%

31%

Great Role
Moderate Role

Factors in Maintaining and
Improving Overall Health

More Findings of Interest:
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n Americans who are most likely believe that “food and
nutrition” play a “great” role in improving health are
consumers who state that their overall health is
“excellent” (82 percent) or “good” (78 percent) vs.
68 percent of those who state their health is “fair”
or “poor;” those who are the primary household
shopper (75 percent vs. 57 percent who are not the
primary shopper); and dietary supplement users (78
percent vs. 62 percent of non-users).

n Overall, the percentage of Americans’ who agree that
exercise plays a “moderate” to “great role” in
maintaining and improving health (93 percent)
remained relatively stable since 2007 (92 percent), but
significantly more Americans (31 percent) believe that
exercise plays a “moderate” role (26 percent).

n Similar to 2007 (85 percent) and 2005 (90 percent),
more consumers (87 percent) say that family health
history plays a “moderate” to “great role” in
maintaining and improving health than in previous
years (82 percent in 2002, 80 percent in 2000, and 85
percent in 1998). Those who are most likely to cite the
role of family health history as playing a “great role” in
improving health are more likely to be female (43
percent vs. 35 percent males).

n Consumers most likely to mention heart-related
conditions as a top health concern are those who believe
that food and nutrition play a “great role” in their health
(52 percent vs. 40 percent who say it plays a “moderate”
role and 31 percent who say it plays “limited” or “no”
role); consumers who take dietary supplements (52
percent vs. 42 percent of non-users); and those who
are 25 years or older vs. 28 percent who are 18-24
years old.

n The percentage of Americans who mentioned weight as
a top health concern (31 percent) remains consistent
with 2007 (33 percent) and 2005 (34 percent) but has

more than doubled since 2000
(14 percent). Females are
more likely to mention
weight as a top health
concern (36 percent
vs. 25 percent males).

Consumer Acceptance and Perception
of Functional Foods

When asked about their perception of functional foods,
significantly more consumers (89 percent) agree that
certain foods have benefits that go beyond basic
nutrition, and may reduce the risk of disease or other
health concerns, than in 2007 (85 percent). Additionally,
significantly more consumers “strongly” agree in the
functional benefits of foods this year (53 percent) than in
2007 (45 percent). Consumers most likely to “strongly
agree” that certain foods have benefits beyond basic
nutrition are those who report that their health status is
“excellent” (71 percent vs. 51 percent “good” and 44
percent “fair” or “poor”); dietary supplement users (58
percent vs. 44 percent non-users), those with a college
education (60 percent vs. 49 percent of those who have
a high school degree or less and 53 percent of those
who have some college); and those who are single (56
percent vs. 47 percent of those who are married).
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Awareness of and
Interest in
Functional Foods

Similar to 2007 and 2005,
nine out of 10 Americans
are able to name, on an
unaided basis, a specific
food or food component
and its associated health
benefit (92 percent in 2009
and 2007 and 91 percent in
2005). This represents a
significant increase compared to 84 percent in 2002;
82 percent in 2000; and 77 percent in 1998. The top
“functional foods” named by consumers (unaided) are:
fruits and vegetables, fish/fish oil/seafood, dairy
(including milk and yogurt), meat and poultry,
herbs/spices, fiber, tea and green tea, nuts, whole grains
and other grains, water, cereal, oats/oat bran/oatmeal,
and vitamins/supplements.

When asked about the health benefits associated with
the named foods, most Americans report (unaided):
reduced risk of cardiovascular disease (34 percent)
followed by digestive health (19 percent); vitamin
deficiency (19 percent); general health (18 percent);
bone health (14 percent); reduced risk of cancer (11
percent); eye health (11 percent); immune health (nine
percent); and weight maintenance (six percent).

Americans remain highly interested in learning more
about functional foods—43 percent are “very interested”
and another 41 percent are “somewhat interested.”
This high level of interest remains unchanged from
previous years.

n Seven out of ten (71 percent) consumers name fruits
and vegetables as foods that provide benefits beyond
basic nutrition, either generically or specifically, which
has significantly increased from 2007 (66 percent).
Significantly more Americans mention fruits (48 per-
cent) compared to 2007 (37 percent) while slightly
fewer mention vegetables (40 percent in 2009 vs. 44
percent in 2007).

n Americans who are more likely to be “very interested”
in learning more about functional foods are those who
report their health as “excellent” (57 percent vs. 51
percent of those who consider their health to be “very
good,” 40 percent “good,” and 37 percent “fair” or
“poor,”); dietary supplement users (52 percent vs. 28
percent non-users); those who are single (52 percent
vs. 31 percent of those who are married); and females
(49 percent vs. 37 percent males).

n The majority of consumers (58 percent) continue to
have no specific concerns about functional foods.

fruits and vegetables

fish/fish oil/seafood

dairy (including milk and yogurt)

meat and poultry 

herbs/spices

fiber

tea and green tea

nuts

whole grains and other grains

water

cereal

oats/oat bran/oatmeal

vitamins/supplements

What is the (first/second/third) food or food component that
comes to mind that is thought to have health benefits beyond
basic nutrition? (n=1005)

Top “Functional Foods”
Named by Consumers

More Findings of Interest:
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Perception of and Interest in Specific
Benefits from Foods and Beverages

Consumer attitudes are very positive regarding foods and
beverages with added health and wellness benefits.
When asked whether they agree or disagree that foods

and beverages can provide a wide array of specific health
benefits (for example, heart health), between 68 percent
and 85 percent of Americans either “somewhat” or
“strongly believe” in the stated benefit. Of the benefits
mentioned, improving heart health (85 percent);
contributing to healthy growth and development in

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

Perception of Specific Benefits from Foods and Beverages

Diminish effects of current health problems (n=514)

Improve mental performance (n=514)

Improve eye health (n=491)

Reduce the risk of getting a specific disease (n=491)

Improve overall appearance (i.e., skin, hair) (n=491)

Provide you with a feeling of fullness
for a longer period of time (n=491)

Contribute to a healthy pregnancy (n=491)

Contribute to healthy circulation (n=491)

Improve digestive health (n=514)

Contribute to a healthy body weight (n=514)

Improve bone health (n=514)

Improve physical energy or stamina (n=491)

Contribute to healthy growth and 
development in children (n=514)

Improve heart health (n=491)

Improve immune system function (n=514)

85%

83%

82%

80%

82%

81%

81%

78%

Percent Somewhat/Strongly Agree

Maintain overall health and wellness (n=514) 82%

75%

73%

73%

73%

73%

72%

68%
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children (83 percent); improving physical energy or
stamina (82 percent); maintaining overall health and
wellness (82 percent); and improving bone health (82
percent) are among the top benefits Americans believe
foods and beverages can provide.

Further, more than 85 percent of all Americans say
they are currently consuming or would be interested in
consuming foods or beverages for these specific benefits.
Very few Americans indicate that they are not interested
in consuming foods or beverages for the stated benefits.

Of the specific benefits explored in this survey, more
than half of Americans are currently consuming foods or
beverages for an “overall health and wellness” benefit
(56 percent); a “heart health” benefit (55 percent); or
to “contribute to a healthy body weight” (52 percent).
Generally, Americans who are more likely to be
consuming foods and beverages for specific benefits are
those who believe they have a “great” amount of control
over their health; view their health status as “excellent;”
are dietary supplement users; and are single.

Awareness and Consumption of Certain
Food Component/Health Benefit Pairs

Consumers were asked, on an aided basis, whether
they are aware of certain food components, their
corresponding food sources, and their associated health
benefits. The most recognizable food/health associations
continue to be those related to bone health,
cardiovascular disease, cancer, and benefits associated
with fiber. With the exception of a few associations,
awareness increased significantly since 2007. For
example, two key associations included probiotics, found
for example in yogurt and other products fortified with

beneficial cultures, for maintaining healthy digestive and
immune systems (72 percent vs. 58 percent in 2007 and
71 percent vs. 54 percent in 2007, respectively).

Americans’ consumption of functional foods or food
components parallels their awareness of food/health
associations. When prompted with a certain food or food
component and a corresponding health benefit,
consumers report they are already consuming specific
foods or components related to some of their top health
concerns, including cardiovascular disease, cancer, weight
management, and bone health. Of those who are aware
of various associations, between 25 and 60 percent of
Americans are currently consuming specific foods/food
components for related health benefits and another
approximately 35 to 50 percent report they are
“somewhat likely” or “very likely” to begin consuming
foods/food components for the stated benefit.

The food components
that Americans are most
likely to be consuming for a
specified health condition
are: “calcium, found for
example in dairy foods
such as milk, cheese, or
yogurt or in calcium-
fortified foods or beverages,
for the promotion of bone
health” (58 percent);
“vitamin D, found for
example in fortified foods
and beverages, for the

promotion of bone health” (56 percent); “fiber, found for
example in vegetables, fruits, and some fortified foods
such as breads and cereals, for a reduced risk of heart
disease” and “…for digestive health” (both at 56
percent); “protein, found, for example, in meat, dairy,
beans, nuts, soy, and some fortified foods and beverages,
for maintaining optimal health” (56 percent);
“antioxidants, found for example in fruits and vegetables,
whole grains, dark chocolate, coffee, and certain teas, for
protection against free radical damage implicated in
aging and various chronic diseases” (54 percent); and
“fiber, found for example in vegetables, fruits, and some
fortified foods such as breads and cereals, for reduced risk
of cancer” (54 percent).

For more information see pages 10 and 11 for a detailed
chart of certain food component/health benefit pairs.



n Of the 27 food component/health benefit pairs tested,
17 significantly increased in awareness from 2007; the
other 10 pairs remained relatively stable. Awareness of
specific food and health associations that significantly
increased among consumers since 2007 include:

o Components with the highest level of awareness
(93 percent to 81 percent): calcium for promotion
of bone health (93 percent vs. 89 percent);
vitamin D for promotion of bone health (90
percent vs. 81 percent); whole grains for reduced
risk of heart disease (83 percent vs. 72 percent);
and antioxidants for protection against free
radical damage (81 percent vs. 72 percent).

o Components with the second highest level of
awareness (78 percent to 70 percent): potassium

for reduced risk of heart disease and stroke (78
percent vs. 64 percent); B vitamins for reduced
risk of heart disease (78 percent vs. 61 percent);
monounsaturated fats for reduced risk of heart
disease (73 percent vs. 63 percent); omega-3 fatty
acids for cognitive development, especially in
children (72 percent vs. 53 percent); probiotics
for maintaining a healthy digestive system (72
percent vs. 58 percent); probiotics for maintaining
a healthy immune system (71 percent vs. 54
percent); and folic acid for reduced risk of heart
disease (70 percent vs. 55 percent).

o Components with the third highest level of
awareness (61 percent to 45 percent): lycopene
for the reduced risk of prostate cancer (61 percent
vs. 49 percent); herbs and spices for reduced risk
of chronic disease or weight management (60
percent vs. 46 percent); prebiotic fiber for
maintaining a healthy digestive system (60
percent vs. 48 percent); lutein and other
carotenoids for maintaining eye health (59
percent vs. 52 percent); soy/soy protein for
reduced risk of cancer (55 percent vs. 47
percent); and plant sterols for reduced risk of
heart disease (45 percent vs. 30 percent).

n Generally, Americans who are more likely to consume
certain food components for various health benefits are
those who believe they have a “great amount” of
control over their health; those who report being in
“excellent” health; are dietary supplement users; are
single; and are 55 years and older compared to those
54 years and younger.

n «New questions were added
in 2009 to assess consumers’
awareness of the potential
health benefits of protein.
The majority of Americans
are aware of protein and its
benefits related to
maintaining optimal health
(83 percent) as well as
weight management and to
provide a feeling of fullness
(80 percent).
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continued next page

Awareness and Consumption of Certain Food Components for Health Benefits

Likely or
Awareness of Already Somewhat Likely

Diet and Health Relationship Relationship Consuming to Consume

Calcium, found for example in dairy foods such as milk, 93% 58% 35%
cheese, or yogurt or in calcium-fortified foods or beverages, (n=456)
for the promotion of bone health (n=488)

Vitamin D, found for example in fortified foods and 90% 56% 38%
beverages, for the promotion of bone health (n=517) (n=463)

Fiber, found for example in vegetables, fruits, some breads, 89% 56% 38%
cereals, and fortified foods and beverages, for maintaining (n=460)
a healthy digestive system (n=517)

Fiber, found for example in vegetables, fruits, some breads, 88% 50% 42%
cereals, and fortified foods and beverages, for weight (n=430)
management and to provide a feeling of fullness (n=488)

Whole grains, found for example in whole grain cereals, 83% 50% 42%
breads, rice, or pasta, for reduced risk of heart disease (n=488) (n=405)

Protein, found, for example, in meat, dairy, beans, nuts, soy, 83% 56% 38%
and some fortified foods and beverages, for maintaining (n=431)
optimal health (n=517)

Omega-3 fatty acids, found for example in seafood, fish oil, 81% 48% 42%
or fortified foods, for reduced risk of heart disease (n=517) (n=417)

Antioxidants, found for example in fruits and vegetables, 81% 54% 38%
whole grains, dark chocolate, coffee, and certain teas, for (n=419)
protection against free radical damage implicated in aging
and various chronic diseases (n=517)

Protein, found for example, in meat, dairy, beans, nuts, soy, 80% 50% 42%
and some fortified foods and beverages, for weight (n=415)
management and to provide a feeling of fullness (n=517)

Fiber, found for example in vegetables, fruits, some breads, 79% 56% 38%
cereals, and fortified foods and beverages, for reduced (n=408)
risk of heart disease (n=517)

Fiber, found for example in vegetables, fruits, and some 78% 54% 41%
fortified foods some breads, cereals, and fortified foods and (n=380)
beverages, for reduced risk of cancer (n=488)

Potassium, found for example in fruits, vegetables, and juices, 78% 52% 41%
for reduced risk of high blood pressure and stroke (n=488) (n=382)

B vitamins, found for example in meats, whole grains, 78% 52% 42%
vegetables, and nuts, for reduced risk of heart disease (n=382)
(n=488)

Monounsaturated fats, found for example in olive oil and 73% 49% 44%
nuts, for reduced risk of heart disease (n=488) (n=358)

Omega-3 fatty acids, found for example in seafood, fish oil, 72% 46% 42%
or fortified foods, for cognitive development, especially in (n=352)
children (n=488)
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Awareness and Consumption of Certain Food Components for Health Benefits

Likely or
Awareness of Already Somewhat Likely

Diet and Health Relationship Relationship Consuming to Consume

Probiotics, found for example in yogurt and other products 72% 38% 47%
fortified with beneficial cultures, for maintaining a healthy (n=373)
digestive system (n=517)

Probiotics, found for example in yogurt and other products 71% 41% 42%
fortified with beneficial cultures, for maintaining a healthy (n=348)
immune system (n=488)

Folate or Folic acid, found for example in fortified grain 70% 48% 44%
products and citrus juices, for reduced risk of heart disease (n=341)
(n=488)

Folate or Folic acid, found for example in fortified grain 61% 37% 43%
products and citrus juices, for reduced risk of brain or spinal (n=317)
cord birth defects (n=517)

Soy protein/soy, found for example in soy-based products 61% 25% 48%
such as meat alternatives, nutritional bars, and beverages (n=317)
such as soymilk, for reduced risk of heart disease (n=517)

Lycopene, found for example in processed tomato products, 61% 52% 37%
such as tomato sauce, for the reduced risk of prostate cancer (n=298)
(n=488)

Herbs and spices used to season foods, for example, 60% 51% 41%
cinnamon, red pepper, and oregano, for reduced risk of (n=292)
chronic diseases and/or weight management (n=488)

Prebiotic fiber, found for example in certain fruits and 60% 45% 47%
vegetables and fortified foods, for maintaining a healthy (n=311)
digestive system (n=517)

Lutein, found for example in spinach and fortified foods 59% 44% 46%
and beverages, for maintaining eye health (n=517) (n=306)

Soy protein/soy, found for example in soy-based products 55% 27% 47%
such as meat alternatives, nutritional bars, and beverages (n=267)
such as soymilk, for reduced risk of cancer (n=488)

Plant sterols, found for example in fortified foods and 45% 36% 47%
beverages, including table spreads, juices, and yogurt, for (n=233)
reduced risk of heart disease (n=517)

Xylitol, found for example in sugar-free chewing gums, for 35% 38% 45%
maintaining good oral health (n=517) (n=179)

For each of the following food components or nutrients, please tell us whether you are aware that that food component or nutrient
is thought to be beneficial for the specified health condition (split sample).

(If aware) Please indicate how likely you are to begin eating each of the following food components or nutrients for the specified
health condition in the next 12 months.



12 International Food Information Council (IFIC)

executive research report 2009 IFIC Functional Foods/Foods for Health Consumer Trending Survey

Communication and Sources of
Information on Health and Nutrition
The mass media continue to be Americans’ top source of
information on health and nutrition (unaided). Similar to
2007, nearly three-quarters of Americans name the media
(70 percent), including the Internet (54 percent), television

news (25 percent), and magazines (22 percent), among
their top sources of information about health and
nutrition. Similar to 2007, roughly one third of consumers
name medical sources (34 percent), primarily physicians
(31 percent), as a top source of information on health
and nutrition. However, this reflects a significant decrease
from 2005 (44 percent mentioning medical sources and
43 percent mentioning physicians). There was a
significant increase in the percentage of Americans who
name friends, family, and themselves as a top source of
information (23 percent vs. 18 percent in 2007).

Although many Americans may look to the media for
information on health and nutrition, they do not consider
this to be the most credible source on this topic. Similar
to 2007, many consumers (36 percent) name medical
sources such as physicians, dietitians, and nutritionists, as
the most believable providers of information about the
benefits of food or food components (unaided). However,
the mass media remain a credible source for more than a
quarter of all consumers (27 percent), and this has

For each of the following sources, please indicate the extent to which it would impact your decision to try those foods or food
components if you heard information from that source.  (n=1005)

Most Influential Sources of Information

*New in 2009

Blog or social
networking site

Radio news 
program

Product or company
advertising

Newspaper

Government 
official

Magazine 

TV news
program

Fitness 
expert*

Internet 

Food label

Health 
association

Dietitian

Health 
professional 32%11%6% 52%

35%16%13% 36%

Not at all To a small extent          To a moderate extent          To a great extent

40%21%11% 28%

40%28%9% 23%

41%28%11% 20%

36%25%18% 20%

36%37%15% 12%

33%35%21% 11%

24%37%31% 9%

30%40%22% 8%

26%43%25% 6%

22%41%31% 6%

16%30%51% 4%
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remained consistent over the years (24 percent in 2007,
23 percent in 2005 and 2002, 22 percent in 2000, and 29
percent in 1998).

When asked to rate specific sources of information that
would impact their decision to try a food or food
component, Americans continue to rate health
professionals as the most influential (83 percent rated their
impact as either “moderate” or to a “great extent”).
Dietitians (71 percent); health associations (68 percent);
and fitness experts (57 percent) were also mentioned as
very influential. Compared to 2007, significantly fewer
Americans named health associations (68 percent vs. 73
percent in 2007); TV news programs (48 percent vs. 54
percent); magazines (44 percent vs. 53 percent);
newspapers (38 percent vs. 44 percent); government
officials (32 percent vs. 40 percent); and radio news
programs (28 percent vs. 36 percent) as influential sources
of information.

n Those who are most likely to name the Internet among
their top sources of information are those with a college
education or higher (61 percent vs. 49 percent with a
high school education or less) and those 18-24 years of
age (61 percent vs. 46 percent 65 years and older).

n Americans most likely to mention medical sources
among their top sources of information are those who
perceive “food and nutrition” as playing a “great”
(36 percent) or “moderate” (33 percent) role in
maintaining or improving their overall health vs. 15
percent of those who believe it plays a “limited” or
“no” role.

n Americans most likely to mention family, friends, and
themselves among their top sources of information are
those who are not the primary household shopper (39
percent vs. 19 percent who are the primary household
shopper); Caucasian (25 percent vs. 16 percent African
American); those with a household income of $100,000
or more (32 percent vs. 20 percent less than $35,000);
and those 18-24 years (30 percent vs. 17 percent those
65 years and older).

n Internet or Web sources have gradually increased as
credible sources of information on the health benefits of
food or food components (18 percent in 2009, 15
percent in 2007, 13 percent in 2005, three percent in
2002, two percent in 2000, and one percent in 1998).

n Generally, consumers who are more likely to find the
majority of health and nutrition sources influential are
more apt to believe that “food and nutrition” play a
“great” role in maintaining or improving overall health
versus those who believe it plays a ”limited” or “no” role.

What are your top two or three sources of information about
health and nutrition? (multiple response, unaided) (n=1005) 

Who or what would you say is the most believable source for
information on the health benefits of food or food components?
(multiple response, unaided) (n=1005)

*Includes Internet and Web, magazine, and TV news story
**Includes physician, dietitian, and nutritionist 

Friends/
Family/Self

Medical
Sources**

Media*
70%

27%

36%

23%

7%

34%

Top Sources
Believable Sources

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

More Findings of Interest:
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Nutrigenomics/“Personalized Nutrition”

Consumers were asked how much they have heard or
read about using individual genetic information to provide
personalized nutrition or diet-related recommendations, or
“nutrigenomics.” Results indicate that awareness is similar
to 2007. Approximately half of Americans report knowing
“a little bit” about this practice (46 percent). The percent-

age of Americans in
2009 knowing “a lot” or
“a fair amount” about
this practice (24 per-
cent) remained stable
since 2007 (25 percent),
however, this is elevated
from when the question
was first asked in 2005
(18 percent). More
specifically, those who
report knowing “a lot”
about this practice
remained stable (five
percent vs. four percent

in 2007 and. five percent in 2005). However, consumers
stating they know “a fair amount” about this practice rose
significantly from 13 percent in 2005 to 21 percent in
2007 and has remained stable in 2009 (20 percent). Those
who say that they know “nothing” about this practice has
decreased from previous years (30 percent vs. 33 per-
cent in 2007 and 37 percent in 2005).

The majority of Americans (78 percent) express
favorability toward the concept of using genetic
information to provide personalized nutrition
and/or diet recommendations. However, it
appears that favorability may have softened as

significantly less people say that they are “very favorable”
toward this concept (26 percent vs. 32 percent in 2007
and 29 percent in 2005) and significantly more saying that
they are “somewhat favorable” (52 percent vs. 46 percent
in 2007 and 42 percent in 2005). In 2007, when con-
sumers were asked why they are favorable toward nutrige-
nomics, 18 percent cited “maintaining health and prevent-
ing disease” as their primary reason; this question was not
repeated in 2009.

More than three-quarters (78 percent) of Americans
are interested in learning more about the use of genetic
information to provide nutrition and/or diet-related rec-
ommendations to optimize health and reduce the risk of
diseases to which they are genetically predisposed (vs. 77
percent in 2007 and 70 percent in 2005). About a third
remain “very interested” (32 percent vs. 31 percent in

2007 and 28 percent in 2005). Those who are
“somewhat interested” remained stable compared
to 2007 (47 percent vs. 45 percent in 2007 and
41 percent in 2005). Fewer Americans are “not
very” or “not at all interested” (17 percent vs.19

percent in 2007 and 23 percent in 2005).
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n Those who are most likely to report knowing “a lot”
about nutrigenomics include consumers who consider
their health status to be “excellent” (23 percent vs.
four percent reporting “very good,” three percent
reporting “good,” and three percent in “fair” or
“poor” health); consumers who take dietary
supplements (six percent vs. three percent of non-
users); and those who are single (seven percent vs.
three percent who are married).

n Americans who are most likely to have a “very
favorable” opinion toward personalized nutrition are
consumers who consider themselves to be in
“excellent” health (42 percent vs. 27 percent “very
good,” 22 percent “good,” and 26 percent “fair” or
“poor”) and believe “food and nutrition” play a “great”
role in overall health (29 percent vs. 18 percent who
believe it plays a “moderate” role and six percent who
say it plays “limited” or “no” role).

n Those most likely to be “very interested” in learning
more about nutrigenomics are consumers who believe
“food and nutrition” play a “great” role in maintaining
or improving overall health (35 percent vs. 16 percent
who say it plays a “moderate” role and 17 percent who
say it plays “limited” or “no” role); consumers who
believe that they have a “great” amount of control over
their health (35 percent vs. 26 percent who say they
have “moderate” control and 17 percent who say they
have “small” or “no” control over their health); those
who report their health status to be “excellent” (49
percent vs. 35 percent “very good,” 29 percent
“good,” and 28 percent ”fair” or “poor”); dietary
supplement users (37 percent vs. 22 percent non-users);
consumers with children under the ages of 18 living at
home (37 percent vs. 30 percent without children at
home); and primary household shoppers (37 percent vs.
23 percent of those who are not the primary shopper).

More Findings of Interest:
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This latest research reflects more than a decade of
insights evaluating consumer attitudes toward
foods/food components that can promote health.

The vast majority of Americans believe that they have
some control over their health, with food and nutrition
identified as playing the greatest role in improving or
maintaining health, followed by exercise and family
health history. Heart disease, weight, and cancer contin-
ue to be the top health concerns of Americans, while
diabetes, nutrition, and exercise follow as other impor-
tant health concerns.

Since this research was first conducted in 1998, there
has been a significant increase in consumer awareness of
foods and beverages that may provide benefits beyond
basic nutrition, and consumers continue to be very inter-
ested in learning more about these foods. The majority
of Americans are interested in foods and beverages that
can provide a host of benefits, from maintaining overall
health and wellness to improving heart, bone and diges-
tive health, or contributing to a healthy body weight.
Many Americans are consuming certain foods and food
components for these and other health benefits, while
even more report they are interested in doing so.

As in previous surveys, consumers are able to identify
foods that fall into a wide spectrum of categories such as
“dairy,” “fruits,” or “vitamin/supplements.” Consumers
more readily mention certain foods or food categories that
contain healthful components rather than specific food
components. For example, consumers may identify fruits
and vegetables as having health benefits, but they may
not be able to articulate the specific antioxidants, vitamins,
or minerals as the healthful components they contain.
Accordingly, consumers are most aware of food/health
benefit associations related to their greatest health con-
cerns of cardiovascular disease, weight maintenance, and
cancer, as well as those that have been well-established
and promoted over time, such as calcium for bone health.

Interestingly, when all the dots are connected and
consumers are provided with three key pieces of

information, including a beneficial food component,
corresponding food sources, and associated health
benefit, there was a significant increase in consumer
awareness of the majority of food and health pairs that
are asked about in this survey. In fact, of the 27 diet and
health relationships that are asked about, the majority
show a significant increase in awareness from 2007.
While certain food and health relationships may not be
top-of mind for consumers, increased exposure to
specific foods and beverages with beneficial health
components can serve to increase awareness and may
result in higher consumption over time.

The 2009 Food & Health Survey found that healthful-
ness, among other product attributes, is an important
factor that influences consumers’ purchasing decisions.
When consumers are choosing foods for themselves and
their children, they are interested in healthful compo-
nents such as fiber, whole grains, protein, vitamin C, and
calcium, which all play a role in building strong bodies
and improving overall health. However, Americans report
that taste is the most important factor when making
foods and beverage selections, and price is becoming
increasingly more important.

Since 2005, significantly more Americans are open to
the concept of using genetic information to provide per-
sonalized nutrition recommendations. This survey shows
that Americans possess greater knowledge of this con-
cept, and they are increasingly becoming more interest-
ed in this topic. As science continues to emerge in this
area, it will be important to monitor Americans’ attitudes
and favorability toward this field of science.

While consumers continue to get most of their infor-
mation from the media, including Web-based resources,
health professionals continue to be one of the most
believable sources for nutrition and health information.
Health professionals are also among the most influential
sources in terms of motivating consumers to incorporate
healthful foods and food components in their diet. The
door is open for nutrition and health professionals to
communicate the potential health benefits of foods and
food components and how they may be associated with
the practice of nutrigenomics. Consumers are primed for
actionable information about foods that provide benefits
and how to incorporate these foods into their diet.

Summary and
Discussion
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Whether whole grains for heart health, calcium or vita-
min D for bone health, or protein for weight manage-
ment, the majority of Americans believe in the concept
of foods and beverages with added health benefits.
Consumers’ interest in learning more about foods and
their associated benefits remains strong. The findings
from this latest research suggest that today’s consumers
are well-informed and aware of a multitude of specific
food and health relationships. Americans continue to
have a high level of interest in how a personalized nutri-
tion plan that incorporates beneficial foods and food
components can help optimize health and reduce the
risk of disease.

As many Americans fall short on key nutrients recom-
mended in the Dietary Guidelines for Americans, such as
calcium, vitamin D, folic acid, fiber and whole grains,
health professionals, educators, and journalists are all
well positioned to help Americans build diets that bring
them into compliance with current and future dietary
guidance recommendations. Personalized tips will help
ensure that the changes consumers are already making
will create a foundation for future improvements in diet
and health overtime.

For more information about functional foods,
including specific components and consumer
research reports from previous years, visit:

www.ific.org/nutrition/functional

Conclusions
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Guidelines for
Communicating the
Emerging Science of
Dietary Components
for Health
Americans acquire health and nutrition information from numerous
sources. With more and more information coming from mass
media—and recently the Web—it is important for everyone in the
communication chain to provide consistent and scientifically
accurate information. To aid in this process, the International Food
Information Council Foundation partnered with the Institute of Food
Technologists (IFT) to develop the Guidelines for Communicating the
Emerging Science of Dietary Components for Health. These Guidelines
include a checklist for communicators to help enhance the public’s
understanding of the role foods, food components, and dietary
supplements play in a healthful lifestyle.

Communicators, ranging from health professionals, educators,
scientists, scientific journal editors, government officials, and
journalists should consider these points when translating how the
latest research about food and nutrition could change what’s on the
public’s plate:

• Serve up plain talk about food and health.

• State that scientific research is evolutionary, not
revolutionary.

• Carefully craft communications.

• Make messages meaningful.

• Cite study specifics.

• Point out the peer-review process as a key measure of a
study’s objectivity.

• Consider the full facts when assessing a study’s objectivity.

For more information on the Guidelines, visit:

www.ific.org/nutrition/functional/guidelines
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