
The diet qual ity of chil dren and ad o les cents steadily de clines as 
they get older. This de cline in diet qual ity is a con cern—poor
eat ing pat terns es tab lished in child hood usu ally trans fer to
adult hood. Such pat terns, as well as in ac tiv ity among Amer i can 
chil dren, are ma jor fac tors in the in creas ing rate of obe sity over
the past de cades. This Nu tri tion In sight uses the Healthy Eating 
In dex to ex am ine the diet of Amer i can chil dren ages 2 to 18 to
iden tify the com po nents of their diet that con trib ute to this de te ri o -
ra tion. Data used for anal y sis are from the U.S. De part ment of  
Ag ri cul ture’s (USDA) 1994-96 Con tinuing Sur vey of Food In takes 
by In di vid uals, a na tion ally rep re sen ta tive sur vey con tain ing in for -
ma tion on the di ets of about 5,000 chil dren.

Healthy Eating In dex: How It Is Com puted

The Healthy Eating In dex (HEI), com puted on a reg u lar ba sis
by USDA, is a sum mary mea sure of peo ple’s diet quality. The
HEI pro vides an over all pic ture of the type and quan tity of
foods peo ple eat, their com pli ance with spe cific di etary rec om -
men da tions, and the va ri ety in their di ets. The In dex con sists  
of 10 com po nents, each rep re sent ing dif fer ent as pects of a
health ful diet.

Com po nents 1-5 mea sure the de gree to which a per son’s diet
con forms to USDA’s Food Guide Pyr a mid serv ing rec om men -
da tions for the five ma jor food groups: Grains (bread, ce real,
rice, and pasta), veg e ta bles, fruits, milk (milk, yo gurt, and
cheese), and meat (meat, poul try, fish, dry beans, eggs, and
nuts). Com po nent 6 mea sures to tal fat con sump tion as a per -
cent age of to tal food en ergy (cal o rie) in take. Com po nent 7
mea sures sat u rated fat con sump tion as a per cent age of to tal
food en ergy in take. Com po nents 8 and 9 mea sure to tal cho les -
terol in take and to tal so dium in take, re spec tively. And com po -
nent 10 mea sures the de gree of va ri ety in a per son’s diet.

Each com po nent of the In dex has a max i mum score of 10 and  
a min i mum score of zero. In ter me di ate scores are com puted
pro por tion ately. High com po nent scores in di cate in takes close
to rec om mended ranges or amounts; low com po nent scores   
in di cate less com pli ance with rec om mended ranges or amounts. 
The max i mum com bined score for the 10 com po nents is 100.
An HEI score above 80 im plies a good diet, an HEI score     
be tween 51 and 80 im plies a diet that needs im prove ment,    
and an HEI score less than 51 im plies a poor diet.  
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Children 2-3 Children 4-6 Children 7-10 Fe males 11-14 Males 11-14 Fe males 15-18 Males 15-18
Over all HEI Score 73.8 67.8 66.6 63.5 62.2 60.9 60.7

1. Grains 8.3
(54)

7.2
(27)

7.6
(31)

6.7
(16)

7.2
(29)

6.3
(17)

7.5
(34)

2. Veg e ta bles 5.9
(31)

4.9
(16)

5.1
(20)

5.5
(24)

5.4
(23)

5.8
(26)

6.3
(35)

3. Fruits 7.0
(53)

5.3
(29)

4.3
(18)

3.9
(14)

3.5
(9)

3.1
(12)

2.8
(11)

4. Milk 7.2
(44)

7.4
(44)

7.6
(49)

5.2
(15)

6.2
(27)

4.2
(12)

6.1
(28)

5. Meat 6.3
(28)

5.3
(14)

5.5
(17)

5.7
(15)

6.5
(28)

5.8
(21)

6.9
(36)

6. To tal Fat 7.4
(40)

7.3
(38)

7.2
(35)

7.2
(37)

6.8
(33)

7.1
(38)

6.8
(34)

7. Sat u rated Fat 5.4
(27)

5.6
(28)

5.7
(28)

5.8
(31)

5.7
(32)

6.6
(42)

6.0
(35)

8. Cho les terol 9.0
(83)

8.9
(83)

8.7
(80)

8.5
(78)

7.6
(69)

8.4
(77)

6.7
(58)

9. So dium 8.8
(64)

8.1
(53)

6.8
(34)

7.1
(39)

5.2
(21)

6.9
(37)

3.7
(15)

10. Va ri ety 8.4
(64)

7.9
(53)

8.1
(54)

7.8
(51)

8.1
(58)

6.7
(37)

7.8
(51)

Healthy Eating In dex: Over all and Com po nent Mean Scores for Children, 1994-96 (Per cent of Children Meet ing 
the Di etary Rec om men da tions for Each Com po nent in Pa ren the ses)



Healthy Eating In dex: Over all and Com po nent Scores

Most chil dren have a diet that needs im prove ment or is poor
(fig ure). As chil dren get older, their over all HEI score de clines
(ta ble). Con se quently, the per cent age hav ing a good diet declines,
and the per cent age hav ing a diet that needs im prove ment or is
poor in creases (fig ure). For chil dren ages  2 to 3, 35 per cent
have a good diet, and 5 per cent have a poor diet. For males 15
to 18 years old, only 6 per cent  have a good diet, and 21 per cent 
have a poor diet. Much of the de cline in diet qual ity for chil dren 
oc curs be tween the age groups 2 to 3  and 4 to 6. Dur ing this
pe riod, the per cent age of chil dren hav ing a good diet falls from
35 to 16 per cent, and the per cent age having a diet that needs  
im prove ment rises from 60 to 75 per cent.  There is also a     
no tice able de cline in diet qual ity be tween the 7 to 10 and 11   
to 14 age groups, with the per cent age of chil dren having a good 
diet fall ing from 14 to 7 per cent.

The de cline in chil dren’s diet as they get older is linked to    
de clines in their fruit and milk com po nent scores of the HEI.
The av er age fruit score falls from 7.0 for chil dren ages 2 to 3 to
3.1 for fe males and 2.8 for males ages 15 to 18. Only 11 to 12
per cent of these older chil dren meet the di etary rec om men da -
tion for fruit (ta ble). The milk group score in creases as chil dren
get older, un til ages 7 to 10, where it peaks at 7.6. It then declines 

con sid er ably. Fe males ages 15 to 18 have a par tic u larly low
milk score— 4.2. Only 12 per cent of these girls meet the        
di etary rec om men da tion for milk servings.

Al though chil dren ages 2 to 3 have the best to tal fat score, only
40 per cent meet the di etary rec om men da tion. Males ages 11 to
18 have the low est fat score: 6.8, and about one-third meet the
di etary rec om men da tion. Children ages 2 to 3 and 4 to 6  have
the low est scores for sat u rated fat at 5.4 and 5.6, re spec tively,
with 27 to 28 per cent meet ing the di etary rec om men da tion.   
Fe males ages 15 to 18 have the best sat u rated fat score at 6.6.
But, only 42 per cent meet the di etary rec om men da tion.

Cho les terol and so dium scores are rel a tively good for pre schoolers, 
with the most of these chil dren meet ing the di etary rec om men da -
tions. The cho les terol score de clines steadily as chil dren get
older. It falls from 9.0 for chil dren ages 2 to 3 to 6.7 for males
ages 15 to 18. Fe males ages 11 to 18 have higher cho les terol
scores than do their male coun ter parts. The cho les terol component
is the only HEI com po nent for which the ma jor ity of children in  
all age groups meet the di etary rec om men da tion of 300 milligrams 
or less of di etary cho les terol each day. How ever, males ages    
15 to 18 need to work harder to meet this goal be cause only 58
percent meet this guid ance.  The so dium score also de clines as
chil dren get older. The so dium score av er ages 8.8 for chil dren
ages 2 to 3 and de clines to 6.9 for fe males and 3.7 for males ages
15 to 18. Only 15 per cent of males ages 15 to 18 meet the rec om -
men da tion of 2,400 mil li grams or less of so dium each day.

Con clu sion

The diet of most chil dren needs sub stan tial im prove ment in   
or der to meet the di etary rec om men da tions with re spect to
fruits, veg e ta bles, and milk products. Both teen age girls and
boys are par tic u larly de fi cient in their con sump tion of fruits and 
milk. Twelve per cent or less of ad o les cents ages 15 to 18 meet
the  di etary rec om men da tion for fruits. Only 12 per cent of girls  
ages 15 to 18 meet the di etary rec om men da tion for milk. And
males ages 11 to 18 need to de crease their so dium in take. 

This Nu tri tion In sight pro vides a better un der stand ing of the
types of di etary changes needed to im prove chil dren’s eat ing
pat terns. Nu tri tion pro fes sion als may use these re sults to tai lor
their nu tri tion ed u ca tion pro grams aimed at im prov ing children’s
di etary hab its.

Authors: Mark Lino, Ph.D., Se nior Econ o mist; Shir ley A. Gerrior,
Ph.D., R.D., Se nior Nu tri tion ist; P. Pe ter Basiotis, Ph.D., Di rec tor, 
Nu tri tion Pol icy and Anal y sis Staff; and  Rajen S. Anand, Ph.D.,    
Ex ec u tive Di rec tor; Cen ter for Nu tri tion Pol icy and Pro mo tion,
USDA.

Note: For ad di tional re sults and more de tails on the Healthy Eating  
In dex and how it is com puted, the reader should see: Bow man, S.A.,
Lino, M., Gerrior, S.A., Basiotis, P.P. 1998. The Healthy Eating In dex: 
1994-96. U.S. De part ment of Ag ri cul ture, Cen ter for Nu tri tion Pol icy
and Pro mo tion. CNPP-5. Avail able at http://www.usda.gov/cnpp

Nu tri tion In sights is is sued by the Cen ter for Nu tri tion Pol icy and Pro mo tion, an or ga ni za tion of the U.S. De part ment of Ag ri cul ture. 

Nu tri tion In sights may be ac cessed at the CNPP Web Site at http://www.usda.gov/cnpp

The U.S. De part ment of Ag ri cul ture pro hib its dis crim i na tion in its pro grams and ac tiv i ties on the ba sis of race, color, national or i gin, gen der, 

re li gion, age, dis abil ity, po lit i cal be liefs, sex ual ori en ta tion, or mar i tal or fam ily sta tus. USDA is an equal op por tu nity pro vider and em ployer.

The mis sion of the Cen ter for Nu tri tion Pol icy and Pro mo tion is to im prove the nu tri tional sta tus of Amer i cans by serv ing as the fo cal point

within the U.S. De part ment of Ag ri cul ture for link ing sci en tific re search to the con sumer.

Healthy Eating In dex Rat ing by Children’s Age Group, 
1994-96
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