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APPENDIX A

Block, G. (NCI, Bethesda, MD 20892-4200), A. M. Hartman, C. M. Dresser, M.
D. Carroll, J. Gannon, and L. Gardner. A data-based approach to diet question-
naire design and testing. Am J Epiderniol 1986; 124:453-69.

A self-administered diet history questionnaire has been developed for epide-
miologic and clinical use. Both the food list and the nutrient values to be
associated with it were developed using dietary data from 11,658 adult respon-
dents to the Second National Health and Nutrition Examination Survey (NHANES
II). Food items were selected on the basis of their contribution to total population
intake of energy and each of 17 nutrients in the NHANES II data, and represent
over 90% of each of those nutrients. Associated nutrient composition values
were determined from the NHANES II database using frequency of consumption
data in that survey. Portion sizes to be associated with each food item were
derived from observed portion size distributions in NHANES II, based on three-
dimensional models. The resulting food list and its corresponding brief data base,
when used to calculate nutrients from a diet record, yielded correlations of r >
0.70 with the more detailed method. Field administration produced mean values
comparable to national data.

diet; epidemiologic methods; food; nutrition; questionnaires

Current dietary assessment approaches
are each appropriate in different research
situations. The single 24-hour recall is rel-
atively easy to administer, but does not
provide a valid reflection of an individual’s
usual diet. Multiple 24-hour recalls, a tra-
ditional diet history interview, or a multi-
day diet record may provide valid assess-
ments of an individual’s usual intake, but
require a high level of commitment of nu-

tritional expertise and respondent time (1,
2). In many epidemiologic and clinical re-
search situations, however, what is needed
is an instrument which is both valid at the
individual level and is easier and less ex-
pensive to administer. In order to meet this
need, many investigators have developed
frequency questionnaires and checklists (3-
8). The instrument that we describe in this
paper, a self-administered diet history, is a
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continuation of those efforts. We believe
that the methodology used to develop the
instrument may be as useful as the instru-
ment itself, in that it made use of a data-
based approach to select not only the food
list, but also the quantitation which must
accompany such a list, i.e., the nutrient
content of each food, and the portion-size
attributions. Such a data-based approach
may permit investigators to take advantage
of large-scale representative national sur-
veys to design improved dietary question-
naires.

For epidemiologic and clinical research,
the ability to rank individuals by relative
levels of nutrient intake permits the eval-
uation of etiologic hypotheses and interac-
tions. However, for public health and clin-
ical purposes, as well as for the refinement
of etiologic hypotheses, the estimation of
absolute levels of nutrient intake is also
important. Both of these functions, the
ability to rank and the ability to estimate
absolute nutrient level, were considered in
the design of this instrument. A data-based
approach may make this latter goal more
achievable than it has been thought to be
in the past.

A number of other purposes and con-
straints have guided the design of this ques-
tionnaire. First, and most importantly, the
questionnaire must be representative of an
individual’s usual diet, so that associations
of dietary factors with clinical signs or
health outcomes can be fully and validly
interpreted. Second, it should be relatively
brief, 20-25 minutes, since, in many epi-
demiologic studies or clinical trials, inves-
tigators are reluctant to impose additional
burdens on their subjects or staff.

Third, the instrument should be capable
of assessing nutrients as well as foods or
food groups, since the expansion and re-
finement of our understanding requires
that we examine hypotheses at the nutrient
level. In addition, it must permit the as-
sessment of a broad range of nutrients of
future as well as current interest. Only if
an instrument can be analyzed for a wide
range of nutrients can the role of those

ET AL.

nutrients be examined, or the complexities
of nutrient, biochemical, and physiologic
interactions begin to be understood.

Finally, the questionnaire was also de-
signed with the intention that it would be
able to assess the diet of a variety of de-
mographic groups, through inclusion of
foods important to such groups. Such an
instrument would allow for direct compar-
ability between studies, and permit better
analyses of apparent risk differences.

METHODS

Both the list of foods and the nutrients
to be associated with them have been de-
veloped by means of a data-based approach,
using dietary intake data from the Second
National Health and Nutrition Examina-
tion Survey (NHANES II) (9-11). The
NHANES II survey was a large-scale strat-
ified multi-stage probability sample repre-
sentative of the United States population.
The survey collected 24-hour dietary re-
calls, with data on generic and brand names
and methods of food preparation, as well as
portion size of each reported food using
three-dimensional food models. After omis-
sion of imputed, unreliable or surrogate
data, detailed dietary intake data were
available on 11,658 adults ages 19–74 years.
Sample weights calculated by the National
Center for Health Statistics were used in
these calculations, to eliminate potential
biases resulting from nonresponse and in-
tentional oversampling.

Development of the list of foods

Foods reported by these NHANES II
respondents (2,244 different food codes)
were grouped into 147 conceptually similar
food items (for example, 11 green bean
codes became one food item, “green
beans”). Criteria for grouping or keeping
foods separate included conceptual similar-
ity, respondents’ ability to make the nec-
essary distinctions, similarity in nutrient
content per usual serving (not per 100 g),
importance of a particular food to our abil-
ity to correctly classify an individual with
respect to nutrient intake, and approximate



number of persons at risk of such misclas-
sification.

For energy and each of the 17 nutrients
on the NHANES II database (listed in table
2), the per cent of that nutrient which was
contributed by each food item was deter-
mined, and foods were ranked in order of
their contribution. This work has been de-
scribed in detail elsewhere (10, 11). The
amount contributed by any food item thus
takes into account not only its nutrient
composition, but also the frequency of its
consumption by the population, and typical
portion size. This approach permits the
detection of some foods which are some-
times overlooked as important nutrient
contributors. For example, of all the vi-
tamin A or provitamin A consumed by
these 11,658 respondents, 4.0 per cent of it
was contributed by vegetable or tomato
soup, and this item ranked fourth in im-
portance among all contributors of vitamin
A. “Vegetable or tomato soup” is thus an
important candidate for inclusion, as a sep-
arate item, in the food list. This approach
leads to inclusion of some infrequently ea-
ten foods, such as liverwurst, if their fre-
quency and nutrient content results in an
important population contribution. Other
infrequently eaten foods which are some-
times included on questionnaires, such as
mangoes (eaten by 32 per 10,000 (11)), do
not meet this test and are not included.

Foods were included on the questionnaire
if they made an important contribution to
the population’s intake of energy and each
of 17 nutrients in the NHANES II data-
base. Attention to an adequate capture of
total calories also would enhance the cap-
ture of a wide range of nutrients which
could become of interest in the future. For
example, we can be reasonably confident
that vitamin “x” is well-represented, since
the food list contains foods representing 93
per cent of the nation’s total caloric intake,
over 90 per cent of each of a wide range of
nutrients, and 94 per cent of all food items
reported in the NHANES II data. For vi-
tamin “x” to be poorly represented in the
food list, it would have to be found primar-

ily in foods infrequently eaten and in foods
which are not important to the contribution
of calories, fat, protein, carbohydrates, or
the 14 other important nutrients.

The food list was then augmented to
ensure adequate assessment of dietary fiber
intake, intake of major cruciferous vegeta-
bles, foods with suspected health implica-
tions (e.g., coffee/tea or artificial sweet-
eners), foods important in geographic or
ethnic subgroups (e.g., chili peppers), and
foods whose omission might lead to mis-
classification of the relatively few persons
who consume them (e.g., winter squash).

Finally, the food list was modified follow-
ing a pretest. Some fruits, for example, were
separated into “fresh, in season” and
“canned/frozen”, because respondents had
difficulty with a combined item.

In addition to the line-item food list, the
questionnaire includes a prompted open-
ended question where the respondent can
indicate other frequently eaten foods. This
permits the capture of additional foods im-
portant to a particular individual or demo-
graphic group. Many common responses
are preceded for easy data handling.

Table 1 presents the list of foods included
as line items or open-ended prompts on the
questionnaire. Table 2 presents, for energy
and each nutrient in the NHANES II da-
tabase, the percentage of the total popula-
tion intake which is represented by this
food list. The basic list, excluding items in
the open-ended section, contains foods
which represent 93 per cent of the popula-
tion’s intake of calories, 96 per cent of
vitamin A, 96 per cent of vitamin C, 95 per
cent of total fat, and at least 90 per cent of
each of the other nutrients.

Figure 1 presents an example of the for-
mat used with the self-administered diet
history food list. The respondent may in-
dicate his usual pattern of consumption as
number of times per day, week, month, or
year. (Accompanying instructions provide
a clear illustration of the manner of re-
sponse. ) Provision of a “year” category per-
mits the capture of some foods which may
make an important contribution to average





intake even though infrequently eaten,
such as liver or sweet potatoes. Further-
more, some respondents appear to prefer
this flexibility, since it permits them to
report sporadic or nonregular consumption
of some foods, such as seasonal items. The
format also requires the respondent to in-
dicate whether his usual serving size is
small, medium, or large with respect to a
stated medium serving. Such a portion size
assessment is important for at least some
age-sex groups and nutrients (12).

The questionnaire includes questions on
restaurant foods, frequency and type of fat
added in cooking or at the table, and the
consumption of the skin on chicken or the
fat on meat. In the computer program de-
veloped to accompany the questionnaire,
nutrient estimates are adjusted based on
responses to these questions. Questions on
special diets and vitamin supplements are
also included.

Development of the nutrient quantities

The quantitative values to be assigned
for each food on the questionnaire are as

T ABLE 2

Per cent of total United States population intake
represented by line-item food list of the self-

administered diet history, for energy and 17 nutrients.
Based on NHANES II dietary intake data on 11,658

persons, 1976-1980

Energy or
% of total

nutrient population
intake
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crucial to the success of the instrument as
the food list itself. These values were also
developed in a data-based manner, making
use of the frequency and portion-size infor-
mation from the NHANES II survey. A
person reporting consumption of one me-
dium serving of green beans on the self-
administered diet history is assigned a nu-
trient value which is the product of the
median serving size of that food, in grams,
and the median nutrient per 100 g from the
NHANES 11 data, both of which were de-
veloped as described below.

Median serving size in grams. For each
food item on the questionnaire (e.g., among
all of the servings of green beans reported
by the 11,658 NHANES II respondents),
the portion sizes of all respondents were
ranked, and the median serving size in
grams was determined. Small and large por-
tions were also determined from the actual
distribution of portion sizes in these data.
(It should be noted that this is not simply
a mechanical process; a considerable ele-
ment of judgment remains important in the
determination of portion sizes.) This data-
based approach permits more accurate at-
tribution of nutrient amounts in a quanti-
tative frequency questionnaire, by taking
advantage of the extensive NHANES II
population-based data which used three-

dimensional models to determine portion
size. These calculations were also carried
out to determine portion sizes for six age-
sex groups (male/female, 19–29, 30–54, 55+
years) to reflect observed age and sex dif-
ferences in intake. Thus, portion sizes used
by the computer program can be age-sex-
specific.

Nutrients per 100 g. The 11 green bean
codes could each have had a different value
of, for example, IUS of vitamin A per 100
g, and thus it is necessary to select one
nutrient content value to be used in the
calculations. The error inherent in assign-
ing a single value —unavoidable in an in-
strument of this sort—was minimized by
using the median value, that nutrient con-
tent for which half of the consumers of
green beans ate a variety of green beans
richer in vitamin A, and half ate a variety
poorer in vitamin A. Again, this took ad-
vantage of the population-based data on
frequency of consumption, so that codes
representing infrequently-eaten foods were
not permitted to exert an undue influence
on the nutrient content which would be
assigned. This approach minimizes the er-
ror considerably more than does a weighted
mean.

Table 2 indicates that the list is compre-
hensive. However, the ability of a question-



naire to make accurate nutrient estimates
depends not only on its comprehensiveness,
but on the precision of the nutrient assign-
ments which can be made from that list of
foods. For example, a food item such as
“pasta” may be comprehensive but affords
little precision, since it cannot permit the
differentiation between carotenoids (in
pasta with tomato sauces), retinol (in pasta
with cheese sauces), or neither (in plain
pasta). The accuracy of the nutrient esti-
mates also depends intimately on the exact
nature of the quantitation method for each
food. Consequently, the precision of the
nutrient assignments derivable from the
food list was evaluated, also in a data-based
approach, as described below.

Data-based evaluation of the precision of
nutrient assignments

The performance of a diet history or fre-
quency questionnaire depends on the an-
swers to two broad questions: 1) How ac-
curately can the individual report on his
frequency of consumption and his portion
sizes? And 2) how adequate is the food list
itself, and its associated quantitation? In-
vestigators who combine these two ques-
tions deny themselves the opportunity to
perfect their instruments to the greatest
extent possible prior to adding the imper-
fection of the human response to it. The
following section describes the process by
which the instrument itself—the food list
and quantitation—were evaluated and im-
proved. It does not address the question of
how well an individual can report on his
frequency (a question which arises for all
self-reports of diet). Thus, the results
should not be taken to imply that this
instrument can necessarily capture an in-
dividual’s usual diet, since that requires
some (as yet unknown) degree of accuracy
in the human response. This approach
does, however, permit investigators to eval-
uate and improve the instrument itself. It
addresses a limited but essential question:
“If respondents were able to respond accu-
rately about their diet, could this food list

and associated quantitation adequately
represent individual nutrient intake, in
spite of the diversity of dietary behavior?”
Having demonstrated the adequacy of the
specific food list and the associated portion
size and nutrient composition assignments
for each food, one can then proceed to field
validations in which the human component
is evaluated. Validations which combine
these two stages into a single step always
leave unresolved the uncertainty as to
whether fair or poor performance of the
instrument resulted from the inability of
people to report their diet reliably, or from
an inadequate food list or quantitation. If
the stages are kept separate, the sources of
error can be better pinpointed, and im-
provements more appropriately targeted.

The methods and results presented in
tables 3–5 represent such a first-stage or
developmental evaluation, in a population
different from that in which they were de-
veloped, of the adequacy of the food list
and the nutrient values assigned to each
food. Second-stage or field validations have
also been carried out, and are reported else-
where (13, 14).

In this first-stage evaluation, the food
list and quantitation were examined with
respect to their ability to produce nutrient
estimates similar to those of a 24-hour diet
record. Diet records had been obtained pre-
viously from 50 healthy individuals, 33
women and 17 men, ages 25–77 years. They
were coded by a trained coder, using the
respondents’ reported portion sizes and a
detailed nutrient data bank based on US
Department of Agriculture data (15). These
same diet records were then recoded using
the food list and quantitations developed
for the self-administered diet history food
list, as if the respondents had used it to
report on their diet for that 24-hour period.
In this way, imperfect human response is
eliminated as a source of error, permitting
a clean evaluation and improvement of the
instrument itself. (One-day records may be
preferable to longer records for this stage
of the evaluation, since what is being eval-
uated is the food list and portion size/



content assumptions. If longer records were
used, the agreement of the two methods
might be inflated simply because of the
impact of frequency of consumption, and
the precision of the instrument’s list and
quantitations could not be as accurately
evaluated.)

A comparison of the nutrient estimates
calculated by the two methods permits an
evaluation of three major sources of error
inherent in the use of a diet instrument of
this sort-the adequacy of the food list
itself, the nutrient content assumptions for
each food, and the portion size attributions
for each food. Thus, the nutrient estimates
calculated by the diet record and the self-
administered diet history food list quanti-
tations could fail to agree for any of three
reasons. First, if the food list did not con-
tain an item into which a reported food
could be coded, the individual would not be
credited with any nutrient values for that
food on the diet history. For example, an
individual who had consumed veal would
get the appropriate nutrient values on the
diet record, but would get no nutrient val-
ues for that food in the calculation based
on the self-administered diet history food
list, since veal is not a line item in the
questionnaire. (It is, however, prompted for
in the open-ended section.) Second, if, for
example, an individual had eaten an ex-
tremely lean or extremely fat cut of beef,
he would get the appropriate value on the
diet record calculations, while the self-ad-
ministered diet history calculations would
assume an intermediate value directed by
the NHANES II data on the proportion
consuming various cuts of beef. And, third,
an individual who reported eating a 12-
ounce cut of beef would get the appropriate
nutrient values for 12 ounces on the diet
record, while in the self-administered diet
history calculation he would get nutrient
values resulting from the median portion
size for “beef”.

Thus, a comparison of the resulting nu-
trient totals represents an assessment of
whether the food list for the self-adminis-

tered diet history is extensive and inclusive
enough to adequately represent nutrients
as consumed in the varied diets of individ-
uals, and of whether the standardized nu-
trient assignments can adequately repre-
sent the nutrient intake of individuals who
consume a wide range of portion sizes and

 specific food types.
Two types of quantitation of the self-

administered diet history are evaluated
here: 1) portion sizes which consist of a
single median value for each food based on
population medians observed in the
NHANES II data, and 2) portion sizes
which comprise small, medium, and large
values, again derived from the NHANES II
data.

The latter quantitation represents an at-
tempt to assess whether and to what degree
the assignment of standardized small, me-
dium, and large portion sizes would be ca-
pable of enhancing the agreement between
the two methods. That is, if people could
accurately report that their usual portion
size was large with respect to the stated
medium portion, how much would such a
small, medium, and large portion quanti-
tation improve the estimates? This ap-
proach can identify the degree of potential
improvement as a result of this simplified
portion size assessment.

Nutrients were summed by the diet rec-
ord method calculated in the usual way,
and by portion size and nutrient composi-
tion quantitations developed for the self-
administered diet history method, for each
individual. The paired t test was used to
test the hypothesis of no difference in the
means between each of the two self-admin-
istered diet history quantitation methods
(single median and small, medium, large)
and the diary reference. Pearson correla-
tion coefficients (r) were used to estimate
the strength of the linear relationship be-
tween each self-administered diet history
scoring method and the diary method (16).
The data for vitamin A and vitamin C were
logarithmically transformed so as to reduce
skewness and improve normality, as re-



quired for the proper usage of parametric
statistics and hypothesis testing.

Kappa (17), a measure of agreement for
categoric data corrected for chance, was
used to evaluate how well the self-admin-
istered diet history quantitation methods
could categorize individuals into quartiles
of the nutrient distributions when com-
pared with the food record categorization.
Quartiles were determined from each meth-
od’s own nutrient distribution. In addition
to Kappa for exact agreement, weighted
Kappa was also calculated, in which agree-
ment plus or minus one category was con-
sidered as full agreement. Weighted in this
fashion, Kappa allows for less than perfect
agreement and is more realistic for most
epidemiologic purposes.

In addition to the developmental evalu-
ations described above, data are also pre-
sented on mean nutrient estimates ob-
tained from actual field use of the question-
naire by approximately 1,000 volunteers or
healthy participants in cancer prevention
studies (see “Acknowledgements”). After
administration of the questionnaire, nutri-
ent estimates were calculated using the nu-
trient composition and portion-size data
base developed as described above, and a
computer program developed by the au-
thors. For comparison, sample-weighted
mean nutrient values from the NHANES
II data are presented for the relevant age
and sex groups. Standard errors of the
means for the NHANES II data were esti-
mated using SESUDAAN (18, 19), a pro-
gram which takes complexity of the sample
design into account.

The questionnaire described here is in
use, in both self-administered and inter-
viewer-administered formats. It takes ap-
proximately 20–25 minutes to self-admin-
ister, although some respondents take
longer. Coding takes less than 15 minutes,
and requires no special expertise. The nu-
trient analysis program contains features
that permit the study of several methodo-
logical issues in dietary assessment, in ad-
dition to performance of the nutrient anal-

ysis. The nutrient analysis program and the
associated nutrient composition and por-
tion-size array may be obtained from the
authors upon request.

RESULTS

Tables 3-5 present results of the first-
stage evaluations for several nutrients
which served as the focus of the early de-
velopmental process. They are nutrients o:
current research interest, are distribute
differently in the diet, and are nutrients or
which questionnaires typically perform dis-
similarly. That is, food lists which assess
vitamins A and C adequately often do less
well for calories and fat, and vice versa.

At the group level, table 3 presents mean
nutrient amounts as estimated by the ac-
tual diet records of the 50 healthy individ-
uals and as estimated when the food list
and quantitation developed for it are used
to score the diet records. (In a few cases, a
comparison of mean and median suggests
that outliers may have had an important
effect on the mean value, a common obser-
vation in dietary data (20). ) Use of a stand-
ard medium portion appears to produce
accurate estimates only for females. For
males, it produces statistically significant
underestimates for energy and the nutri-
ents examined. When even three levels of
portion size (small, medium, large) are
used, however, the quantitation produces
values which are not statistically different
from the diet record, for nine of the ten
age-sex-specific nutrient estimates.

At the individual level, use of the single
median portion to quantify the foods pro-
duced correlation coefficients ranging from
0.54 for fat to 0.90 for vitamin A (table 4),
while use of the quantitation based on three
levels of portion size strengthened the cor-
relation coefficients to the range of 0.73 for
fat and 0.94 for vitamin A. Spearman rank
order correlations were also examined and
produced similar results. Table 5 indicates
that when the self-administered diet his-
tory food list and the quantitation based on
three levels of portion size were used to



score the diet record, at least 80 per cent
were placed in the same or an adjacent
quartile of the distribution, and none were
grossly misclassified. These developmental
evaluations resulted in the addition of a few
foods to the food list or open-ended section,
and in the review and revision of the por-
tion-size assumptions to improve their ac-
curacy.

The above results address the adequacy
of the self-administered diet history food
list and its associated nutrient and portion
size assumptions, but do not evaluate the
potential error introduced by the respond-
ent himself, since the questionnaire was not
actually administered to the respondent. In
tables 6 and 7, on the other hand, mean
values resulting from actual administra-
tions of the questionnaire are compared
with data observed in the NHANES II sur-



vey, for several age and sex groups. The
questionnaire, in actual use by respondents,
produces mean nutrient estimates which
are quite similar to those found in national
data, and is able to detect and reproduce
the major differences by age and sex. The
young consume considerably more calories
than the old, for example, and men con-
sume more than women at every age, and
this is clearly reflected in the estimates
produced by the questionnaire and its as-
sociated quantitation. None of the calorie
estimates is statistically significantly dif-
ferent from the corresponding national
mean value for that age and sex.

For many of the specific nutrients (in-
cluding the fats, iron, and the B vitamins),
few or none of the estimates differ signifi-
cantly from the national values, either in
absolute terms or on a per 1,000 kilocalorie
basis. Some nutrient estimates in tables 6
and 7 are significantly different, however.
These include higher estimates of calcium
intake among women and older men, lower

reported cholesterol intakes in older men,
and higher intakes of vitamins A and C in
all age and sex groups. One cannot be cer-
tain how much of these differences may be
due to under- or overestimates by the ques-
tionnaire, and how much may be due to the
different points in time and populations
studied. These particular nutrients have
been the subjects of considerable popular
attention in the 6–10 years since the
NHANES II data were collected, and the
observed differences are in directions con-
sistent with educational campaigns and
popular trends (down for cholesterol, up for
calcium and vitamins A and C). Further-
more, study participants tend to be more
affluent and more health conscious than
the general population (21), an observation
consistent with the differences noted
above. The apparently elevated vitamin A
values are also consistent with those found
by Willett et al. (6) and Hinds et al. (22)
and others (23-25), who found mean values
ranging from 8,000 to 12,000 IUs with diet





history or frequency methods. Final conclu-
sions with regard to the degree to which
this questionnaire may over- or underesti-
mate some nutrients await further valida-
tion efforts, some of which are reported
elsewhere (13, 14).

DISCUSSION

The purpose of this paper has been to
describe a methodological approach which
may make it possible to improve question-
naire design by making use of large popu-
lation data bases. Several differences be-
tween this diet assessment instrument and
previous questionnaires will be discussed
below. However, it should be noted that,
with one or two exceptions, all of the fea-
tures have been used before, by different
investigators, in different combinations, or
on a different scale. Thus, this instrument
has much in common with and owes a great
deal to the work of such investigators as
Hankin et al. (4, 5), Willett et al. (6, 7),
Jain et al. (8), and Morgan et al. (3).

The following developmental and design
features are notable.

Targeted toward assessment of the whole
diet. The developmental work was aimed at
assessing not one or a few similar nutrients,
but the whole spectrum of micro- and
macronutrients. This approach, used with
a food list in which individual foods are
quite distinguishable, will make it possible
to reanalyze data sets if new nutrients be-
come of research interest in the future.

Selection of the food list based on popu-
lation data on nutrient contributors. This
approach has resulted in the inclusion of a
few foods sometimes overlooked as poten-
tially important contributors of a given nu-
trient, and the exclusion of a few foods
whose infrequent consumption is not suf-
ficiently outweighed by nutrient composi-
tion or portion size to warrant their inclu-
sion in a compact assessment instrument.
The use of population data on nutrient
contribution to select food items for inclu-
sion has been used by other investigators
(5, 26). Hankin et al. (5), for example, se-





lected foods for a cholesterol-fat-protein
questionnaire on the basis of their contri-
bution of those nutrients in 100 four-day
food records of Hawaiian Americans.

Development of the nutrient composition
array based on population data. The use of
population data permits the assignment of
nutrient composition values which reflect
the frequency of consumption of each of
the varieties of food within that item. This
approach, together with the use of medians
rather than means, prevents an infrequent
but extremely rich subcategory of food from
unduly influencing the nutrient value
which is used.

Development of portion sizes based on
population data. “Standard” portion sizes,
such as one-half cup, reflect measurement
convenience and approximation rather
than any inherent behavioral truth about
the portions people actually consume. Por-
tion sizes calculated from large-population
data collected with the use of three-dimen-
sional models permit the questionnaire to
more closely approximate the behavioral
truth. This approach is similar to that of
Hankin et al. (5), who based her portion-
size attributions on food-record data from
100 Hawaiian Americans. In addition, the
use of a very large data base, such as the
11,658 adult respondents in NHANES II,
permits the further step of identifying age-
sex-specific portion sizes for foods on the
list. Since age and sex are important deter-
minants of portion sizes (27–30), the use of
population-based age-sex-specific data en-
hances the accuracy of nutrient estimates
from questionnaires.

The two features mentioned above, the
nutrient composition and portion size ar-
rays, constitute the quantitation of the food
list. The particular quantitation approach
is of central importance in the performance
of this, or any other, dietary assessment
instrument. The food list constitutes only
part of any questionnaire, and must always
be evaluated in connection with the nutri-
ent composition and portion size assump-
tions which accompany it. The food list
presented here was designed to perform
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optimally only with the values developed
for it from large population data, and not
simply with US Department of Agriculture
Handbook no. 456 data (31).

Capable of being self-administered. For
many epidemiologic and some clinical sit-
uations, this is desirable or essential. This
capability may make possible the collection
of dietary data in research situations where
such collection has previously been impor-
tant but not feasible. Other investigators
have developed or used questionnaires de-
signed to be self-administered, including
Willett et al. (6, 7), Jain et al. (8), and
Bjelke (32), and have thereby considerably
advanced our ability to understand the re-
lationship of diet and disease.

Use of portion sizes identified by the re-
spondent. In this instrument, the respond-
ent identifies his usual portion of a given
food as small, medium or large with respect
to a stated medium portion. This approach
adds personal variability in food prefer-
ences and quantity to the age-sex compo-
nent addressed above.

Finally, developmental evaluations (ta-
bles 3-5) used a different data set to eval-
uate the food list and nutrient attributions,
so that these aspects of the instrument
could be optimized before the ambiguities
of the human response to it were added. In
one respect, this evaluation overestimates
the agreement likely to be observed in a
field validation, since respondents’ ability
to estimate frequency of consumption or
portion size will not be perfect. This draw-
back is not, of course, unique to this instru-
ment but is common to any self-report of
diet, even dietary records (33). Thus, field
validations and psychometric improve-
ments are the logical next step, once the
potential performance of the instrument
and its values has been maximized.

Conversely, in some respects the devel-
opmental evaluation is somewhat conserv-
ative. First, tables 3–5 do not include any
of the foods normally captured in the open-
ended section in actual use. Second, they
do not include the nutrient adjustments
resulting from supplemental questions on
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the use of added fat or the consumption of
fat on meat or skin on poultry. Finally, it
should be noted that the two methods com-
pared here, the food diary and the fre-
quency food list quantitation, did not use
identical data bases or portion size assump-
tions. The agreement which nevertheless
resulted suggests the robustness of the
quantitation developed for the self-admin-
istered diet history food list.

These evaluations, and the comparison
with national values in tables 6 and 7,
provide support for this food list and its
quantitation in assessing nutrient intake.
Quite apart from the particular instrument,
however, it is hoped that the development
methods presented here can be useful to
other investigators in maximizing the scope
and accuracy of dietary assessment instru-
ments. In addition, further work is needed
to improve quantitation, to determine
whether some foods could be omitted, and
to assess the applicability of this food list
to geographic or demographic subgroups.
Several studies are planned or are under-
way to address these issues.
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