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n 1937 the American Heart Association proposed that
modification of dietary fat intake would reduce the
incidence of coronary heart disease (CHD), which

had become the leading cause of disability and death in
the United States and other industrialized countries."
Since then the AHA has issued seven policy statements
on diet and CHD as reliable new information has become
available.”® In each of these statements emphasis was
placed on consumption of total fat, saturated and certain
unsaturated fatty acids, dietary cholesterol, and sodium
because of their significant contribution to risk of CHD.
Later, excessive alcohol intake was considered because
of its association with hypertension, stroke, and other dis-
eases. Such knowledge has encouraged other health or-
ganizations and the federal government to make similar
recommendations.

In May 1989 representatives of nine health organiza-
tions and governmental bodies met under the aegis of the
AHA, reviewed the scientific evidence, and concluded
that most Americans can improve their overall health and
maintain it with a few specific but fundamental dietary
changes.” The following guidelines are consistent with
those promoted by each organization:

* Eat a nutritionally adequate diet consisting of a va-
riety of foods.

* Reduce consumption of fat, especially saturated fat,
and cholesterol.

* Achieve and maintain an appropriate body weight.

* Increase consumption of complex carbohydrates and
dietary fiber.

® Reduce intake of sodium.

® Consume alcohol in moderation, if at all. Children,
adolescents, and pregnant women should abstain.

Current AHA recommendations regarding diet and re-
lated lifestyle practices for the general population are
based on evidence indicating that modification of specific

“Dietary Guidelines for Healthy Americans” was approved by the
American Heart Association Science Advisory and Coordinating
Committee on June 20, 1996.

Requests for reprints should be sent to the Office of Scientific
Affairs, American Heart Association, 7272 Greenville Ave, Dallas,
TX 75231-4596.

(Circulation. 1996;94:1795-1800.)

© 1996 American Heart Association, Inc.

risk factors will decrease incidence of CHD.® These risk
factors include cigarette smoking; elevated levels of
plasma cholesterol, particularly low-density lipoprotein
(LDL) cholesterol; low levels of high-density lipoprotein
(HDL) cholesterol; increased blood pressure; diabetes
mellitus; obesity, especially visceral adiposity; and phys-
ical inactivity.

To reduce the impact of these risk factors on the oc-
currence of CHD in the general population, in 1996 the
AHA recommends the following population-wide dietary
and lifestyle goals:

* Elimination of cigarette smoking

* Appropriate levels of caloric intake and physical ac-
tivity to prevent obesity and reduce weight in those who
are overweight

e Consumption of 30% or less of the day’s total cal-
ories from fat

* Consumption of 8% to 10% of total calories from
saturated fatty acids

¢ Consumption of up to 10% of total calories from
polyunsaturated fatty acids

¢ Consumption of up to 15% of total calories from
monounsaturated fatty acids

* Consumption of less than 300 mg/d of cholesterol

* Consumption of no more than 2.4 g/d of sodium

* Consumption of 55% to 60% of calories as complex
carbohydrates

¢ For those who drink and those for whom alcohol
(ethanol) is not contraindicated, consumption should not
exceed 2 drinks (1 to 2 oz of ethanol) per day

Dietary Guidelines for Americans

In formulating the following dietary recommendations,
the AHA Nutrition Committee endeavored to make them
consistent with those issued by the US Dietary Guideline
Committee.'” Although the AHA guidelines were devel-
oped specifically for prevention of heart and blood vessel
disease, they can contribute to prevention of other dis-
eases, including some forms of cancer, renal disease, and
osteoporosis. The AHA guidelines are also consistent with
current recommendations for prevention and management
of diabetes.'' These chronic diseases account for the ma-
Jority of the morbidity and mortality in the population,
highlighting the importance of providing the public with
scientifically based dietary and lifestyle guidelines.
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Aetiology confronts two distinct issues: the determinants of individual cases, and the determinants of incidence rate. If
exposure to a necessary agent is homogeneous within a population, then case/control and cohort methods will fail to
cetect it: they will only identify markers of susceptibility. The corresponding strategies in control are the ‘high-risk’
approach, which seeks to protect susceptible individuals, and the population approach, which seeks to control the
causes of incidence. The two approaches are not usually in competition, but the prior concern should aiways be to

discover and control the causes of incidence.

THE DETERMINANTS OF INDIVIDUAL CASES
In teaching epidemiology to medical students, 1 have
ofien encouraged them to consider a question which I
first heard enunciated by Roy Acheson: ‘Why did this
patient get this disease at this time?’, It is an excellent
starting-point, because students and doctors feel a
natural concern for the problems of the individual,
Indeed, the central ethos of medicine is seen as an
acceptance of responsibility for sick individuals.

It is an integral part of good doctoring to ask not
only, ‘What is the diagnosis, and what is the
treatment?’ but also, *Why did this happen, and could

it have been prevented?’. Such thinking shapes the.

approach to nearly all clinical and laboratory research
into the causes and mechanisms of illness: Hyper-
tension research, for example, is almost wholly pre-
occupied with the characteristics which distinguish
individuals at the hypertensive and normotensive ends

of the blood pressure distribution. Research into.

diabetes looks for genetic, nutritional and metabolic
reasons to explain why some people get diabetes and
others do not. The constant aim in such work is to
answer Acheson’s question, ‘Why did this patient get
this disease at this time?’. s

The same concern has continued to shape the
thinking of all of us who came to epidemiology from a
background in clinical practice. The whole basis of the
case-control methed is to discover how sick and healthy
individuals differ. Equally the basis of many cohort
studies is the search for ‘risk factors’, which identify

Department of Epidemiology, London School of Hygiene and Tropical
Medicine, Keppel Street, London WCIE 7HT, UK.

Based on a lecture to the Xth Scientific Meeting of the International
Epidemiclogical Association, 27 August 1984, Yancouver.
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certain individuals as being more susceptible to disease;
and from this we proceed to test whether these risk
factors are also causes, capable of explaining why some
individuals get sick while others remain healthy, and
applicable as a guide to prevention.

To confine attention in this way to wi thin-population -
comparisons has caused much confusion (particularly
in the clinical world) in the definition of normality.
Laboratory ‘ranges of normal’ are based on what is
common within the local population. Individuals with
‘normal blood pressure’ are those who do not stand out
from their local contemporarics; and so on. What is
common is all right, we presume. .

Applied to aetiology, .the individual-centred
approach leads to the use of relative risk as the basic

Tepresentation of actiological force: that is, ‘the risk in

exposed individuals relative to risk in non-exposed
individuals’. Indeed, the concept of relative risk has
almost excluded any other approach to quantifying
causal importance. It may generally be the best measure
of aetiological force, but it is no measure at all of
actiological outome or of public health importance.
Unfortunately this approach to the search for causes,
and the measuring of their potency, has to assume a
heterogeneity of exposure within the study population.
If everyone smoked 20 cigarettes a day, then clinical,
case-control and cohort studies alike would lead us to
conclude that lung cancer was a genetic disease; and in
one sense that would be true, since if everyone is
exposed to the necessary agent, then the distribution of
cases is wholly determined by individual susceptibility.
Within Scotland and other mountainous parts of
Britain (Figure 1, left section)' there is no discernible
relation between local cardiovascular death rates and
the softness of the public water supply. The reason is
apparent if one extends the enquiry to the whole of the
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