
© REBECCA PEREZ 
Nutrition Interrupted: Portion Size, Food Guidelines, and How People Interpret Them 
M.S. Communication Design, Pratt Institute, 2008 

 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 

My doctor told me to stop having intimate dinners for four,  
unless there are three other people.—Orson Welles 

 
Throughout history in almost all human societies being overweight was a sign of material 
success and high social status since food was very labor intensive and difficult to acquire. Today 
we are surrounded by an easily accessible growing variety of food from all over the world, much 
of which is carefully designed and marketed to tantalize our appetites in a highly competitive 
environment.1   
 
Over the past twenty years the percentage of overweight adults in the U.S. has been steadily 
increasing. In fact, about one in three adults is considered obese and childhood obesity is at an 
all-time high. According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention people categorized as 
overweight and obese are more likely to develop diseases such as type 2 diabetes, hypertension, 
heart disease, stroke, and some cancers. To calculate if an individual is overweight or obese, a 
number called the Body Mass Index (BMI) is used, which correlates to the amount of body fat a 
person has. The number is determined using a person’s weight and height. Other methods of 
measuring body fat can be used, such as skin fold thickness and waist circumference.2 While the 
seriousness of the weight increase has been acknowledged by policy makers, doctors, and the 
public alike, the reasons for the increase are many and open to interpretation. Some believe that 
agricultural policies, food trends and marketing practices are responsible for the “fat epidemic,” 
while others see it as a matter of self control. In today’s world it seems there is a weight loss 
remedy for every weight gain hypothesis and that nutrition advice appears to change weekly, but 
there are a few principles that everyone can agree on: eat less; move more; eat fruits, vegetables 
and whole grains; and avoid too much junk food.3   
 

                                            
1 Leon Rappoport, How We Eat: Appetite, Culture and the Psychology of Food, (Onatrio: ECW Press, 2003) 81. 
2 “Defining Overweight and Obesity.” Department of Health and Human Services. Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention. May, 22, 2007 <http://www.cdc.gov/nccdphp/dnpa/obesity/defining.htm.>  
3 Marion Nestle, “Eating Made Simple,” Scientific American, August 8, 2007 
<http://www.sciam.com/article.cfm?id=eating-made-simple> 



This thesis will confront the concept of “eating less” in the form of food portions and its 
connection to weight gain in an attempt to prove that if adults had a better understanding of the 
amount of food they consumed then there would be fewer overweight people in the U.S. This 
thesis will analyze the different dietary recommendations of the U.S. government and compare 
them with similar recommendations from nutritionists and popular diets. Special attention will be 
given to social, psychological, economic, and environmental factors with the goal being to 
uncover the influential factors in individual food choices. This thesis will also look into food 
messages in the form of advertising that are promoted by the food industry. Because this topic 
deals with the understanding of information this thesis will also address the principles of how 
visual information is perceived and how effective, efficient, engaging, error tolerant, and easy to 
learn the aforementioned dietary recommendations may be.4  
 
Portion Distortion 
There is no doubt that people have been gaining weight in recent years. The percent of obese 
adults changed little between 1960–1980 but increased considerably between the years 1980–
1991. This trend continued in 1999–2000, with an increase in obesity of 28% of men and 34% of 
women.5   While many theories exist regarding the increase in weight, including a more 
sedentary lifestyle, they do not fully explain the rapid weight gain over the past few decades 
since the average American daily life is very much the same in 2007 as it was in 1980. The 
increase in obesity has in fact coincided with an increase in portion sizes both inside and outside 
the home, and several research studies have established that portion size directly influences food 
consumption.6   If one looks at the facts regarding the amount of food offered in restaurants and 
even cookbook recipes the reason seems very clear. The phrase “bigger is better” has been taken 
to heart by the food industry. The term ‘Super-Size’ coined by McDonald’s in 1988 as a name 
for their largest-sized soft drink and french fries at that time has become common food 
vernacular along with terms such as “biggie,” “family size,” and “value size,” with other 
restaurants and food manufacturers such as Wendy’s, Stouffer’s, and Hershey respectively. With 
larger portions comes larger plates and cups to contain them, and larger dishwashers and car cup 
holders soon follow, effecting not only how much we eat, but our surroundings as well.7  
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Why should the actions of the food industry have such an effect on the weight of Americans? 
People are now 40% more likely to consume meals at restaurants three or more times a week as 
they were in the late 1980s.8  With more and more meals being eaten away from home 
consumers have less control over the size and nutritional content of what they eat. From Wallet 
to Waistline, a report on the financial and caloric costs of upgrading to larger portions at retail 
food establishments, states that providing more food for less money, termed value marketing, has 
proven to be very profitable and is what businesses are steadily relying on.9  While this gives the 
customer the impression of that they have gotten a good deal, the larger portions contain more 
calories and lead to overeating. This claim is supported by a survey done by the American 
Institute of Cancer Research, which states that 69% of adults finish all or most of their entrees 
when dining out.10   
 
This increase in size is not limited to restaurants, but has found its way into grocery and 
convenience stores in the form of prepackaged foods. As stated in the Journal of Nutrition, 
“Larger-sized packages are priced less per unit weight as compared with smaller-sized 
packages... For example, the cost per ounce for soft drinks purchased at a convenience store is 5¢ 
per ounce for a 12 oz. serving, but only 2.3¢ per ounce for a 42 oz. serving.”11  The idea of 
getting more for your money is very tempting even when the consumer has no intention of 
consuming the full amount. And research conducted by nutritionists show that people will 
consume a greater amount from a larger serving size even when what they are eating isn’t very 
appealing. For example, a study by Brian Wansink, the director of the Cornell University Food 
and Brand Lab, proved that people will consume large amounts of food that was not appetizing 
by using moviegoers and popcorn. In the study people entering the theater were given a medium 
or large container of fresh or stale popcorn free of charge. The containers were weighed before 
and after the movie and everyone was questioned about the taste and quality of the popcorn and 
how much they thought they ate. The conclusion: On average people that were given the larger 
sizes ate 53% more that those with the smaller size, whether or not they were served the week-
old popcorn. To further understand the physiological effect of portion size, when the moviegoers 
were asked whether they ate more because of the large size, most said they don’t fall for those 
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tricks, and that they are good at knowing when they are full.12  But that is not what happened—if 
people are given more they eat more.  
 
While soft drinks and popcorn are considered junk food and might not be held to the same 
standards as healthier food options, larger sizes are prevalent in every type of food. Bagels, 
pizza, pasta, sandwiches, coffee, fruit and even salads are all much bigger than what past 
generations have eaten. While researching her doctoral dissertation on the subject of food 
portions, dietitian Lisa R. Young took it upon herself to collect food from various food 
establishments in New York City and weigh and measure them. What she found is that the 
“foods we buy today are often two to three times, even five times, larger than when they were 
first introduced into the marketplace.” It seems that all-you-can-eat buffets, free refills, 1 pound 
burgers, and apples the size of cantaloupes have become the norm in this country.13 The standard 
of large amounts of food outside the home have made its way into the home. A prime example of 
this can be found in The Joy of Cooking, the most-published cookbook in the U.S. which has 
been continuously in print since 1936.14  The brownie recipe in this cookbook calls for exactly 
the same amount of ingredients as it did in the 1960s and 1970s edition. But the most recent 
edition states that the recipe yields 16 brownies instead of the 30 stated in the older versions, 
meaning that each brownie is now almost twice as big.15   
 
The Family Economics and Nutrition Review defines a portion as the amount of food an 
individual chooses to eat or drink.16  The difference between portion and serving sizes can be 
confusing for a person of normal weight, and even more so for the overweight who may have 
more personal or medical reasons for wanting to consume less food. Most average portions are 
larger than what is considered a standard serving by the U.S. government. (Serving sizes are 
simply a unit of measure used on Nutrition Facts Label on food packaging to specify its quantity 
of nutrients.17 ) To further complicate matters all sizes are not created equal—a small in one store 
or restaurant is not the same in another. Many health agencies are aware of the public’s 
confusion on the subject and have produced information online and off where people can learn 
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more about portions. The National Heart, Lung, and Blood Institute has an online quiz where 
people compare the average sizes of foods from 20 years ago to today.18    
 
Despite the increase in portions and food consumption, individuals do not seem to respond to 
increased fullness, suggesting that hunger and satiety signals are often ignored or overridden. 
Studies researching how snack portion sizes effect how much of the snack and subsequent meal 
are consumed reveal that when feeling fuller people do not adjust the amount of food they eat in 
the next meal. When the portions of all foods were doubled, both men and women increased their 
food intake by an average of 26%, and yet still did not compensate for the excess by reducing 
their food consumption the following day. In fact, many people report that they determine how 
much to eat according to what they are used to eating.19  
 
An additional factor is that the “typical” sizes used for dietary guidelines and food labels are 
different from one another and are usually smaller than what is actually consumed by the public. 
Complicating matters further are what seem to be the innate human responses to food. It is easy 
to understand why so many researchers, doctors, and policy makers cannot come to a consensus 
on how to tackle the situation. While many believe changing the food industry’s “business as 
usual” attitude when it comes to portions is needed, many feel strongly that willpower and 
behavior modification by individuals are necessary. 
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