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ABSTRACT 

The problem discussed in this paper was: Communications between 
the nurse and the lay person in the field of nutrition are based on a 
common understanding of the concepts of nutrition. How does the lay 
person think of commonly used nutritional terminology? How do these 
definitions of terms differ from those of the professional person? 

The objectives of the study were: (1) to determine the nature of 
the concepts of nutrition held by the professional person; (2) to 
determine the nature of the concepts of nutrition held by college 
students; and (3) to determine how the concepts of the professional 
person vary from the concepts of the college students. 

A list of nine commonly used nutritional terms were selected by 
the investigator. Ten free-answer questions were then formulated. 
These were answered by the investigator based on professional text 
books and several subject matter specialists and by the selected group 
of students at Montana State College. An analysis of each question 
was made to show the various replies and how they related to the 
professional reply. 

The variations of responses received from the college students 
showed relative degrees of understanding ranging from complete, 
accurate definitions to completely wrong. Some of the replies 
Evidenced confusion with another term. 



VARIATIONS IN THE UNDERSTANDING OF NUTRITIONAL 

TERMINOLOGY OF A SELECTED GROUP OF STUDENTS 

AT MONTANA STATE COLLEGE 

PART I 

INTRODUCTION 

"Nursing leaders today are faced with the fact that the nation's 

389,600 actively practicing registered nurses are products of an 

educational system in nursing which has been procedure-centered and 

geared to the service needs of hospitals.” Training has stressed pre¬ 

dominantly the physical aspects and manipulative skill involved in 

nursing care.* 

When the new graduate is faced with making decisions which are 

dependent on other than her knowledge of the physical skills, she may 

often be at a loss. The experience of the investigator has shown that 

teaching patients nutrition is one of the areas that causes considerable 

distress to the nurse because she is unsure of her abilities to communi¬ 

cate with the patient concerning his nutritional needs. This is an 

important area because of the necessity of an adequate diet to health 

and because of the prevalence of food quackery. Another important 

aspect that the nurse must consider is that the variations of culture 

carry with them variations in symbols and the meaning of phrases and 

*Faye Abdellah, "Methods of Identifying Covert Aspects of 
Nursing Problems", Nursing Research. 6:4-23, June, 1957. 
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concepts. Byrd says that there is an obvious need for the utmost care 

in utilizing symbols understandable to one culture, or one population 

group, in attempting to convey the same concepts to another population 

group.^ 

There are two aspects of nutrition that are of importance to the 

nurse. First, she must have a knowledge of the general principles 

that will insure optimum growth and development; secondly, she must 

have a knowledge of how adequate diets can be modified so that they 

may be used therepeutically. Neither of these areas are meaningful 

without a third area — that of communication. Knowledge is of little 

value unless it can be used. 

Much research has been done in the field of nutrition with con¬ 

clusive evidence that a large portion of our nation suffers from 

malnutrition in some form. A recent technical bulletin published at 

Montana State College ^ showed that blood studies of 664 Montana fif¬ 

teen-year-olds and college freshmen indicated that one-third of the 

females and about two-thirds of the males had good or excellent 

hemoglobin values. Eighty per cent or more of all subjects were 

appraised by the examining physician as having good or excellent 

general health, although only one-eighth to one-third of the various 

groups studied were completely free of physical signs possibly 

^Oliver E. Byrd, Health Yearbook 1956 (Palo Alto, California: 
University Press, 1957), p. 19-34. 

^Louise P. Guild and Lura M. Odland, Nutritional Status of 
Montana Fifteen-Year-Olds and of Montana College Freshmen. Montana 
State College Agricultural Experiment Station, Bulletin 536 (Bozeman, 
Montana: Montana State College, February, 1958), p. 58. 
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associated with nutrient deficiencies. Much of this study was concerned 

with relationships between dietary intakes, biochemical values, and 

physical signs of health as they exist in normal population groups iir 

Montana. 

Another survey of six thousand representative families in the 

United States in the spring of 1955 revealed that: (1) 29 per cent of 

the families studied were low in calcium, (2) in the upper one-third 

income bracket, 23 per cent were low in calcium, (3) there was little 

improvement in dietary levels in cities since 1948 in spite of a raise 

in living conditions, and (4) family diets contained an average of 44 

per cent of their total calories as fat, 18 per cent by milk and milk 

products (excluding butter), and 4l-4 per cent by food groups including 

meat, poultry, fish eggs, beans, and nuts.^ Recommended requirements 

for proteins are one gram for every kilogram (2.2 pounds) of body 

weight. Fat and carbohydrate requirements are much lower.5 

These two studies indicate a need for further research and educa¬ 

tion in nutrition. In spite of all the available information on 

adequate nutrition, there is still evidence of inadequate nutrition in 

Montana college students^. Why? 

^American Dairy Association, Nutrition Research Bulletin. Issued 
by the Research Committee (Chicago: American Dairy Association, 7:3, 
May-June, 1957). 

c 
^Katherine Mitchell and Margaret Bernard, Food in Health and 

Disease (Philadelphia: F. A. Davis Company, 1953) pp. 24-37. 

^Guild and Odland, oj). cit.. pp. 58-59. 
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Gretchen Collins^, in a survey to determine why patients in an 

antepartum clinic in Florida were not following doctors’ orders and 

directions, found that there was a definite break in communications. 

She interviewed 100 patients, having them define twenty words referring 

to pregnancy and nutrition that were commonly used by both professional 

and non-professional personnel. She found that seventeen per cent 

understood 16 or more of the twenty words, one-third understood less 

than one-half of the words. The average number of words acceptably 

defined was 12. No differences were found in understanding of the terms 

between the patients from rural homes and those from urban homes. Nor 

were any differences found between patients from homes with radios and 

those without radios. 

This study, therefore^, concluded that many people did not actually 

understand what was being told them in the discussions, although they 

asked no questions and seemed to comprehend at the time. This observa¬ 

tion is important for the nurse to keep in mind when instructing patients. 

It emphasizes the need to determine whether patients really understand 

their directions. 

Health teaching has three stages. First the material must be pre¬ 

pared. Secondly, it must be commumicated to the patients, and third, 

the nurse must be sure that the patient understands it so he may be 

able to apply it. 

The problem of how to communicate health material is important to 

^Gretchin Collins,’’Do We Fail to Communicate With Patients?” 
Journal of the American Dietetic Association. 32:326, April, 1956. 



12 

the nurse because each person requires a different teaching approach 

to meet his different needs. She should be able to adapt her teach¬ 

ing to various age groups who have different backgrounds in experience, 

education, and maturity. 
o 

A study done by Young, Berresfoid, and Waldner shows that the 

educational attainment of the homemaker showed the greatest relation¬ 

ship to her nutritional knowledge. In general, homemakers who gradu¬ 

ated from high school, had better nutritional practices than those who 

had only some high school, and these in turn, had better practices than 

those who attended grade school only. As the level of education in¬ 

creased, a higher percentage of homemakers used all seven of the basic 

food groups in their menus. 

Nurses must now ask themselves, "Are we doing our part in aiding 

the American families to gain a better knowledge of nutrition?" If 

professional nursing education is to prepare the nurse to identify and 

help solve the nursing problems presented by patients, methods must bp 

devised and utilized which are suitable to the development of skills in, 

and sensitivity for, solving significant aspects of nursing problems. 

This involves both teaching patients about nutrition and teaching 

student nurses to teach patients about nutrition. 

^Charlotte M. Young, Kathleen Berresford, and Betty Waldner, "What 
the Homemaker Knows About Nutrition", Journal of the American Dietetic 
Association. 32:321-326, April, 1956. 
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The Problem 

Statement of the Problem 

Communications between the nurse and the lay person in the field 

of nutrition are based on a common understanding of the concepts of nu¬ 

trition. How does the lay person think of commonly used nutritional 

terminology? How do these definitions of terms differ from those of 

the professional person? 

Objectives of the Study 

It was the purpose of this study (1) to determine the nature of 

the concepts of nutrition held by the professional person; (2) to 

determine the nature of the concepts of nutrition held by college 

students; and (3) to determine how the concepts of the professional 

person vary from the concepts of the college students. 

Importance of the Study 

This study is concerned with an important aspect of the applica¬ 

tion of nutrition and diet therapy in the preventative and curative 

aspects of nursing. If nurses are to provide comprehensive nursing 

services in this area, they should realize the variations in the 

understanding of words commonly used in discussing nutrition. By 

having an understanding of the lay person’s interpretation of term¬ 

inology, the nurse can more effectively help her patient receive an 

adequate diet. It is a well known fact in education that the 

teacher must begin where the student is. This is true in nurse- 

patient education also. 
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Montana has a problem of inadequate nutritional status as shown 

by the previously mentioned studies. A study should be made in this 

area to determine the extent to which the nurse is meeting her respon¬ 

sibilities in teaching nutrition when giving total care to the patient, 

both in and out of the hospital. If nurses realize whether they are 

or are not functioning to their fullest capacity, they can do more to 

raise the nutritional status of the people in Montana. 

Hypothesis 

The nurse may more effectively discuss adequate nutrition with 

the lay person if she realizes his understanding of the common nutri¬ 

tional terminology. If these differences between the professional 

and lay concepts of nutrition are designated, they can be brought to 

the attention of the nurse and may serve as a guide in her capacity 

as a health teacher. 

Definitions of Terms Used 

Lay person. A lay person was interpreted as an individual who is 

not a registered dietitian, nurse, or a specialist in any related field. 

Professional person. A professional person in this paper refers 

to the registered nurse or to the student who is enrolled in an 

accredited school of nursing. 

Procedure 

The first step in the procedure of this research problem was to 
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select a list of words related to nutrition that are commonly used 

by the professional person. These terms were then defined according 

to the professional person and professional text books. Next these 

terms were defined according to the lay person. Men and women in the 

college-housing area were interviewed for the pilot study. Students 

enrolled in Orientation to Nursing and in Economics of American 

Agriculture were interviewed for the survey. 

The definitions received from the survey were then categorized 

and tallied. An analysis of each question was then made to show the 

various replies and how they related to the technical or professional 

answer. 

Selection of Terminology 

The first step in the procedure was to select a sampling of terms 

commonly used by the nurse practitioner in discussing nutrition with 

the lay person. The following terms were selected by the investigator 

after consultation with several specialists in nursing and nutrition. 

Their opinions and observations of the frequency of use in advertising 

and in public information publications formed the basis for selecting 

a sampling of nutritional terms f<|r the study. The selection of words 

was also influenced by the Gretchen Collins® study, which employed 

several of the terms. 

8 
Collins, oj>. cit., p.326 
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Professional Definitions 

Definitions of the terms from the point of view of the professional 

person were derived from public information publications, professional 

text books, and the opinions of several subject matter specialists in 

nutrition and nursing. Definitions from these sources were combined to 

form definitions that were, in the opinion of the investigator, accept¬ 

able for the purposes of this paper. Many of the nursing and dietetics 

text-books seemed to assume that the student nurse was already familiar 

with the terms, or that definitions were unnecessary. Chiefly with 

the aid of Bogart^ the terms were defined and adjusted to meet the needs 

of this study. The selected terms were: 

Food. A food is any substance which furnishes energy to the 

body, is used to build tissue, or to regulate body processes. 

Vitamins. Vitamins are body regulators which are absolutely 

essential for normal growth and the maintenance of health. They 

stimulate appetite, cause the digestive tract to function better, 

promote better utilization of the food, especially mineral elements, 

and help to prevent infections. 

Nutrition. Nutrition is the science of providing adequately for 

the growth maintenance, and repair of the body. 

Calorie. A calorie is a measure of heat or energy value of 

foods; it is also the amount of heat necessary to raise one gram of 

^Jean Bogart and Mame Porter, Dietetics Simplified (New York: 
MacMillan Company, 1940). 
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water one degree Centigrade, or one pound of water four degrees 

Fahrenheit. 

Carbohydrates. Sugars and starches are the chief sources of 

carbohydrates and production of energy is the chief function. 

Fats. Fats are greasy substances familiar in pure form in butter, 

lard, etc. Their chief function is a source of energy; secondarily 

they are bearers of Vitamin A, and delay emptying time of the stomach. 

Proteins. Proteins are gluey substances which coagulate on heat¬ 

ing; they are found in meats, legumes, eggs, cheese, etc. Their chief 

function is to build and repair living tissues. 

Diet. Diet is the selection of food materials necessary for the 

nourishment of the body or suitable in disease states, or both. 

MBasic 7W. The ’’Basic 7” foods are: 

1. Leafy, green, and yellow vegetables 
2. Citrus fruits, tomatoes, raw cabbage 
3. Potatoes and other vegetables and fruits 
4. Milk, cheese, ice cream 
5. Meat, poultry, fish, eggs, dried peas, beans 
6. Bread, flour, cereals 
7. Butter and fortified margarine 

Lav Definitions and Methods of Obtaining 

In order to define the terms from the point of view of the lay 

person it was necessary to obtain a written record of their under¬ 

standing of the terms. The interview technique of investigation, 

which at first appeared most reliable, was discarded for the purpose 

of this study because of the financial and time limitations, as well 

as the lack of trained and skilled interviewers. 
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Questionnaire construction. The questionnaire was selected to 

collect the data for this problem because a written record could be 

obtained from a large number of people in a limited amount of time and 

at low cost. A free-answer questionnaire was constructed because it 

was thought that this type of question would elicit non-directed, 

unstructured replies. That is, they are non-directive except in so 

far as they indicate the general nature of the subject to be discussed. 

The thoughts of the person replying to the questionnaire would not be 

influenced by the selected responses. Each person could then answer 

the questions in his own words as he thought of the term. 

The specific steps taken in the collection of data to determine 

the terminology from the point of view of the lay person are discussed 

as they relate to (1) delineation of the area to be studied, (2) con¬ 

struction of the questionnaire, (3) selection of the group to be 

sampled, (4) conduction of the pilot study, and (5) correlation of 

relationships of the differences in terminology. 

Pilot study. Men and women in the college housing area were 

interviewed for the pilot study, designed to clarify instructions and 

questions, and to examine whether the replies could be categorized. 

These people were chosen because they would not be participating in 

the survey and were a fairly homogenous group since many were college 

students and all were closely associated with the educational facilities 

of the college. They were all equally informed as to the purpose of 

the questionnaire. The results of the pilot study were acceptable in 

the light of the above mentioned criteria so the next step was the 
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survey itself. 

Population of the survey. For the purpose of this study, the 

survey of nutritional concepts held by the lay person was done among 

the students on the Montana State College campus. Many parts of the 

state were represented in an unstratified manner, due to the wide 

drawing of students to the college. Using college students for the 

survey had the double benefit of less expense of both time and money. 

They would offer a sampling from a wider geographical area, so ruling 

out the idiosyncrasies of a particular locale. 

The survey was limited to two classes at Montana State College. 

This limitation undoubtedly influenced the results since many of the 

students enrolled in colleges at the present time are from the upper 

middle class group and are usually from the upper two-thirds of their 

high school class. The fact that they are enrolled in a college 

indicates a desire for self-improvement and perhaps a better know¬ 

ledge of nutrition and nutritional terminology. 

One of the classes, a group of forty-four girls ending their 

second quarter in pre-nursing, had had two quarters of general chemistry 

and of anatomy and physiology. They had not as yet had the required 

course in nutrition. The fact that they are enrolled in the nursing 

curricula indicates an interest in health matters and would introduce 

a strong bias. 

The ages of these girls ranged from eighteen to twenty-four with 

the frequency of each as follows: 
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Age Freguencv 

18 26 
19 13 
20 3 
21 1 
24 1 

Thirty eight of these girls were from Montana, three from Wyoming, 

and one each from Minnesota and Hawaii. 

The other class was composed of thirty-nine men enrolled in some 

branch of Agriculture. Their ages ranged from eighteen to twenty-nine 

in the following distribution: 

Age Frequency 

18 
19 
20 
21 
22 
23 
24 
25 
26 
27 
28 
29 

1 
12 

5 
6 
1 
4 
1 
2 
2 
1 
2 
2 

Thirty-three of these men were from Montana, two from Minnesota, and 

one each from Pennsylvania, Canada, and Lebanon. Any previous instruc¬ 

tion in nutrition is unknown. 

Obviously the population of the survey cannot be termed typical 

of the state of Montana. Neither can statistically significant conclu¬ 

sions be drawn from the findings. The results, however, could be such 

that certain implications may be drawn and pertinent suggestions made 

which should be of assistance in working with the lay person. 
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After a brief introduction, the students in both classes were 

handed the mimeographed questionnaire. They were instructed to read the 

instructions at the top of the sheet. The fact that this was to be done 

to assist in a graduate project and would not reflect upon their grades 

was stressed. Each student was urged to do his best to define or 

answer the questions in the manner in which he thought of it. No 

time limit was imposed but the students had all completed the form 

in twenty minutes or less. No teaching was attempted except when a 

student requested clarification of an answer after he had completed 

his form. (See Appendix A.) 
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PART II 

PRESENTATION OF THE FINDINGS 

Because of the nature of the study, each item on the questionaire 

was evaluated separately. In this manner the variations of the replies 

could be more adequately pointed out and their importance to the 

nurse identified. 

Oriteria for evaluating the questionnaire. The replies to the 

questionnaire were evaluated in the following manner. If one part of 

the answer was more nearly correct, that part was tallied, leaving 

the other portion untallied. Responses were not classified as to 

right or wrong, but merely for the type of response. For example: 

Question 5: Of what value are vitamins in the diet? Response: ’’gives 

you energy and gives off excess fat’.’ This response was tallied under 

the classification of ’’energy-giving’.’ 

Professional replies to the questionnaire. The answers from the 

technical point of view were defined with the aid of professional text 

books, and the opinion of the investigator. The selected answers were 

as follows. 

1. What words do you think of when you hear the term ’’diet”? 

Diet is the selection of food materials necessary for the 

nourishment of the body or suitable in disease states, or both. 

2. What purpose do proteins serve for your body? 

Proteins build and repair living tissues, and are used for 

fuel when the carbohydrate and fat supply is insufficient, or 
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to burn up excess protein intake. 

3. What does the word Mcalorie’* mean to you? 

Energy is measured in terms of calories. A calorie is the 

amount of heat it takes to raise one pound of water four 

degrees Fahrenheit or one gram of water one degree Centigrade. 

It is also the measure of heat or energy value of foods. 

4. What is the purpose of food? 

Food is any substance which furnishes energy to the body, is 

used to build tissue, or regulates body processes. It is 

important to : 

A. Promoting fertility and lactation 
B. Promoting growth and building strong tissues 
C. Promoting proper functioning of organs and tissues 
D. Controlling weight 
E. Controlling acid base balance of the body 
F. Preventing dietary deficiency diseases 
G. Preventing constipation and intestinal putrefaction 
H. Preventing indigestion and nervous irritability 
I. Preventing functional and metabolic diseases, which 

may be due to overeating 
J. Preventing senility and prolonging life 

5. Of what value are vitamins in the diet? 

Vitamins stimulate appetite, cause the digestive tract to 

function better, promote better utilization of the food 

(especially mineral elements), and help to prevent infections. 

6. What use does your body make of carbohydrates? 

Carbohydrates are an economical source of energy. 

7. What food properties will prevent anemia? 

Iron and small amounts of copper will prevent anemia. Foods 

high in iron are: (1) liver, kidney, chicken gizzards, (2) eggs 

and muscle meats, and (3) fruits, especially apricots, peaches, 
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and prunes. 

6. What does the term "Vitamin C" mean to you? 

Ascorbic Acid; it is important for the prevention of scurvy. 

Vitamin C is obtained from citrus fruits of fresh, raw fruits 

and vegetables. 

9. How are fats used by your body? 

Fats are a concentrated form of fuel and bearers of Vitamin A. 

They prevent hunger by slowing the emptying time of the stomach. 

10. What are the foods that must appear in the diet daily for ade¬ 

quate nutrition? 

These foods are commonly known as the "Basic 7". They are: 

A. Leafy, green and yellow vegetables 
B. Citrus fruits, tomatoes, raw cabbage 
C. Potatoes and other vegetables and fruits 
D. Milk, cheese, ice cream 
E. Meat, poultry, fish, eggs, dried peas, beans 
F. Bread, flour, cereals 
G. Butter and fortified margarine 

Lav replies to the questionnaire. The following pages contain the 

classifications of the survey responses and the number of men and women 

answering each category of the question. In each analysis item "A" is 

the technical response. The other classifications were derived from 

the replies to the questionnaire. 
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TABLE I 

CLASSIFICATION OF RESPONSES AND THE NUMBER OF MEN AND 
WOMEN STUDENTS AT MONTANA STATE COLLEGE 

RESPONDING TO QUESTION 1 

QUESTION 1, WHAT WORDS HO YOU THINK OF WHEN YOU HEAR THE TERM "DIET1? 

Categories of Responses 
Number of Number of 
Women Men 

Responding Responding 

A. Diet is the proper selection of food 
materials necessary for the nourishment 
of the body or suitable in disease states, 
or both. 

1 0 

B. Diet is the proper selection of food 
materials necessary for the nourishment of 
the body. 

1. Foods ingested — hunger 
2, ’’Basic 7” or well-balanced diet 

16 19 

C. Diet is the selection of food materi¬ 
als necessary for the control of or for 
use in disease states. 

5 3 

D. Diet is the selection of foods to 
control weight. 

1. Lose weight 
2. Gain weight 
3. Caloric intake 

21 14 

E. Specific foods mentioned 1 1 

F. No answer 0 2 

44 39 
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From the preceding table it can be seen that 35 of the 83 (42%) 

students thought of this question as referring to the selection of 

foods for nourishment and the general health of the body. Another 35 

students thought of this question as referring to weight control. 

These replies indicate that special care must be taken to teach the 

patient that "diet" refers to regular eating habits, not necessarily to 

weight control. Injured feelings and misunderstandings could readily 

result from a misinterpretation of this word, especially when talking 

to an obese patient. 

Several variations of replies to this question indicate that each 

person thinks of the word "diet" as it best suits his experience. For 

instance, one of the male students replied, "Football. Getting your 

system ready for a season. Your body must have the proper food in 

order to give a person peak performance." The nurse must realize that 

each person has his individual feelings both intellectual and emotional 

responses, for each word. After she knows what the word means to him, 

she can begin education or re-education. 
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TABLE II 

CLASSIFICATION OF RESPONSES AND THE NUMBER OF MEN AND 
WOMEN STUDENTS AT MONTANA STATE COLLEGE 

RESPONDING TO QUESTION 2 

QUESTION 2j WHAT PURPOSJE DO PROTEINS SERVE, FOB YOUR BODY?  

Number of Number of 
Categories of Responses Women Men 

Responding Responding 

A. Proteins are needed to build and re¬ 
pair living tissues, for fuel when the 
carbohydrate and fat supply is insuffi¬ 
cient, or to burn up excess protein intake. 

0 0 

B..Proteins are important for building and 
repairing tissues. 

1. Strength 
2. Health 
3. Body functions 

26 29 

C. Fuel - energy - food, burn excess fat 10 7 

D. Varied responses 
1. Bones, teeth 
2. Blood 

6 2 

E. No answer 2 1 

44 39 
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Fifty-five of the 83 (66.2%) students answered this question as 

referring to the building and repairing of tissues or made reference 

to body strength, health, and body functions. The high degree of 

understanding of the purpose of proteins may be due to the formal 

educational background of these students. This is assumed because 

of the nature of some of the replies in the pilot study, done among 

the college-housing area, which did not show this high percentage 

of understanding. It was noted that eight of the students understood 

the main function of proteins to be the building of bones, teeth, and 

blood. 

From the replies it can be seen that the nurse should do mbre 

than just tell the patient to eat proteins. The replies also indicate 

a misunderstanding of exactly what proteins are and what they do as 

shown by the number of students who stated that the purpose of proteins 

was for the building of teeth, bones* and the clotting of the blood. 

Many students mentioned meat as a protein but the other sources of 

protein were much less frequently mentioned. The nurse must explain 

to the patients why and what to eat in order to obtain the best results. 



29 

TABLE III 

CLASSIFICATION OF RESPONSES AND THE NUMBER OF MEN AND 
WOMEN STUDENTS AT MONTANA STATE COLLEGE 

RESPONDING TO QUESTION 3 

QUESTION 3. WHAT DOES THE WORD ** CALORIE” MEAN TO YOU?  

Number of Number of 
Categories of Responses Women Men 

Responding Responding 

A. Energy is measured in terms of 
calories, the amount of heat it takes 
to raise one pound of water four degrees 
Fahrenheit or one gram of water one de¬ 
gree Centigrade 

1 0 

B„ A calorie is the amount of heat it 
takes to raise one gram of water one 
degree Centigrade 

7 9 

C. A calorie is the measure or heat or 
energy value of foods. 

20 16 

D. A caT-Otie is a unit of heat or energy. 11 12 

E. "Diet” 4 1 

F. Other responses or no response 1 1 

44 39 
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This question also indicates the scientific background of the 

students in that 16 of the 83 (19.2%) students gave the definition 

commonly used in chemistry and other physical sciences. Thirty-six of 

the students (43.4%) indicated that a calorie was a measure of heat or 

energy value of food. One student mentioned a calorie as a "measure of 

carbohydrates in food". Another student stated that it "used to mean 

to me the potential in food for making me gain weight, but after 

Chemistry 101, it is the energy required to raise the temperature of 

one gram of water one degree Centigrade.” Another student merely said, 

"Watch them”. 
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TABLE IV 

CLASSIFICATION OF RESPONSES AND THE NUMBER OF MEN AND 
WOMEN STUDENTS AT MONTANA STATE COLLEGE 

RESPONDING TO QUESTION 4 

QUESTION 4. WHAT IS THE PURPOSE OF FOOD?  

Number of Number of 
Categories of Responses Women Men 

Responding Responding 

A. A food is any substance which fur- 2 3 
nishes energy to the body, is used to 
build tissue, or to regulate body 
processes. 

B. Food is important for body main- 15 17 
tenance and body building. Also it 
is a Source of energy. 

C. Food is used for growth and health. 9 7 

D. Food is important for nourishment 12 6 
and for survival. 

E. Food is important for metabolism. 1 2 

F. Food is important for energy (men¬ 
tioned alone), fuel, or heat. 5 4 

44 39 
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This question posed some difficulty in analysis because of the 

variety of responses received. Thirty-two of the students (38.6%) 

thought that the purpose of food was for body building, maintenance, 

and energy (energy being mentioned with one or both of the other 

responses). Sixteen (19.2%) students thought that it had to do with 

growth and health; 18 (21.7%) thought it was necessary for nourishment 

or for survival. The replies received for this question seem to indi¬ 

cate a high degree of understanding of the importance and value of food. 
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TABLE V 

aASSIFICATION OF RESPONSES AND THE NUMBER OF MEN AND 
WOMEN STUDENTS AT MONTANA STATE COLLEGE 

RESPONDING TO QUESTION 5 

QUESTION 5. OF WHAT VALUE ARE VITAMINS IN THE DIET?  

Number of Number of 
Categories of Responses Women Men 

Responding Responding 

A. Vitamins stimulate the appetite, 0 0 
cause the digestive tract to function 
better, promote better utilization of 
the food elements (especially mineral), 
and help to prevent infections. 

B. Vitamins are important for the 11 9 
maintenance of body functions and 
body processes. 

C. Vitamins are important for good 22 10 
health and the prevention of disease. 

D. Vitamins are important for better 2 1 
utilization of food. 

E. Varied responses. 8 15 

F. No answer. 1 4 

44 39 
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This question seemed to require a higher degree of knowledge than 

the other questions. The Gretchin Collins* study found that 72% of the 

people surveyed understood the word vitamin. Twenty (24%) of these 

students thought that vitamins are valuable for maintenance of body 

functions and processes; 32 (38.6%) thought they were important for 

good health and the prevention of disease; 5 students readily admitted 

they knew of no value for vitamins. 

A sampling of category E, varied responses, is as follows: 

1. "Act as catalysts for many reactions." 
2. "For energy." 
3. "To make strong bones, good blood." 
4. "They build up the body and provide it with the things 

that you need yet might not get enough of in the daily 
diet." 

5. "Supplement the other foods we eat." 
6. "To help bring us into the bright side of life and not 

always feeling run down." 
7. "They are very energy containing, but not so high in 

caloric value." 
8. "I consider vitamins as a supplement to persons who have 

certain deficiencies, which can’t be obtained from the 
daily diet." 

9. "Scientific research to date has only proven this much: 
they are essential to life." 

*Collins, oj). cit.. p. 326 
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TABLE VI 

aASSIFICATION OF RESPONSES AND THE NUMBER OF MEN AND 
WOMEN STUDENTS AT MONTANA STATE COLLEGE 

RESPONDING TO QUESTION 6 

QUESTION 6. WHAT USE DOES YOUR BODY MAKE OF CARBOHYDRATES?  

Number of Number of 
Categories of Responses Women Men 

Responding Responding 

A. Carbohydrates are an economical 32 30 

source of energy and heat. 

B. Carbohydrates are important to 30 
cell nutrition. 

C. Varied responses. 9 7 

D. No answer. 0 2 

44 39 
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Sixty-two (74.7%) of the students understood carbohydrates to 

be used for heat and energy. This shows a high degree of understanding 

of the purpose of this food property. 

A sampling of the numerous varied responses listed in category C 

are as follows: 

1. "Carbohydrates are used for circulation." 
2. "Strong bones and for growth.” 
3. "The body breaks them down into amino acids and they are 

absorbed into the body cells and tissues." 
4. "The carbohydrates are necessary for good bone structure. 

I also think they would have something to do with good 
blood clotting ability along with iron." 

5. "They reduce body sugar." 
6. "They are the basic nutrient." 
7. "Fats — warmth in winter, regulators in the seasons." 
8. Several students mentioned that carbohydrates are broken 

down into simple sugars, but gave no further values. 

These answers indicate some knowledge of the value of carbohydrates, 

but there is a degree of misunderstanding and misinterpretation as shown 

by the samples above that would need to be cleared before the nurse 

could do adequate health teaching. 
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TABLE VII 

CLASSIFICATION OF RESPONSES AND THE NUMBER OF MEN AND 
WOMEN STUDENTS AT MONTANA STATE COLLEGE 

RESPONDING TO QUESTION 7 

QUESTION 7. WHAT FOOD PROPERTIES WILL PREVENT ANEMIA?  

Number of Number of 
Categories of Responses Women Men 

Responding Responding 

A. Iron and small amounts of copper in 
the diet will prevent anemia. 

31 11 

B. Foods high in iron content listed 
as the essential food property that 
will prevent anemia. 

0 1 

C. Vitamins, proteins, or minerals 
will prevent anemia. 

8 9 

D. Varied responses. 5 7 

E. No answer. 0 11 

44 39 
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Forty-two (50.6%) of the students replied that iron was the food 

property that would prevent anemia. Much publicity has been given this 

fact and may have contributed to the high degree of knowledge shown by 

these students. Fifteen (18%) of the students replied that vitamins, 

proteins, or minerals were the basic food property essential for 

prevention of anemia. 

Some of the replies received to this question were: 

1. "Sugar.” 
2. "Fresh fruits." 
3. "Proteins and carbohydrates.” 
4. "Iodine is one of the elements.” 
5. "Food gives us nutrition; anemia is a lack of nutrition, 

I quess.” 
6. "Have not discovered the unknown properties." 

As can be seen by the tallies, the girls had a better knowledge 

in this area. Eleven male students gave no reply or stated that they 

did not know. All the women attempted an answer. 
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TABLE VIII 

CLASSIFICATION OF RESPONSES AND THE NUMBER OF MEN AND 
WOMEN STUDENTS AT MONTANA STATE COLLEGE 

RESPONDING TO QUESTION B 

QUESTION 8. WHAT DOES THE TERM "VITAMIN C" MEAN TO YOU?  

Number of Number of 
Categories of Responses Women Men 

Responding Responding 

A. Vitamin C is also known as Ascorbic 2 2 
acid; it is important for the prevention 
of scurVy» Vitamin C is obtained from 
citrus fruits or fresh, raw fruits and 
vegetables. 

B. Vitamin C. means: vitamin, ascorbic 4 2 
acid, or is important for the prevention 
of scurvy, 

C. The sources, as fresh fruits, are 18 5 
listed separately, 

D. Vitamin C, is important for healthy 3 7 
bodies, minds, etc, 

E. Vitamin C is the ’’Sunshine vitamin” 11 9 
or otherwise confused with Vitamin D, 

F. Varied responses. 4 6 

G. No answer. 2 8 

44 39 
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This question brought out quite clearly the misunderstanding of 

terms. From the replies the nurse can see that she must be explicit 

when talking with her patients. 

Eighteen (27.7%) of the students mentioned that Vitamin C is 

obtained from fresh fruits. Nineteen (23%) in some way indicated a 

confusion with Vitamin D — chiefly in that they referred to it as 

the "Sunshine Vitamin”. 

A sampling of the varied responses from category F are as 

follows: 

1. "It means vegetables, some meats, and strawberries." 
2. "It is the vitamin that keeps you from having a run 

down feeling.” 
3. "It is one of the necessary but less important of the 

vitamins." 
4. "I think it is necessary for the clotting of blood." 

These responses indicate some knowledge of this area, although 

some of the information is incorrect. Misunderstandings of this sort 

can cause a great deal of difficulty that must be cleared before the 

patient will be able to understand and perhaps maintain good nutrition. 
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TABLE IX 

CLASSIFICATION OF RESPONSES AND THE NUMBER OF MEN AND 
WOMEN STUDENTS AT MONTANA STATE COLLEGE 

RESPONDING TO QUESTION 9 

QUESTION 9. HOW ARE FATS USED BY YOUR BODY?  

Number of Number of 

Categories of Responses Women Men 
Responding Responding 

A. Fats are a concentrated form of fuel, 0 1 
bearers of Vitamin A, and prevent hunger 
by slowing the emptying time of the 
stomach. 

B. Fats are used for energy or fuel. 35 32 

C. Fats are used for warmth. 2 3 

D. Varied responses. 4 2 

E. No answer. 3 1 

44 39 
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Sixty-seven (80.7%) of the students replied that fats are used 

by the body for energy, fuel, or for storage. Some of the varied 

replies are as follows: 

1. MFats are used for building of muscles and tissues.” 
2. ”They are used when other sources of nutrition are not 

available.” 

Several students mentioned they are converted to amino acids but 

did not indicate any use for the fats in this stage. Fats are bearers 

of Vitamin A and therefore are important to the body. This must be 

stressed to the patient, especially to one who is attempting to 

reduce by eliminating fats from his diet. 

These replies indicate a high degree of understanding of the use 

of fats by the body. There was a degree of misunderstanding of their 

use as indicated by the quoted responses. 
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TABLE X 

CLASSIFICATION OF RESPONSES AND THE NUMBER OF MEN AND 
WOMEN STUDENTS AT MONTANA STATE COLLEGE 

RESPONDING TO QUESTION 10 

QUESTION 10. WHAT ARE THE FOODS THAT MUST APPEAR IN THE DIET DAILY FOR 
ADEQUATE NUTRITION?  

Number of Number of 
Categories of Responses Women Men 

Responding Responding 

A. The food properties that must 5 0 
appear daily in the diet are the 
"Basic 7". They are: 

1. Leafy green and yellow vegetables 
2. Citrus fruits, tomatoes, raw 

cabbage 
3. Potatoes, other fruits & vegetables 
4. Milk, cheese, ice cream 
5. Meat, poultry, fish, eggs, dried 

peas, beans 
6. Bread, flour, cereals 
7. Butter and fortified margarine. 

B. 5 or 6 food classifications mentioned. 14 4 

C. 3 or 4 food classifications mentioned. 15 15 

D. 1 or 2 food classifications mentioned. 0 3 

E. Vitamin, protein, mineral, carbohydrates, 10 11 
etc. 

F. Other responses. 0 2 

G. No response. 0 4 

44 39 
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This question was designed to draw the answer of the "Basic 7” 

foods in the common groupings. It was noted that 22 (26.5%) of the 

students answered the question in category E — vitamins, minerals, 

proteins, carbohydrates, etc. This type answer was not present in 

the pilot study. Only five all women students — were able to 

give all seven groups of the "Basic 7” foods. Twenty-nine of the 

girls knew from three to six of the groups while only nineteen of 

the men students know the same number of groups. 
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PART III 

SUMMARY 

Much research has been done in the field of nutrition with 

conclusive evidence that a large portion of our nation suffers from 

malnutrition in some form. In spite of all the available informa¬ 

tion on adequate nutrition, there is still evidence of inadequaftp 

nutrition in Montana State College students. A study done by Gretchen 

Collins in Florida concluded that many people did not actually under¬ 

stand what was being told them in discussions on nutrition. 

The problem of how to communicate health material is important 

to the nurse because each person requires a different teaching approach 

to meet his different needs. The problem discussed in this paper is: 

communications between the nurse and the lay person in the field of 

nutrition are based on a common understanding of the concepts of nutri¬ 

tion. How does the lay person think of commonly used nutritional 

terminology? How do these definitions of terras differ from those of 

the professional person? 

The objectives of the study were: (1) to determine the nature of 

the concepts of nutrition held by the professional person; (2) to 

determine the nature of the concepts of nutrition held by college 

students; and (3) to determine how the concepts of the professional 

person vary from the concepts of the college students. 

The first step in the procedure of this research problem was to 

select a list of words related to nutrition that are commonly used by 
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the professional person. These terms were then defined by the investi¬ 

gator, based on professional text books and the opinion of several 

subject matter specialists. 

The nutritional terminology chosen for this study was food, 

vitamin, nutrition, calorie, diet, carbohydrate, fats, proteins, and 

’’Basic 7”. Ten free-answer questions were formulated from these words 

to obtain non-directive replies that would indicate the students’ 

concepts of the term. 

Men and women in the college housing area were surveyed for the 

pilot study. Students enrolled in Orientation to Nursing (44) and in 

Economics of American Agriculture (39) were interviewed for the survey. 

The definitions received from the questionnaire were categorized 

according to the professional response and the responses received from 

the students. These were tallied according to the number of men and 

women students answering each category. An analysis of each question 

was made to show the various replies and how they related to the 

professional answer. 

Individual concepts of the nutritional terminology varied in 

degree from the technical, or professional, response. In some in¬ 

stances the replies were similar to the technical, or professional, 

response, some were incomplete or inaccurate, some were completely 

inaccurate, and some evidenced confusion with other terms. The re¬ 

sponses were categorized to show these variations and the number of 

men and women who replied to the variations. 

The population of the survey cannot be termed typical of the 

state of Montana. Neither can significant conclusions be drawn from 
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the findings. The results, however, were such that certain implica¬ 

tions can be drawn and pertinent suggestions made which may be of 

assistance in working with the lay person. 
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PART IV 

CONCLUSIONS, IMPLICATIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FURTHER STUDY 

As has been stated, statistically significant conclusions cannot 

be drawn from the findings. Certain implications can be drawn which may 

be of assistance to the nurse as she proceeds with her health teaching. 

One must keep in mind the fact that this survey was done among college 

students who are presumably more familiar with the terminology and the 

need for an adequate nutrition. 

Conclusions 

1. Each person expressed his concepts of the nutritional termin¬ 

ology based on his experiences. Intellectual and emotional connotations 

were evidenced in these concepts. 

2. The educational background of the person influenced his replies 

to the questionnaire, and therefore, his understanding of the nutritional 

terminology. 

3. Individual concepts of the nutritional terminology varied in 

degree from the technical, or professional, response. In some instances 

the lay responses were similar to the technical, or professional, 

responses. In other instances the replies were incomplete, inaccurate, 

and in some instances, entirely incorrect. In a few instances the 

responses evidenced confusion with other terms. 

Implications 

The implications of this study on the variations in the understand¬ 

ing of nutritional terminology of a selected group of students at Montana 
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State College were as follows: 

1. There is a need for the nurse, as well as other professional 

personnel, to review the terminology used in talking with patients. The 

terras may seem clear to the nurse but they may frequently have another 

meaning or connotation to the patient. 

2. From the above statement, it can further be stated that all 

literature used with patients should be explained in terms of common 

meaning to the nurse and patient, not just handed out to be read. 

3. The variations in understandings of terminology as shown by 

this study indicate the need for clarification of meanings and the 

need for simple, detailed instructions when teaching nutrition to the 

lay person. 

4. Awareness of local customs, vernacular, and past experiences 

should help the nurse determine the level of understanding of the 

patient. 

Recommendations for Further Study 

1. It would be interesting to determine whether the high degree 

of understanding of the purpose of food is realized in the daily nutri¬ 

tional habits of the students. 

2. There seems to be a discrepancy in the results obtained by the 

Gretchin Collins study and this study regarding the number of people 

who understood the word vitamin. She found that 72% of the people 

understood the word vitamin; this study done among college students found 

that 62.6% had a fairly good understanding. It would be interesting 

to note how many really understand the word vitamin and the purpose 
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of vitamins. It would also be interesting to discover the various 

connotations and definitions of the word. 

3. A study of this type done among non-college and non-high 

school graduates would perhaps stress even further the importance of 

the lay concepts of nutritional terminology. 
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APPENDIX 



THE FOLLOWING QUESTIONS REFER TO NUTRITION. DEFINE THEM IN THE MANNER 
IN WHICH YOU USE THEM OR THINK OF THEM. THIS MATERIAL IS FOR USE IN A RESEARCH 
RARER AND SHALL IN NO WAY AFFECT YOUR GRADE IN THIS COURSE OR ANY OTHER. 

DO NOT PUT YOUR NAME ON THE PARER BUT FILL IN ALL THE FOLLOWING BLANKS. 

AGE: 

YEAR IN COLLEGE: FR. SOPH. JR. SR. 
CURRICULUM MAJOR: 
HOMETOWN: STATE: 

8. WHAT WORDS DO YOU THINK OF WHEN YOU HEAR THE TERM DIET? 

2* WHAT PURPOSE DO PROTEINS SERVE FOR YOUR BODY? 

3«. WHAT DOES THE WORD CALORIE MEAN TO YOU? 

4. WHAT IS THE PURPOSE OF POOP? 

5* OF WHAT VALUE ARE VITAMINS IN THE DIET? 

6. WHAT USE DOES YOUR BODY MAKE OF CARBOHYDRATES? 

7* WHAT FOOD PROPERTIES WILL PREVENT ANEMIA? 

8„ WHAT DOES THE TERM VITAMIN C MEAN TO YOU? 

9. How ARE FATS USED BY YOUR BODY? 

10. WHAT ARE THE FOODS THAT MUST APPEAR IN THE DIET DAILY FOR ADEQUATE NUTRITION? 


