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Abstract

:

Poor diet has been identified as a major cause of chronic disease. In this study we estimated the 2018 economic burden of chronic disease attributable to not complying with Canadian food recommendations. We retrieved the chronic disease risk estimates for intakes of both protective (fruit, vegetables, milk, whole grains, nuts and seeds) and harmful foods (sugar-sweetened beverages, processed meat, red meat) from the Global Burden of Disease Study, and food intakes from the 2015 Canadian Community Health Survey 24-hour dietary recalls (n = 19,797). Population attributable fractions (PAFs) were calculated for all food–chronic disease combinations, and mathematically adjusted to estimate the 2018 annual direct (hospital, physician, drug) and indirect (human capital approach) economic burden for each disease. Not meeting the eight food recommendations was estimated to be responsible for CAD$15.8 billion/year in direct (CAD$5.9 billion) and indirect (CAD$9.9 billion) costs. The economic burden of Canadians under-consuming healthful foods exceeded the burden of overconsumption of harmful foods (CAD$12.5 billion vs. CAD$3.3 billion). Our findings suggest poor diet represents a substantial economic burden in Canada. Interventions may be more effective if they are wide in focus and promote decreased consumption of harmful foods alongside increased consumption of healthful foods, with emphasis on whole grains and nuts and seeds.
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1. Introduction


Noncommunicable chronic diseases such as cancers, cardiovascular disease, and type 2 diabetes, remain the leading cause of death in Canada [1]. The direct (i.e., hospitalization, physician, and drug costs) and indirect (i.e., lost productivity, morbidity, and premature mortality) health care costs associated with chronic disease amount to billions of dollars each year according to the Economic Burden of Illness (EBIC) study [2]. Extensive research has identified poor diet quality as a major, though modifiable, cause of chronic disease [3]. In Canada, poor diet represents a substantial contributor to the burden of chronic disease, with only smoking ranking higher [4]. Given the important role of poor diet in chronic disease, the current economic burden in terms of direct and indirect costs of unhealthy eating in Canada needs to be characterized in order to identify the potential economic benefits of health promotion strategies targeting Canadians’ diets.



Various approaches have been utilized to measure the burden of chronic disease due to suboptimal diet. Recently, the Global Burden of Disease Diet Collaborators released a systematic analysis of the health effects of dietary risks in 195 countries [5]. They reported that 11 million deaths from noncommunicable diseases in 2017 were attributable to dietary factors, with low intake of whole grains, vegetables, and fruit and high intake of sodium as the leading dietary risk factors for deaths globally [5].The most common approach to estimating the economic burden of unhealthy eating is to quantify the impact of a single dietary factor, such as inadequate consumption of vegetables and fruit [6,7], dairy [8,9], meat [10], and fiber [11], and overconsumption of sugar-sweetened beverages [12,13]. However, these approaches do not capture the full picture and underestimate the overall economic burden of unhealthy eating.



Fewer studies have estimated the overall economic burden of poor diet quality or unhealthy eating. The existing studies vary as to whether they consider specific dietary intakes, and use an incidence-based (estimate of the lifetime costs of a condition from onset until recovery or death) or prevalence-based approach (estimate costs of a condition in a set period of time (e.g., one year), regardless of onset) to estimate the economic burden. A study of five European countries (France, Italy, Germany, Spain, UK) used an incidence-based approach to calculate the economic burden of unhealthy diets on type 2 diabetes, projecting a total burden of €883 million (equivalent to CAD$1.2 billion) for the year 2020 [14]. In 2006, Scarborough et al. used a prevalence-based approach to estimate the economic burden of ill health (cardiovascular disease, cancer, type 2 diabetes, and dental caries) due to diet and other known risk factors, finding poor diet to be responsible for £5.8 billion per year in the U.K. (equivalent to CAD$9.5 billion) [15]. Using a prevalence-based approach for coronary heart disease, cancer, stroke, and diabetes, a study in the United States estimated an economic burden of USD$70.9 billion (equivalent to CAD$93 billion) attributed to poor eating patterns in 1995 [16]. In terms of Canadian estimates, Health Canada used a similar approach to estimate the direct and indirect costs of unhealthy eating in 1998 to be CAD$6.6 billion [17]. More recently, Nshimyumukiza et al. used a prevalence-based approach and the healthy eating index to determine the economic burden of eating a low-quality diet in 2004 and 2015 in Canada, finding a slight decrease in overall economic burden (CAD$13.21 to $13.08 billion), but an increase in burden in the elderly [18].



The World Health Organization (WHO) has identified Mediterranean and Nordic-style diets as evidence-based diets for the prevention and control of noncommunicable chronic diseases [19]. The Mediterranean diet is rich in vegetables, fruit, nuts, cereals, and olive oil and favors consumption of fish and poultry over red meat and processed meats. The Nordic diet is similar, with emphasis on vegetables, berries, whole grains, pulses, fatty fish, and rapeseed oil. As of 2018, the WHO reported 15 countries in the European region have policies or programs recommending adherence to these diets [19]. In the Canadian context, Health Canada has established food recommendations to help the public consume a balanced diet by promoting consumption of healthful foods such as fruit, vegetables, nuts and seeds, whole grains, and milk, while limiting intake of harmful foods such as red meat, processed meat, and sugar-sweetened beverages. However, these guidelines are not widely met in Canada [20]. Studying adherence to established recommendations yields direction to the work of both policy makers and practitioners. For the year 2014, we estimated the economic burden of chronic disease (cardiovascular disease, cancer, type 2 diabetes, chronic kidney disease) due to not meeting recommendations for healthful and harmful foods to be $13.8 billion using data from the 2004 Canadian Community Health Survey (CCHS) [21]. To our knowledge, outside of our previous study, no others have quantified the economic burden of chronic disease due to not meeting established food recommendations. Since the CCHS data were collected in 2004, there has been a shift in public perception of what constitutes an acceptable diet and more up to date dietary survey data are available from the 2015 CCHS. To support ongoing evaluation of existing nation-wide food policies and implementation of future dietary programs and interventions, a more recent estimation is needed. In this study we estimate the 2018 economic burden of chronic disease due to not complying with food recommendations in Canada using 2015 CCHS data.




2. Materials and Methods


We defined the economic burden of chronic disease for 2018 as that which could be potentially circumvented if all Canadians complied entirely with food recommendations. This analysis pertains to the difference in the number of servings of fruit, vegetables, whole grains, nuts and seeds, milk, red meat, processed meat, and sugar-sweetened beverages Canadians are recommended to consume, and what they actually consumed using representative, population-based data from 2015. The present analysis follows our previous approach that used 2004 dietary data to estimate the economic burden of unhealthy eating in Canada in 2014 [21] Our estimations involved a prevalence-based, bottom-up approach, which estimated the economic burden of chronic diseases attributable to foods for specific age and sex groups (for a set period of time, one year). The steps in this approach included: (1) selection of foods for inclusion and retrieval of dose–response relative risks (RRs); (2) analysis of diet history data; (3) calculation of PAFs; and (4) estimation of attributable direct and indirect health care costs. The four steps are outlined below. Full analytic details can be found in our previous analysis [21].



2.1. Food Selection


We selected foods for inclusion that were identified by the 2017 Global Burden of Disease Study (GBD) as having convincing or probable evidence against one or more chronic diseases, and for which recommendations are in effect [3]. We included the following eight foods: fruit (not including juice), whole grains, nonstarchy vegetables, fluid milk, nuts and seeds, processed meat, red meat, and sugar-sweetened beverages (SSB). The 2017 GBD also included legumes, however we did not include them in the analysis as Canadian recommendations for their consumption were not in effect at the time of the survey in 2015. We retrieved dose–response relative risks for each of the food–chronic diseases combinations from the 2017 GBD (with the exception of SSB, which were retrieved from the 2013 GBD [22] as the RR values in 2017 did not correspond to the conventional 226.8 g serving). Table 1 presents all included food–chronic disease combinations. All RRs used are presented in Table S1.




2.2. Food Consumption Data Analysis


We extracted data on Canadians’ food consumption from the CCHS Cycle 2.2 (Nutrition) 2015, a cross-sectional national survey conducted by Statistics Canada in 2015. Respondents (n = 20,487) completed a 24-hour dietary recall, and of those respondents, 7623 (37%) completed a second recall. Details on sampling and data collection methodology are available elsewhere [23]. We excluded respondents that were <2 years of age, records where only breast milk or no foods were recorded, and records marked as invalid. In total, we included 24-hour dietary recall records from 19,797 respondents.



Established recommendations from the Canadian government outline a dietary pattern for Canadians to help meet nutrient requirements and prevent chronic diseases. In 2019, a new Canadian food guide was released, however Eating Well with Canada’s Food Guide (CFG 2007) was used in the present analysis, as it was in effect at the time of the survey [24]. Specific recommendations for four food groups (grain products, milk and alternatives, vegetables and fruits, meat and alternatives) and other dietary factors (water, fats, and oils) are outlined for each age and sex group. As all foods in our analysis (with the exception of SSB) are part of CFG food groups, we defined the consumption of these foods in CFG serving sizes.



To calculate the number of CFG servings from the 24-hour dietary recalls, we used the Canada Food Guide file, which categorizes all included foods according to Health Canada’s Canadian Nutrient File (CNF/CFG) tool [25,26]. The tool classifies foods into the four CFG groups and further subgroups. Within those subgroups, foods are tiered based on quantities of sodium, fat, and sugar. Foods in Tiers 1–3 count towards CFG servings, and foods in Tier 4 (higher in sugars, fat, and sodium) are generally not counted [26].



Table 1, column 1, presents the food groups included in our analyses. We included all foods belonging to each of the CFG groups, with a few exceptions. We excluded potatoes, corn, and fortified soy beverages from the relevant subgroups [27]. For red meat, only meat from the muscle of mammals (pork, beef, veal, lamb) that met the International Agency for Research on Cancer’s red meat definition were included [28]. For healthful foods, only those in Tiers 1–3 were included. For harmful foods, we included foods in Tier 1–4 [26]. Beverages in the CNF/CFG beverage subgroup with ≥50 kcal/226.8 g were included and considered as SSBs [27]. We assumed one serving of SSB was equal to 226.8 g (Table 1).



We assumed that complying with food recommendations was associated with the lowest disease risk. As CFG does not contain separate fruit and vegetable recommendations (only a combined recommendation), we estimated these using the GBD 2015 Theoretical Minimum Risk Exposure (TMRE). Vegetable and fruit servings were multiplied by ~0.63 and ~0.37 for vegetables and fruit, respectively [22]. As CFG age categories do not coincide with those in the EBIC economic cost calculations, we assumed the following: for individuals in the ≤14 years EBIC age category we used CFG recommendations for children 4–8 years, as this was the nearest to the middle of the EBIC category; for adult age groups, we used the CFG recommendation that applied to the majority of each EBIC age and sex group. As CFG does not have specific recommendations for consumption of processed meat, red meat, or nuts and seeds, we used established recommendations from other reliable Canadian organizations. For processed meat and red meat, Canadian Cancer Society recommendations were used (processed meat: only for special occasions, assumed <0.05 servings/day based on 2015 GBD TMRE; red meat: ≤385 g cooked servings/week) [29]. For nuts and seeds, the recommendation of 30 g/day (~1 CFG serving of nuts and seeds) from the 2016 Canadian Cardiovascular Society Guidelines [30] was used. For SSB, a recommendation of 5g/day was used, based on the 2015 GBD TMRE. Recommendations are summarized in Table 1.



We used the National Cancer Institute (NCI) method to estimate the usual intake distributions for each age and sex group [31]. Details on the method can be found elsewhere [31]. Similar to our previous study and others [21,32,33,34], we stratified the sample into children (≤14 years) and adults (≥15 years). However, because of a smaller sample size in 2015 CCHS compared to 2004, we were unable to run sex-stratified adult models, and instead used dummy variables. We used the model for food consumed non-episodically (i.e., consumed by almost everyone) for all foods except vegetables and milk, where a model for foods consumed episodically (i.e., not consumed daily by everyone) was used. For nuts and seeds models, only one-day intakes were used as few respondents consumed this food.



Using the NCI method, we estimated the number of servings of each food consumed by each EBIC age and sex group. Information on the proportion of the population consuming half CFG serving increments for all foods were obtained, with the exception of SSBs, where full serving increments were obtained. For foods with recommended intake near zero, we assumed consumption below the following cut-points was not associated with elevated risk: 56.7 g/day of SSB, 0.25 serving/day of processed meat, as accurate estimates below these cut-points could not be calculated.




2.3. Population Attributable Fraction Calculations


Similar to our previous approach, we calculated population attributable fractions (PAF) using dose–response RRs and food consumption data. PAFs estimate the fraction of disease cases that would be prevented if the exposure were to be eliminated from the population (i.e., if everyone complied with food recommendations) [35]. The standard PAF equation is: P(RR-1)/(P(RR-1) + 1), where P is the risk factor prevalence and RR is the relative risk of disease. However, as the extent to which each recommendation is met influences the disease risk, we used the method described by Krueger et al. to account for multiple risk exposure levels [35]. Further explanation of the equation can be found in our previous analysis [21].



Similar to our previous analysis, we calculated separate PAFs for each food and chronic disease combination by sex for each of the following age groups: ≤14 years, 15–34 years, 35–54 years, 55–64 years, 65–74 years, and ≥75 years. PAF values were then combined for each chronic disease. To avoid double counting, we used the following approach suggested by Krueger: combined PAF = 1-((1-PAF1)(1-PAF2)…(1-PAFn)) [35]. This approach assumes the risk factors are independent and the joint effects of the risk factors are multiplicative. This is the same approach we used previously and has been used to combine dietary risk factors previously [3,36,37].




2.4. Estimation of Direct Health Care and Indirect Costs


Direct health care costs for each age and sex group, including hospital, physician, and drug costs, associated with each chronic disease were retrieved from the 2008 EBIC [2]. Costs were then multiplied by 2018 National Health Expenditure Trends (i.e., costs in 2018 Canadians dollars ($) [38] to estimate more current direct health care costs. We used the modified human capital approach as outlined by Krueger et al. to estimate indirect health care costs (including those associated with mortality, long-term disability, and short-term disability) [35]. In short, using the 1998 EBIC [39], a ratio of total indirect health care to direct costs was calculated for each disease [21]. The calculated ratios were then multiplied by the 2018 direct costs to obtain indirect costs for each chronic disease by age and sex group. The direct and indirect costs were then multiplied by the relevant PAF to determine the costs attributable to unhealthy eating. To determine the economic burden attributable to individual foods, a disintegration step was applied [35,40]. All costs are reported in 2018 Canadian dollars ($).



Similar to Krueger et al. [41], a sensitivity analysis was conducted to estimate the upper and lower bounds of our cost estimates. To do this, we recalculated the PAFs using the 95% confidence intervals for all included relative risks. We conducted a second sensitivity analysis excluding the relationships between SSBs and cancers (leukemia, thyroid, liver, pancreatic, breast, ovarian, uterine, and kidney), as unlike the 2013 GBD [42], the 2017 GBD [3] did not provide the respective relative risks (see discussion section).





3. Results


Food recommendation adherence in the Canadian population is summarized by age and sex groups in Table 2. Healthful food recommendations met least often include (range of percent adherence in brackets): nuts and seeds (0.5–6.3%), whole grains (1.3–5.3%), and vegetables (0.8–7.2%). In comparison, more Canadians complied with recommendations for fruit (5.4–25.1%) and milk (2.1–21.1%). On average, Canadians were more likely to meet recommendations for harmful foods, adhering to recommendations for processed meat (18.8–40.5%), sugar-sweetened beverages (18.4–36.2%), and red meat (21.7–86.5%). Additional information on the Canadian population’s consumption of specific numbers of food servings can be found in Table S2.



Table 3 presents the combined PAF values for each disease. The combined PAF values were generally larger for males than females. The combined PAF values for diabetes and cardiovascular diseases (range: 14.5–94.4%) were generally higher than for chronic kidney disease and cancers (range: 0.1–24.9%). Additionally, combined PAF values for diabetes and cardiovascular diseases were generally larger for ages under 54 compared to 55 and over.



We estimated not meeting food recommendations for five healthful and three harmful foods to be responsible for a total economic burden of $15.8 billion (Table 4). Of this total, direct health care costs amounted to $5.9 billion and indirect costs constituted $9.9 billion of the burden. Table 4 is stratified by sex, and further separated by direct and indirect health care costs. The total economic burden of not meeting recommendations for each food is presented and further stratified by the diseases contributing to the burden. The summed total costs for each food are presented on the right of Table 4, with the total direct and indirect costs for males and females at the bottom of the table. Not complying with food recommendations accounted for approximately 3.93% of all hospital, physician, and drug costs in 2018. Men had over twice the costs of women, with $4.1 billion and $1.8 billion direct costs, and $6.8 billion and $3.1 billion indirect health care costs, respectively. Out of the economic burden attributable to poor diet, 58% of estimated health care costs were attributable to ischemic heart disease ($3.4 billion in direct health care costs, $5.7 billion indirect costs). Type 2 diabetes and colon/rectal cancer were also substantial contributors with $4.1 billion and $1.2 billion total direct and indirect costs, respectively. Fewer of the estimated costs were attributable to other cancers ($520 million), chronic kidney disease ($5.3 million), and stroke ($904 million). Using the 95% confidence intervals from the relative risks in our PAF calculations, we performed a sensitivity analysis and obtained the low and high estimates of the total economic burden cost to be $7.9 billion and $21.2 billion, respectively. The low to high estimate intervals for the direct and indirect costs were $3.0–7.8 billion and $4.9–13.5 billion, respectively.



The estimated economic burden of Canadians not consuming adequate amounts of recommended healthful foods (fruit, vegetables, nuts and seeds, whole grains, milk) greatly exceeded the economic burden of overconsumption of harmful foods (processed meat, red meat, SSBs) ($12.5 billion vs. $3.3 billion) (Table 4). Inadequate consumption of whole grains and nuts and seeds accounted for almost half of the economic burden attributable poor diet, with each accounting for over $1.4 billion and $2.3 billion in direct and indirect health care costs, respectively. Inadequate consumption of fruit and excess consumption of processed meat were each responsible for an estimated 14–16% of direct and indirect health care costs. Inadequate consumption of vegetables and excess consumption of SSBs were each, respectively, responsible for an estimated 10% and 4–6% of direct and indirect health care costs. Red meat and milk and were responsible for the lowest estimated economic burden at <5% (Table 4). The proportion of the economic burden attributable to each food is summarized in Figure 1.



Table 5 presents the estimated direct and indirect economic burden attributable to poor diet by age and sex groups. Men were responsible for 66.9% of the economic burden ($10.6 billion) and men in age groups 35–54 and 55–64 were responsible for the largest proportion of the economic burden at 25.7% and 27.2%, respectively. Among women, those aged 65–74 and 75 and over were responsible for the largest proportion of the economic burden at 25.2% and 29.8%, respectively. Overall, men aged 55–64 alone were responsible for the largest proportion of the total burden at 18.2% (Table 5).




4. Discussion


We estimated that a total of $15.8 billion in direct and indirect health care costs could potentially be avoided if Canadians fully complied with established food recommendations. Our sensitivity analysis revealed this economic burden could be as low as $7.9 billion or high as $21.2 billion. Out of the eight foods considered, inadequate consumption of whole grains and nuts and seeds were the largest contributors, together accounting for over half of the burden.



Our estimates reinforce diet as one of the larger contributors to the economic burden of chronic disease, alongside excess bodyweight, tobacco smoking, and physical inactivity. In 2012, the economic burden for each of these latter risk factors were estimated to be $23.5 billion, $19.5 billion, and $10.6 billion, respectively [41]. These estimates also used PAFs and similar cost estimation methods, however they took a broader approach to costs and included those of other health care expenditures, other health professionals, and health research, in addition to the hospital care, physician, and drug costs for each disease. If we had included all the costs considered by Kruger et al. in our present study, our estimate could be 30% to 50% higher ($20.5–23.7 billion) [41]. Nevertheless, our estimate of $15.8 billion positions unhealthy diet after the burden of smoking and higher than the burden of physical inactivity. The upper end of our sensitivity analysis ($21.2 billion) would position the burden of unhealthy eating just after that of excess weight and even more costly than the economic burden of smoking.



Putting the estimates for the economic burden of poor diets in Canada in perspective, the most recent estimate before ours was conducted over 20 years ago and revealed the costs to be $6.6 billion in 1998. Our previous estimate of $13.8 billion using 2004 data and our current estimate of $15.8 billion using 2015 data and 2018 costs, depict the economic burden of chronic disease attributable to poor diet as steadily increasing. On the contrary, in Nshimyumukiza et al.’s [18] analysis of the economic burden of poor diet quality in terms of the Healthy Eating Index, the temporal changes in Canadians’ diets from 2004 to 2015 were found to improve, translating to a $133 million decrease in economic burden ($13.21 billion vs. $13.08 billion). This study noted that the economic burden decreased among males, but increased among females ($333 million) and among those over 65 years ($200 million). In the present study, the proportion of men’s costs compared to women’s costs showed marginal improvements when compared to our previous estimates (66.9% vs. 67.3%). However, men aged 55–64 remained the most burdensome, accounting for 18.2% of the total economic burden. The elderly (men and women over the age of 65 combined) were responsible for 48% of the total costs in the present analysis, a slight increase from our previous analysis, where they were responsible for 46% of the burden. In general, the proportion of costs between age and sex groups remained substantially similar over time.



The $3 billion (22%) increase from our estimate in 2014 to the present estimate appears dramatic. When we eliminate inflation and the general increase in health care costs over the last four years by using the 2014 National Health Expenditure Trends in the present models [38], the economic burden is estimated to be $13.89 billion, an increase of only $90 million from our previous estimate. Additionally, discrepancies between the 2004 and 2015 CCHS data have come to light, with a 250 kcal lower energy intake across the entire 2015 sample compared to 2004 [44]. This lower energy intake was consistent across all categories of respondents for many foods, including SSBs, meat, milk, and cereal grains. However, energy intake was higher for nuts [44]. As our analysis depends on both consuming enough of certain foods while limiting others, the effect of underreporting (on all foods except nuts) has bidirectional effects on our estimate and complicates comparisons between studies. The same issues in comparison between the 2004 and 2015 CCHS may exist in Nshimyumukiza et al.’s analysis, and it is not known if a 250 kcal decrease in 2015 influenced the apparent improvement in diet quality. However, the assessment of diet quality in terms of the HEI score may have circumvented inaccuracies in the 2015 CCHS estimation of quantity. Comparison issues aside, this study also found the majority of Canadians have a poor-quality diet that results in an attributable high economic burden, and that there is little evidence of substantial change between 2004 and 2015.



We revealed that the highest proportion of the economic burden resulted from inadequate intake of nuts and seeds, whole grains, and fruit. These proportions appeared similar to those based on the 2004 CCHS data [20]. In contrast, in the present analysis using the 2015 data (vs. using the 2004 data), vegetables (10.9% vs. 8.5%) and SSBs (6.3% vs. 5.2%) had higher proportions of attributable burden, while costs due to red meat consumption decreased slightly (1.5% vs. 2.9%). The total costs of processed meat and milk remained proportionally similar. Concordant with Nshimyumukiza et al.’s temporal analysis of diet quality in Canada, our analysis reveals little evidence of substantial change in Canadians’ diets [18].



It is possible that inadequate consumption of whole grains and the associated increase in economic burden could be due to the rise of gluten-free and low-carbohydrate diets in the past decade [45,46]. Gluten is a protein found in a variety of grains, including wheat, rye, and barley. Some individuals have an intolerance to gluten and individuals with Celiac disease have an autoimmune reaction and can experience severe side effects if they consume the protein. In Canada, approximately 1% of the population has Celiac disease and an additional 1–6% report gluten sensitivity, however the true prevalence is difficult to establish as non-Celiac gluten sensitivity is often self-diagnosed [45,47]. An estimated 25% of American consumers reported consuming gluten-free food in 2015, and it is likely Canadian consumption of gluten free food was similar [48]. It is still possible to meet whole grain recommendations by consuming non-gluten whole grains such as buckwheat, millet, and quinoa, however those individuals on low carbohydrate diets are unlikely to consume these carbohydrate-containing items. Thus, the popularity of gluten-free and low-carbohydrate diets in Canada is likely responsible for the, on average, lower consumption of whole grains and for an increase in economic burden.



The present analysis used the 2017 GBD dietary- and disease-relative risks for all food–disease combinations except for SSBs. The 2013 GBD dietary risks were used instead for SSBs, as the 2017 risks are no longer presented in standard serving units (226.8 g/day). To reflect that unlike the 2013 GBD, the 2017 report does not present risks for SSBs and cancers, a sensitivity analysis was conducted to estimate the cost when the cost of these cancers are not included. We found these cancers only account for 4% ($39.5 million) of the total economic burden of excess consumption of SSBs ($996 million).



Our study suggests that investment in promotion of healthy eating has the potential of substantial savings in direct and indirect health care costs. The present analysis provides information on economic benefits of what is to gain if Canadians were to eat according to established recommendations, and gives direction and guidance to health promotion. We revealed which specific food group yielded the biggest economic burden; these food groups, whole grains, nuts and seeds, and fruit, should receive priority. We also revealed that 79.2% of the economic burden is caused by underconsumption of healthful foods and 20.8% by overconsumption of harmful foods, suggesting that promotion of healthful foods, rather than restricting or taxing harmful foods, has the bigger potential to reduce the risk for chronic disease and associated economic burden. We further identified those age and sex groups wherein improving their diets could yield the greatest improvement in chronic disease prevention and reduction in economic burden. Whereas it is clear that investments in effective health promotion may result in enormous cost savings, it is not the only sector that needs attention [6]. Strategizing food production is essential to ensure the availability of healthy foods [6]. The latter issue is not uncomplicated in light of the demands for agricultural lands to ensure sustainable food production to meet the Western food recommendations [49].



There are several strengths in the present study. We used 24-hour dietary recalls from a large representative sample of the Canadian population. Only those foods identified by the GBD to cause chronic disease were included. We considered multiple dietary components, however our estimation was limited by not including the costs associated with over- and underconsumption of nutrients (e.g., fiber, sodium, fat). Established limitations of dietary research apply to the present study: assessment of dietary intake relies on self-report, which is susceptible to error (e.g., over-reporting of healthy foods and under-reporting of unhealthy foods), and reporting of food frequency does not directly translate into absolute consumption. In addition, we assumed the costs by disease and the ratio of indirect to direct costs did not change over time. However, this assumption has been made in other similar studies [6,7,40,50]. Our results do not estimate the lifetime costs of not complying with established food recommendations, a limitation of all prevalence-based studies. The use of an incidence-based approach would have allowed for the estimate of lifetime costs. However, given that many of the chronic diseases included have a long duration, and would require a long follow-up, the prevalence-based approach was appropriate. Lastly, our characterization of the economic burden may represent an underestimation, as we limited our direct cost estimation to hospital, physician, and drug costs and did not include costs related to other health care expenditures and health professionals, which have been included in some previous Canadian studies [7,41].




5. Conclusions


The economic burden due to unhealthy eating has remained very high over the last 11 years, despite the health promotion efforts to improve diet quality. Relatively small dietary changes at the population level can amount to substantial cost savings. Policy and decision makers are encouraged to develop more effective targeted nutritional programs to limit consumption of harmful foods, and in particular, promote consumption of healthful foods such as whole grains and nuts and seeds.
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Figure 1. Proportion of CAD$15.8 billion economic burden attributable to not meeting established food recommendations. 
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Table 1. Foods and chronic diseases included in estimation of the economic burden of unhealthy eating in Canada.
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	Food
	Chronic Disease
	Food Recommendation
	Serving Size
	CNF/CFG Group Subgroup and Tiers Included for Analysis





	Fruit
	Cancer: Mouth; Larynx; Esophagus; Trachea, Lung, and Bronchus

Cardiovascular Disease: Ischemic Heart Disease; Ischemic Stroke; Hemorrhagic Stroke

Diabetes
	Female and Male †

≤14 years: 2 servings/day

15+ years: 3 servings/day
	80 g
	Vegetables and Fruit

	⚬

	
Fruit other than juice (Tiers 1–3; subgroup codes: 1121, 1122, 1123)









	Vegetables
	Cardiovascular Disease: Ischemic Heart Disease; Ischemic Stroke; Hemorrhagic Stroke
	Female †

≤14 years: 3 servings/day

15+ years: 4 servings/day

Male †

≤14 years: 3 servings/day15–54 years: 5 servings/day

55+ years: 4 servings/day
	80 g
	Vegetables and Fruit (note all corn and potatoes were removed from relevant categories):

	⚬

	
Vegetables, dark green (Tiers 1–3; subgroup codes 1211, 1212, 1213)




	⚬

	
Vegetables, deep yellow or orange (Tiers 1–3; subgroup codes 1221, 1222, 1223)




	⚬

	
Vegetables, other (Tiers 1–3; subgroup codes 1241, 1242, 1244)









	Whole Grains
	Cardiovascular Disease: Ischemic Heart Disease; Ischemic Stroke; Hemorrhagic Stroke

Diabetes
	Female ††

≤14 years: 2.5 servings/day

15+ years: 3 servings/day

Male ††

≤14 years: 2.5 servings/day

15–54 years: 4 servings/day

55+ years: 3.5 servings/day
	35 g
	Grain Products

	⚬

	
Whole grain (Tiers 1–3; subgroup codes 2101, 2102, 2103)









	Nuts and Seeds
	Cardiovascular Disease: Ischemic Heart Disease

Diabetes
	30 g (~1 Canada Food Guide serving)/d*
	30 g
	Meat and Alternatives

	⚬

	
Nuts and seeds (Tiers 1–3; subgroup codes 4601, 4602, 4603)









	Milk
	Cancer: Colorectal
	2 cups/day ††
	1 cup (~257.8 g)
	Milk and Alternatives (all soy beverages removed)

	⚬

	
Fluid milk and fortified soy-based beverages (Tiers 1–3; subgroup codes: 3101, 3102, 3103)









	Red Meat
	Cancer: Colorectal

Diabetes
	No more than 3 × 85 g servings/week (rounded this to <0.5 servings/day) **
	75 g
	Meat and Alternatives (all offal and meat not meeting the International Agency for Research on Cancer criteria for red meat were excluded):

	⚬

	
Beef, game and organ meats (Tiers 1–4; subgroup codes 4101, 4102, 4103, 4104)




	⚬

	
Other meats (pork, veal, lamb) (Tiers 1–4; subgroup codes 4201, 4202, 4203, 4204)









	Processed Meat
	Cancer: Colorectal

Cardiovascular Disease: Ischemic Heart Disease

Diabetes
	Only for special occasions (assumed 0.05 servings/day servings/day) **

Assumed those who usually consumed <0.25 servings/day had no elevated risk of disease
	75 g
	Meat and Alternatives

	⚬

	
Processed meats (Tiers 1–4; subgroup codes 4801, 4802, 4803, 4804)









	Sugar-Sweetened Beverages
	Cancer: Esophagus; Thyroid; Liver; Pancreas; Colorectal; Breast (post-menopausal); Ovary, Uterus; Kidney; Leukemia

Cardiovascular Disease: Ischemic Heart Disease; Ischemic Stroke; Hemorrhagic Stroke

Diabetes

Chronic Kidney Disease
	5 g g/day ***

Assumed those who usually consumed <56.7 g/day had no elevated risk of disease.
	226.8 g
	Beverages sweetened with sugar with ≥50 kcal/226.8 g were included from the following categories

	⚬

	
Subgroup codes 5410 and 5420













CNF: Canadian Nutrient File, CFG: Canada’s Food Guide. † Based on recommendations from Canada’s Food Guide and the 2017 GBD; †† based on Canada’s Food Guide recommendations; * based on 2016 Canadian Cardiovascular Society Guidelines for the Management of Dyslipidemia for the Prevention of Cardiovascular Disease in the Adult; ** based on Canadian Cancer Society recommendations; *** based on GBD 2013 recommendations.
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