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When making food choices, many people focus on
calories. While calories provide our bodies with energy, it
is also important to consider the nutrients in the food we
eat. Understanding the difference between energy-dense
and nutrient-dense foods can help you make choices that
support both health and satisfaction.

Energy density refers to the number of calories in a given
amount of food. Energy-dense foods contain a large
number of calories in a relatively small serving. Foods
high in added sugars and fats, such as chips, cookies,
candy, fried foods, and many fast-food items, are often
energy dense. While these foods can be enjoyable and

fit into a balanced diet, energy-dense foods may provide
fewer vitamins, minerals, and fiber compared to other
food choices. However, not all energy-dense foods are
highly processed. Some energy-dense foods, such as
nuts, seeds, avocados, and nut butters, are high in energy,
but also contain important nutrients. The key is to balance
foods that provide energy with foods that provide a wide
variety of nutrients.

Nutrient-dense foods, on the other hand, provide a high
number of vitamins, minerals, protein, fiber, and other
beneficial nutrients relative to their calorie content. Fruits,
vegetables, whole grains, lean proteins, beans, and
low-fat dairy products are examples of nutrient-dense
foods. These foods help fuel the body while supplying the
nutrients needed for growth, repair, and overall health.
Many nutrient-dense foods are also rich in fiber and
water, which can help promote feelings of fullness and
satisfaction after eating. By choosing nutrient-dense foods
more often, individuals can make the most of their calories
while supporting healthy body functions, maintaining
energy levels, and meeting their daily nutrient needs.

For example, a small bag of potato chips and a medium
apple may contain a similar number of calories. However,
the apple provides fiber, vitamin C, and other beneficial
nutrients, while the chips provide fewer essential nutrients.
This makes the apple a nutrient-dense choice, and the
chips an energy-dense choice. That doesn't mean you
have to give up chips entirely. Instead, think about ways

to add nutrient-dense foods to your snack. For example,
enjoy a serving of tortilla chips with fresh salsa, which
adds vitamins and minerals from vegetables like tomatoes,
onions, and peppers. Pairing the chips with a small apple
or another piece of fruit can add fiber and nutrients while
still allowing you to enjoy your favorite snack. Building
meals and snacks around nutrient-dense foods while
including energy-dense foods in moderation can create a
balanced and satisfying eating pattern.

Making nutrient-dense choices more often can help
individuals meet their nutritional needs without consuming
excess calories. Over time, this could support healthy
weight management, improve overall diet quality, and
reduce the risk of chronic diseases. It can also help
provide steady energy throughout the day and support
overall well-being. Remember, healthy eating is not about
eliminating favorite foods or striving for perfection. Instead,
it is about creating balance by choosing nutrient-dense
foods most of the time while still enjoying energy-dense
foods in moderation. Small changes, such as adding a
fruit, vegetable, or source of lean protein to meals and
shacks, can make a meaningful difference in the overall
quality of your diet.

Tips for Choosing More Nutrient-
Dense Foods

1. Fill half your plate with fruit and vegetables.
Fruits and vegetables are naturally rich in vitamins,
minerals, fiber, and water, making them nutrient-
dense choices that can help you feel satisfied.

2. Choose snacks that provide both nutrients and
energy.

Instead of reaching for chips or candy, try snacks
like apple slices with peanut butter, yogurt with
fruit, or cheese and whole-grain crackers.

3. Compare foods beyond the calorie count.
When choosing between foods, ask yourself,
"What nutrients am | getting with these calories?"
Selecting foods that provide protein, fiber,
vitamins, or minerals can help make every calorie
count.

Understanding the difference between energy-dense and
nutrient-dense foods can help you build balanced meals
and snacks. By choosing nutrient-dense foods more often
while enjoying energy-dense foods in moderation, you can
support your health and still enjoy the foods you love.
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