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Editorial on the Research Topic
 Emerging topics in dietary assessment – Edition II




Quantitative dietary assessment is a cross-cutting theme (1) for several research fields: nutrition, nutritional epidemiology, clinical trials, intervention studies, health and disease, food chain evaluation, consumer behavior, dietary risk assessment, dietary security, and adequacy, as it represents the first step in studies where the diet plays a role. Quantitative evaluation and qualitative understanding allow for identifying food styles to provide a sound scientific information basis for policymakers, educators, citizens, and food system actors (2).

Emerging topics can also be identified following the surveillance and monitoring programs collating secondary data delivered from national statistic bureaus [e.g., (3)]. New indicators can also be proposed to the scientific community. As an example, variables related to the evaluation of diet environmental impact have been recently included in the dietary guidelines and then dietary assessment was also adapted to cope with this issue (4, 5).

The complexity of dietary assessment is high due to its inherent nature, and, overall requires an information system based on several databases like (a) food nomenclatures and coding systems to classify and aggregate foods, and subsequently dietary exposure to contaminants/residues/other harmful substances, (b) recipes to disaggregate into ingredients, (c) portion sizes to quantify the intake, (d) food composition tables to assess energy and nutrients intake, and an (e) adequate software to manage from data entry to data processing, including rules to codify all variables (precision, classes of values) (6). Articles in this Emerging Topics in Dietary Assessment—edition II cover some crucial aspects of this methodological challenge so adding interesting topics further than the previous edition (7).

Complexity deals with determinants and impacts, but also contexts where the surveys are conducted. Particularly, nationwide individual food consumption surveys like those representing the objective of the EU-Menu program undertaken by European Food Safety Authority (EFSA) in 2010 (6). Implementation of Harmonized Food Consumption Data Collection in the Balkan Region according to EFSA EU Menu Methodology Standards describes how a multi-country study can be implemented in a harmonized and standardized way, using a shared platform on “Diet Assess and Plan” (8) that comprises computerized food consumption, anthropometric measurements, and physical activity questionnaires, validated food picture book, and FoodEx2 exposure hierarchy (6) with sets of facet descriptors of the interest. This is part of an initiative in the Capacity Development in Nutrition Research in the Balkan region in the last decade have been toward the creation of contemporary, harmonized Research Infrastructure (RI) compliant with European standards (https://www.esfri.eu/).

Another area continuously evolving concerns the development of a validated food frequency questionnaire (9) suitable for specific cultures, population groups, dietary components, dietary quality, and exposure, and using various technologies either interviewers administered (PAPI, CAPI, CATI, CAWI, CAMI, MAWI) or self-administered (see e.g., https://www.nutritools.org/tools where validated food frequency questionnaire are gathered). PAPI stands for Paper And Pencil Interview, CAPI for Computer-Assisted Personal Interviewing, CATI for Computer-Assisted Telephonic Interviewing, and CAWI for Computer-Assisted Web Interviewing with the variants CAMI—Computer-Assisted Mobile Interviewing, and MAWI—Mobile-Assisted Web Interviewing (10). In the present Research Topic edition, two papers regarding the Food Frequency Questionnaires (FFQ) method have been published: Online Food Frequency Questionnaire From the Cohort of Universities of Minas Gerais (CUME Project, Brazil): Construction, Validity, and Reproducibility and Development of a Food Frequency Questionnaire for Assessing Habitual Intake of Free Sugar Among Children in Saudi Arabia. The first one was an online self-administered questionnaire and the second one was telephonically administered after a web contact with a parent. In both cases, the questionnaires refer to a different population group and a different survey objective. FFQ is a feasible tool for dietary assessment although it is prone to known biases, so validation is recommended, also in the case of a guidance tool like in the Nutritools case (https://www.nutritools.org/login?returnUrl=%2Fquestionnaires) is used.

Economic factors are relevant in evaluating diet sustainability and then influence dietary patterns (11, 12), therefore it is crucial to estimate diet costs, and possibly derive quantities from a household budget survey (HBS) currently carried out by National Statistics Bureaus when other sources are not available (13). Therefore, How to Estimate Food Prices and Diet Costs in Population-Based Studies? is a very relevant question and not easy to address. The lack of price collection within dietary surveys makes it challenging. The paper proposes the approach of pairing features to the households' characteristics in the Health Survey, the HBS data, and the income statistics and using a deflation coefficient from the official consumer price index. An important use of secondary data to fill a gap.

Finally, the quantification issue represents the main task in dietary assessment. It is well-known that all dietary assessment methods are affected by biases (9), so using a standardized measurement method guarantees comparability and hence allows for correctly interpreting the association of explanatory variables to dietary patterns. Using the visual evaluation of food intake is the most used method but it requires the adaptation to different age classes (6) and specific cultures affecting recipes that produce different shaped dishes. In this regard, the present Research Topic includes the Comparison of the Diet Photograph Record to Weighed Dietary Record and 24 h Dietary Recall for Estimating Energy and Nutrient Intakes Among Chinese Preschoolers paper so increasing the number of photographic atlas covering a new population group in China.

Relevant topics are here included, but several others are still far from being addressed, considering the long list of themes that can be included (https://www.frontiersin.org/research-topics/19941/emerging-topics-in-dietary-assessment—edition-ii). So, the conclusion can only be interlocutory, considering a proposal for a permanent Research Topic in which to bring together the news regarding methodological solutions and new tools for measuring individual food consumption in different areas with different devices and different techniques, but also enabling a researcher to have access to the huge number of tools already available maybe considering to build a wiki space providing the necessary information and tools.
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