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Adherence is not the enemy…

THE WORLD OF DIETARY 
ADHERENCE

HOW TO HELP YOUR 
PATIENTS WITH ADOPTION 

OF PLANT-BASED DIETS

THE ADHERENCE 
SPECTRUM

WHY STAUNCH VIEWS OF 
ADHERENCE ARE 

HOLDING SCIENCE BACK



The science 
of behavioral 

adherence

Medication dosing: Dose-timing 
compliance was 59±24%.



Dietary 
adherence

The relationship between diet 
dose/degree of diet difficulty with long-
term adherence and health outcomes 
has been less well-studied. 

Methods of assessing adherence have 
included reviewing food records or diet 
recalls, assessing biomarkers, or using 
changes in health outcomes (weight, 
lipids, etc.) as a proxy measure.



Adherence in traditional 
weight loss approaches

Portion- and calorie-controlled diets

DASH

Mediterranean



Look AHEAD 
trial

The mean weekly meal replacement dosage participants 
consumed was 9.7 ± 5.1.

46% adherence

Participants were told to consume two meal replacements and one 
snack bar each day during the first 6 months (21 meal 

replacements per week).

The largest randomized study of an intensive 
lifestyle intervention for weight loss

Wadden TA, et al. Obesity. 2009;17(4):713-722



The ENCORE 
study

The ENCORE (Exercise and Nutrition interventions 
for CardiOvasculaR hEalth) study was a 4-month 
RCT examining the use of the DASH diet.

Created an adherence score with a range of 10 
(full adherence to the DASH diet) to 0 (complete 
non-adherence).

Total mean adherence score was 4.68 out of 10 
for African Americans and 5.83 for whites, 
representing a mean of 5.3 or 53% adherent.

Epstein DE, et al. J Acad Nutr Diet. 2012;112(11):1763-1773.



The 
PREDIMED 
Trial

The PREDIMED trial is an RCT examining 
the use of a Mediterranean diet on 
chronic disease reduction.

Diet adherence was defined as meeting 
at least four out of five goals regarding 
changes of dietary habits in 1 year.

Percentage of participants meeting 
adherence criteria: 40.2% 

Zazpe I, et al. Eur J Nutr. 2010 Mar;49(2):91-9



Adherence in plant-based diet 
approaches
Plant-focused diets



Meta-analyses: 
Vegetarian diets and 
weight loss
• Represent 20 unique intervention 

studies

• 11 reported any type of dietary 
adherence

• Mean adherence for vegan or 
vegetarian participants was 68.8% 
across the 11 studies, and for 
comparison group participants it was 
64%



Dietary adherence with 
plant-based diets

•Weight loss trial at 2 years
• 61% vegan
• 55% Step II

•DM trial at 22 weeks:
• 67% vegan
• 44% ADA



New DIETs study

• The New Dietary 
Interventions to Enhance the 
Treatments for weight loss 
(New DIETs) study was a 6-
month weight loss 
intervention.

• Participants were randomized 
to follow a vegan, vegetarian, 
pesco-vegetarian, semi-
vegetarian, or omnivorous 
diet.

Turner-McGrievy GM, et al. Nutrition. 2015 Feb; 31(2): 350-
358.



Percentage of New DIETs participants in each group meeting diet adherence 
criteria at 6 months

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

Vegan Veg Pesco-Veg Semi-Veg Omnivorous

P
e

rc
e

n
ta

ge
 o

f 
p

ar
ti

ci
p

an
ts

 w
h

o
 w

e
re

 
ad

h
e

re
n

t

6 months: Χ2=0.5, 
P=0.98



Take home 
message

All nutrition 
interventions find 

dietary adherence rates 
of about 50%



Why we shouldn’t get caught up in 100% adherence

Relationship between adherence and 
outcomes



Appeal of plant-based dietary approaches

• Complete adherence may not be necessary
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SO HOW 
DID THOSE 

NON-
ADHERENT 

PEOPLE 
DO?



Change in animal product intake among 
non-adherent New DIETs participants
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Percent weight loss at 6 months among only non-
adherent participants
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Studies in the 
real world

•Not in a metabolic chamber

•Not with provided food



Stretch Goals

“An organizational goal (that) is 
seemingly impossible given current 
capabilities (i.e., current practices, 

skills, and knowledge).”

Sitkin SB, et al. Acad Manage Rev. 
2011;36(3):544-566.



Stretch goals
• Used in business

• Comprised of high difficulty and 
high novelty

• Goals should be challenging…but 
not too much



Practitioners often don’t 
recommend plant-based 
diets because they think 
their patients can’t do it.

So they recommend more modest 
approaches



Stretch Goals 
example: 

What 
facilitates 

greater 
compliance 
with low-fat 

diets?

• Barnard ND, et al. Arch Fam Med. 
1995;4(2):153-158.

• A review of dietary interventions aimed at 
reducing fat intake.

• The study concluded that “contrary to the 
common conception that strict diets are 
unacceptable to patients, those research 
studies that set stricter limits on fat intake 
achieved a greater degree of dietary change 
than did studies with more modest goals.”



God-sized Goals

Slyder learned about “God-sized goals” in 
“Chase the Lion,” a book about setting goals 
that are “destined to fail without divine 
intervention.” She set her goal and resumed 
her strict lifestyle.

--The State Newspaper, 8/2019



We ask people to achieve 
public health goals in areas 

other than diet
So how are they doing with those?



How often are 
you supposed to 
floss your teeth?
Every day---7 days a week!

30% floss every day



How much are 
you supposed to 

exercise each 
week?

150-300 minutes of moderate 
intensity/week

Or

75-150 minutes of 
vigorous/week

23% meet minimum 
PA guidelines



How much sleep 
do you need to 
get each night?



How much 
sleep do you 
need to get 
each night?

Most adults need 7-9 
hours each night

63% meet this 
goal



Prevalence of 
Short Sleep 

Duration (<7 
hours) for Adults 
Aged ≥ 18 Years, 

by County, 
United States, 

2014







Many of our 
public health 
recommendations 
are set at levels 
higher than most 
people are 
achieving

But we give people the optimal 
goal, regardless of whether they 
can achieve it, because the 
scientific literature tells us what 
to promote.



But…there are 
still strategies we 
can use to boost 
adherence!

Knowledge alone 
does not translate 

into behavior 
change



Nutritious Eating with 
Soul (NEW Soul)

• NHLBI-funded 2-year intervention trial 
among African American adults

• Examining two different dietary 
approaches, emphasizing soul food, for 
the prevention of cardiovascular 
disease:
• Vegan
• Low-fat (informed by the TLC diet)



What is soul food?

• Soul food is the term used to 
describe the ethnic cuisine that 
enslaved Africans prepared in the 
Southern United States to survive 
during slavery

• Common soul foods: collard 
greens, cornbread, pulled pork, 
and fried chicken, etc.

Miller, A. 2013. Soul food: The surprising story of an American cuisine, one plate at a time: UNC Press Books.
Kittler, PG, Sucher, KP, and Nelms, M. 2011. Food and culture: Cengage Learning.



Emergence of 
vegan soul food 
festivals in the US

• Charleston

• Baltimore

• New Orleans

• Miami

• Charlotte



Where are these restaurants?
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There are 45 vegan soul food restaurants 
in the South
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Ethnicity and Health. 2019.     
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Vegan Soul Food

Sweet potatoes
Collard greens
Pinto beans



Inspiration for NEW 
Soul
• African Americans have been 

underrepresented in behavioral 
nutrition intervention work. 

• The NEW Soul study is also based 
on the epidemiological work that 
has examined the relationship 
between diet and health 
outcomes among AAs. 



African American vegetarian compared to non-vegetarian 
Adventists are:

58% less likely 
to have high 
blood 
cholesterol

44% less likely 
to develop 
hypertension

52% less likely 
to develop 
type 2 
diabetes

46% less likely 
to have high 
LDL cholesterol

Fraser G, et al. Vegetarian diets and cardiovascular risk factors in black members of the Adventist Health Study-2. Public Health Nutrition. 2014.



NEW Soul: Methods

•Participants are randomized to follow one of two 
healthy versions of a soul food diet (vegan or omni). 

• Body weight and markers of CVD risk assessed 
throughout study.

•Behavior change content is informed by Social 
Cognitive Theory and modeled after Oldways African 
Heritage topics.



Dietary recommendations for the NEW Soul study participants 
randomized to follow the Vegan or Omnivorous diets

Dietary 

Guidelines

Vegan Omnivorous

Grains Focus on whole grains with at least 3 g 
of fiber per serving.

Eat 6 or more servings of grains and 

make most of your grains whole grains.  

Vegetables Ensure that 20-50% of your plate should 
be vegetables, including leafy greens.

Eat 3-5 servings of vegetables a day.  

Legumes Eat 1-1½ cups of legumes a day (beans, 
peas or lentils).

Eat ½-1 cup of legumes a day (beans, 
peas or lentils).

Fruit Eat 2-4 servings of fruit each day. Eat 2-4 servings of fruit each day.

Vegetable 

oils/Essential 

fatty acids

Avoid vegetable oils. Eat 1 tablespoon of 

ground flax seed, hemp or chia seeds 

every day for omega-3 fatty acids.

Use small amounts of healthy oils, like 
sesame or olive oil for dressings, and 
canola oil for cooking.



Dietary recommendations for the NEW Soul study participants 
randomized to follow the Vegan or Omnivorous diets

Dietary 

Guidelines

Vegan Omnivorous

Nuts/seeds Eat high fat plant foods (e.g., avocados, 
olives, coconut, nuts, seeds and nut butters 
like peanut butter) as condiments. 

Add nuts and seeds to at least one meal a 
day or eat as a snack.

Treats Limit treats to one time per month. Treats 
are foods that are higher in fat and 
sweeteners than the recommendations 
provide.

Limit treats to one time per month. Treats 
are foods that are higher in fat and 
sweeteners than the recommendations 
provide.

Beverages Avoid drinking liquid calories.  Avoid drinking liquid calories.  

Meat, fish, 

poultry, eggs

Avoid all meat, fish, poultry, and eggs. Eat no more than 3-5 ounces of lean meat 
per day and no more than 2 egg yolks per 
week. In addition, eat two servings of fish 
per week.



Dietary recommendations for the NEW Soul study participants 
randomized to follow the Vegan or Omnivorous diets

Dietary 

Guidelines

Vegan Omnivorous

Dairy Avoid all dairy. Consume 2-3 servings of low- or no-fat 
dairy products a day. Cheese should 
have no more than 3g of fat per ounce. 

Sodium and 

seasonings

Limit use of sodium and use herbs and 
spices to flavor your food.

Limit use of sodium and use herbs and 
spices to flavor your food.

Vitamin B12 Take a B12 vitamin daily. Take a B12 vitamin daily. 

Alcohol Limit or avoid alcohol: If you do drink, 

have no more than one drink a day for 

women and two a day for men.

Limit or avoid alcohol: If you do drink, 

have no more than one drink a day for 

women and two a day for men.



Class topics for the first 6 months of the NEW 
Soul Study 
Class Class Topics

Class 1 Orientation & Introduction to the 

NEW Soul Study/Breakfast

Class 2 Basic Nutrition Guidelines/Lunch 

Ideas

Class 3 Dinner Ideas

Class 4 Batch Cooking

Class 5 Motivation - What is your WHY?

Class 6 Making a Meal Plan

Class 7 Grocery Store Tour

Class 8 Movement and Physical Activity

Class 9 Greens

Class 10 Carbohydrates & Whole Grains

Class 11 Volumetrics

Class 12 Protein

Class Class Topics

Class 13 Tips for Dining Out and Traveling

Class 14 Nuts/Seeds/Fats

Class 15 Tubers and Starchy 

Vegetables/Fiber

Class 16 Recipe Redux: Making Over 

Family Favorite Recipes

Class 17 Mind the Salt

Class 18 Fruits and Vegetables

Class 19 Emotional Eating

Class 20 Mock Meats - Beef/Burgers

Class 21 Social Support

Class 22 Desserts

Class 23 Snacks

Class 24 Celebration: The Six-month Mark



What we do in NEW Soul

• Cooking demonstrations by guest chefs and soul food 
restaurant owners, as well as hands-on group 
cooking 

• Physical activity, yoga, stress management

• Lots of yummy food!



Back to the strategies used in NEW 
Soul

6 example strategies used 
to improve diet adherence 
in NEW Soul



Find community 
partners to be 

your champions

Address potential barriers like 
cooking or palatability of foods



Community partners
#1



Bring in experts who can reinforce your messages
#2



#3. Know the 
challenges your 
population faces

What barriers to 
adopting heathier 

diets are your 
patients facing?





Provide many ways to deliver content

#4



Message Types Message Examples

Weight Loss “How has your weight loss been since last week? Up, down, or about the same?”

Recipe “This makes for a great snack, sandwich spread, or pasta topping: (link to recipe)” 

Nutrition Study, Science, 
or News 

“A new study just came out showing a high fiber diet is protective for colon cancer (link to website). 
Another reason to eat your veggies!”

Poll “What’s the most challenging meal for you to prepare each day? Breakfast, Lunch, Dinner, or Snacks.”

Suggestion/
Request 

“Share with the group and help others. How have you dealt with going to a restaurant that has nothing 
healthy on the menu?”



▪ Facebook engagement was significantly associated with weight loss 
during the 4-month maintenance period (B= -0.09, P=0.04) such that 
for every 10 posts, comments, poll votes, or likes to Facebook, 
participants lost a mean of 0.43 kg. 

Adjusted for 

meeting 

attendance



▪ Facebook engagement was significantly associated with weight loss 
during the 4-month maintenance period (B= -0.09, P=0.04) such that 
for every 10 posts, comments, poll votes, or likes to Facebook, 
participants lost a mean of 0.43 kg. 

-0.4kg

10 posts!

Adjusted for 

meeting 

attendance
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#5. Cultural 
tailoring 



Columbia, SC, 
USA is a 

hotbed for 
vegan soul 

food



Oldways 
African 

Heritage 
Pyramid



You can never 
guess who will 
be successful

#6. Leverage the 
expertise of 

successful past 
patients/

participants



Using previous participants to address resistance 
that current participants might face



Recording the experiences of our cohort 1 
participants



Hard to predict who will be successful



Can we predict adherence based on diet preference?



Does diet 
preference (or 
dislike ) 
impact 
adherence?

54% got a diet they preferred

40% got a diet they did not 
prefer

Moore WJ, McGrievy ME, Turner-McGrievy GM. Eating Behaviors. 2015 Dec;19:33-38.



No differences in dietary adherence at 6 
months by baseline diet preference

Diet 
Adherence

Got their 
preferred diet

(χ2 = 0.20; 
P = 0.66) 

Got the diet they 
didn’t want
(χ2 = 0.02; 
P = 0.90) 



Time to stop thinking of adherence as a dichotomous variable



Adherence as a 
spectrum

Provide all the 
tools to be 
successful



Revisiting adherence



Some NIH Reviewer Comments

Concerns that 60% of 
participants in 
previous study were 
non-adherent. Even if the plant-based 

diets are beneficial, it may 
be difficult to get the 
majority of the US 
population to adhere to 
such diets. 

Concerns regarding 
adherence to diets 
and foods that may 
likely be very 
different from 
those currently 
consumed.



“Poor nutrition is a leading cause 
of poor health and spiraling 
health care spending. Research 
from the Tufts Friedman School 
suggests that poor eating 
causes nearly 1,000 deaths each 
day in the United States from 
heart disease, stroke or diabetes. 
In 2016, the direct and indirect 
costs of chronic diseases as a 
result of obesity were $1.72 
trillion — almost 10 percent of 
the nation’s gross domestic 
product.”



“Given the role of diet in 
health and well-being, the 
current challenges to our 
military readiness and the 
spending of one in four 
federal dollars and one in 
five dollars in our economy 
on health care, the right 
question to ask ourselves is, 
can we afford not having a 
National Institute of 
Nutrition.”



What is NIH funding now for 
plant-based diets?

•You can see for 
yourself!

•Go to 
projectreporter
.nih.gov/

https://projectreporter.nih.gov/


There’s not much there

0.0003% of 
grants at NIH 

have the words 
“plant-based” 

in them

0.00006% of 
grants at NIH 

really are 
examining plant-

based diets



It’s gets worse if you search vegetarian



Nutrition research funding

• So if poor nutrition is 
the leading cause of 
poor health….

• And we know plant-
based diets can help 
promote health…

• Then we need to put 
our federal research 
funding dollars 
towards finding ways 
to promote plant-
based diets!



Don’t fear 
adherence!
Recommend plant-based diets 
to your patients.



The current Canadian Clinical Practice 
Guidelines recommend plant-based diets 
for the management of type 2 diabetes 
because of their potential to reduce

Body 
weight

A1C and 
lipids

Diabetes 
medication

Clinicians should be aware that:
• Not all patients may choose to 

follow a plant-based diet. 
• Some positive benefits can still 

occur through diet modifications 
that include fewer processed 
meats or to move closer on the 
spectrum to a complete plant-
based diet.



I still ask my son to 
make his bed every day

And I get about 50% 
adherence with that—but it 
doesn’t mean I recommend 
anything less than 7 days a 
week. ☺



The Nutritious Eating 
with Soul Study Team

Brie Turner-McGrievy, PhD, MS, RD 
Mary Wilson, MPH
Marty Davey, MS, RD
Anthony Crimarco, PhD, MS
Brent Hutto, MSPH
Edward A. Frongillo, PhD
Angela Murphy, PhD
Sara Wilcox, PhD
Kim Williams, MD



Thank you!
Funding: NHLBI R01HL135220

Brie Turner-McGrievy, PhD, 
MS, RD, FTOS

brie@sc.edu

www.BRIE.net

www.NEWSoul.org

@briemcgrievy 
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