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About Oldways

Source: Kelly LeBlanc for Oldways

• Our Vision
A healthier, happier life through cultural 
food traditions.
• Our Mission

We inspire people to embrace the healthy, 
sustainable joys of the old ways of eating.
• Best Known for

Creating the Mediterranean Diet Pyramid 
and other Heritage Diet Pyramids, Creating 
the Whole Grain Stamp, Culinary Travel



• Attendees will receive an email within ONE WEEK with CPEU certificate, slides, 
and recording

• Visit oldwayspt.org/CPEU to register for upcoming webinars or view recordings 
of previous webinars

• Please submit any questions using the Q&A function in Zoom

• Join us for an upcoming webinar.  Spring webinar lineup to be announced soon!
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What is the African 
Heritage Diet?



What is the African Diaspora?
Diaspora: the scattering of any people 
from their original homeland

The African Diaspora encompasses:

• Continental Africa (West/Central 
Africa)

• The Caribbean

• Latin America

• The American South



Exploring Cultural Models of Healthy Eating

Oldways has worked with subject 
matter experts to develop several 
heritage diet pyramids over the years.
•1993: Mediterranean Diet Pyramid
•1995: Asian Heritage Diet Pyramid
•1997: Vegetarian Diet Pyramid
•2009: Latin American Heritage Diet Pyramid
•2011: African Heritage Diet Pyramid



African Heritage Diet Advisory Committee
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African Heritage Diet Pyramid



African Heritage Diet vs. Standard American Diet

Traditional African Heritage 
Diet Pattern

Modern Standard American 
Diet Pattern 

Plant-based Animal-based

Whole foods Fast food and pre-packaged convenience foods

High in fiber and complex carbohydrates: whole grains, 
cereals, starchy vegetables and tubers

Low in fiber; high in refined flours and grains

Naturally low in sodium High in sodium

Low in unhealthy fats and refined sugars High in fried foods, soft drinks and other sugary drinks



A Taste of African Heritage





CELEBRATING THE 
CULTURAL LUNCHBOX

Samara Sterling, PhD, RD 
Director of Research & Nutrition, The Peanut Institute

Director & Principal Investigator, Veggie & Soul







The Yuckiest Lunchbox by Debbie Min

Nari is Korean-American whose mother prepares traditional Korean foods for her to eat at school during lunchtime.  The other children make fun of the “strange-looking” 
foods, making Nari embarrassed of her culture and wanting her mom to prepare ”normal” American food for her. Nari's mother shares with her the importance of her 

culture and what it means to their family.  When another child’s mom tries her kimbap and loves it, Nari realizes that her culture is special and deserves to be celebrated. 
Cultural lunchbox=a place of acceptance and celebration of heritage.



My Experience

Upon migrating to the United States (New York), I was often homesick because I missed many of my traditional foods—fresh ackee, callaloo, breadfruit, otaheite apples, 
jackfruit, guavas, etc. I remember in some instances being “forced” to change my palate to accommodate other foods. Some I liked, some I didn’t. Fortunately, NY had 

some Caribbean markets, which helped my family stay connected to our roots. 



…and then 
there was the 
carrot salad…

There was nothing inherently wrong with carrot salad; it just was not a blend of flavors I liked or was accustomed to.











Is there anything good about my food?
Yes, high intakes of red/processed meats, fried foods, and sugar-sweetened 
beverages is an American problem, but identifying and highlighting the nutritious 
aspects of cultural foods is important.



• Early study on food perceptions and 
choices of African Americans in 
Northern Florida. 
• Major barriers to eating a “healthy” 

diet: 
• A misperception that eating healthy 

means giving up traditional cultural 
foods and family recipes, flavors, 
heritage, and even identity.
• Poor taste of “healthy” foods.

Messaging Contributes to Barriers

James DC. Factors influencing food choices, dietary intake, and nutrition-related attitudes among African Americans: 
application of a culturally sensitive model. Ethn Health. 2004 Nov;9(4):349-67. doi: 10.1080/1355785042000285375. 
PMID: 15570680.



• Dietary preferences among 270 older black and white adults living in the 
Black Belt region of South
• African Americans were more likely than European Americans to describe collard greens, 

turnip greens, and cabbage as their favorite foods; while European Americans were more 
likely to describe salad and potatoes as their favorite foods.

• 2020 study: Greens, okra-corn-tomato mix, grits, and sweet potatoes were 
eaten at least twice a month by 30%-50% of 97 African Americans living ages 
25-60 living in the Southwest

Dietary Preferences of African-Americans in the Deep South

Yang Y, Buys DR, Judd SE, Gower BA, Locher JL. Favorite foods of older adults 
living in the Black Belt Region of the United States. Influences of ethnicity, 
gender, and education. Appetite. 2013 Apr;63:18-23. doi: 
10.1016/j.appet.2012.12.007. Epub 2012 Dec 20. PMID: 23262296; PMCID: 
PMC3578153.
Winham DM, Knoblauch ST, Heer MM, Thompson SV, Der Ananian C. African-
American Views of Food Choices and Use of Traditional Foods. Am J Health 
Behav. 2020 Nov 1;44(6):848-863. doi: 10.5993/AJHB.44.6.9. PMID: 33081881.





A Better Strategy that 
Celebrates the Lunchbox

Sterling SR, Bowen SA. Effect of a Plant-based Intervention Among Black Individuals in the Deep South: A Pilot 
Study. J Nutr Educ Behav. 2023 Jan;55(1):68-76. doi: 10.1016/j.jneb.2022.08.013. Epub 2022 Nov 2. PMID: 
36333197.

Highlight nutrient-dense foods that are popular 
within the cultural context
• Collard greens vs kale

Highlight

Celebrate rich flavors in newer food items that 
are introduced
• Cajun seasoning; herbs, spices, and sauces

Celebrate

Teach best practices related to preserving and 
enhancing the nutrient density of each meal
• Steaming vegetables; plate portions; plant-centric

Teach





Restaurants catering to familiar cultural 
flavors using plants



Veggie & Soul Intervention
A 12-week intervention to examine the effect of 
a soul food, plant-based lifestyle on:

ü Risk for heart disease among Black adults 
in Albany, GA 
• Body composition
• Lipids
• Blood pressure
• Blood sugar

ü Inflammation, which is a marker for 
underlying heart disease and other chronic 
conditions
• hs-CRP
• TMAO

ü Dietary behaviors and attitudes



Components of 
the 12-week 
intervention

• Weekly Monday night Zoom classes
• Virtual support groups 
• Facebook group
• Weekly plant-based meals
• Weekly grocery boxes
• Bi-weekly produce boxes
• Meal plans
• Physical activity
• Before and after lab work









FOCUS ON PLANTS

• Black-eyed peas
• Black beans
• Kidney beans
• Corn 
• Peanuts
• Peanut butter
• Collard greens
• Turnip greens
• Mustard greens
• Cabbage
• Sweet potatoes

• Oatmeal
• Grits
• Apples
• Bananas
• Peaches
• Okra
• Eggplant
• Green beans
• Potatoes
• Tomatoes
• Garlic

• Red meat alternatives
• Processed meat alternatives
• Chicken alternatives
• Fish alternatives
• Dairy alternatives
• Mushrooms
• Lentils
• Garbanzo beans
• Whole grains

FAMILIAR PLANT FOODS LESS COMMON PLANT-BASED FOODS 
INTRODUCED

Emphasize plant foods that are typically familiar within the ethnic 
Southern-style diet and introduce less common plant-based foods. 



SURVEYS + 
ASSESSMENTS BEGINNING 12 WEEKS



COMMUNITY HEALTH LEADERS
• Motivated participants and provided regular contact 

throughout the week
• Led breakout groups for Monday night sessions
• Shared expertise, experiences, and recipes
• Built a sense of togetherness within their teams 

Team 1 
also Study Manager and 

Lesson Facilitator

Team 2 Team 3 Team 4 Team 5





CHEF-TAUGHT COOK-
A-LONG CLASSES

“Crab” Cakes

Buffalo tofu bites

Pad Thai 



Weekly Food + Meals + Goodies



Recipe
Examples



PARTICIPANT PHOTOS



DEMOGRAPHICS

1/3 of participants reported having some 
form of food insecurity as measured by the 
USDA Food Security Survey

RESULTS:









54%

46%

5%

95%

BASELINE FINAL

P<0.0005
Beliefs and attitudes towards plant-based diets significantly improved by the end of the program

NEUTRAL OR 
DISAGREE

AGREE OR 
STRONGLY AGREE

NEUTRAL OR 
DISAGREE

AGREE OR 
STRONGLY AGREE

”A diet without meat is satisfactory and nutritious”



Program Feasibility, 
Acceptability, & Retention
Program rated highly among participants

Mean weekly attendance: 93%

Food & grocery box redemption: 98%

Top motivations for engaging and remaining in the program
• Lesson content
• Food & grocery boxes
• Virtual support groups

Most highly rated meals
• Lasagna
• Black bean burgers
• Lentil meatloaf







Future directions



3 Tips: How do I celebrate cultural 
lunchboxes in my own work?

• Consider and honor your client’s food preferences and cultural 
traditions. 
• May prefer turnip greens instead of kale; cornmeal 

porridge instead of bran muffins
• Breakfast foods may be similar to lunch/dinner foods

• As you review the general recommendations of the Dietary 
Guidelines, involve your patient/client in identifying where 
their where favorite foods fit on MyPlate.
• Visual representation of cultural foods promote pride and 

acceptance

• Utilize culturally-representative handouts that promote 
positive imagery when possible.



EAT MORE VEGGIES, LIVE WITH SOUL

Special thanks the Veggie & 
Soul staff (Princess 
Brownlee, LMSW, 
LaShombria Ellerbee, 
Chelsea McMillan, Dr
Jeanette Pope-Ozimba, Dr 
Temitope Olarewaju), 
Health Leaders (Pastor 
Joshua Nelson, Jacinta 
Sterling, Annette Davis, Joe 
Powell), and students 
(Shantel Wahl, Jessica 
Grzybrowski, Amanda 
Fischer). A special thanks
to all community leaders 
(Food Justice
Coalition, Emanuel SDA 
Church, Gud Life Flow, Chef 
Michael Daniels, Fredando
Jackson, a.k.a. Farmer 
Fredo)  and all the study 
participants who made this 
research possible.



• Switching to a traditional African diet improved markers for cancer, 
reduced inflammation,  and improved gut microbiome.1

• Providing culturally-appropriate interventions focusing on healthy 
foods that are already regularly enjoyed in Black cuisine can 
promote good nutrition in Black communities.2

• Making culturally-sensitive modifications to diet programs can lead 
to improvements in blood pressure, weight, and other health 
parameters.3

Health Benefits of Traditional African 
Heritage Diets: The Evidence

1. "Fat, Fiber and Cancer Risk in African Americans and Rural Africans" doi: 10.1038/ncomms7342
2. "The Potential for Plant-Based Diets to Promote Health Among Blacks Living in the United States" doi: 10.3390/nu11122915
3. "Culturally-sensitive weight loss program produces significant reduction in weight, blood pressure, and cholesterol in eight weeks." PMID: 11152083



ATOAH is a SNAP-ED Evidence-based Intervention!



Results of A Taste of African Heritage

98 percent of adult 
participants report that  
history and heritage were 
positive motivators for eating 
and living well

In adults, systolic blood pressure 
decreased by an average of 4.4 
mm Hg over the six-week program.

29.7 percent of adult participants 
reduced their blood pressure by a 
full stage (moving from stage 2 
hypertension to stage 1, stage 1 to 
elevated, or elevated to normal).

4.4

Reicks, M., Gold, A., Tran, N., & LeBlanc, K. (2022). Impacts of A Taste of African Heritage: A Culinary Heritage Cooking Course. Journal of 
nutrition education and behavior, S1499-4046(21)00938-6. Advance online publication. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jneb.2021.11.008



Testimonials

“This cooking series has had a positive impact on the community 
because many class participants create lasting friendships by 

learning and cooking together for six weeks, which is great to see. 
Many participants have expressed their love for the recipes created 
in class and how their families really enjoyed them when made at 

home, as well.” — Instructor in Philadelphia, PA

“I’ve always been interested in healthy eating; I just didn’t know 
how to start, and this class jump started my new life. Now I eat 
more greens and fruits everyday!” —Participant in East Orange, 

NJ

“I think it is our duty to stay connected to our roots and other cultures. I 
truly enjoyed this, thank you. I was 281 when I started; I currently weigh 

266.” —Participant in Cleveland Heights, OH



*James D.C. Factors influencing food choices, dietary intake, and nutrition-related attitudes among African Americans: Application of a culturally sensitive 
model. Ethn. Health. 2004;9:349–367. doi: 10.1080/1355785042000285375.

• Lessons emphasize affordability of 
African Heritage Diet foods, and 
whole food, plant-based diets in 
general

• Program dispels the belief that one’s 
culture must be sacrificed for 
health*

• Lessons help participants rewrite 
the narratives about their foods and 
reclaim their healthy heritage

Image courtesy of Adante Hart

Breaking Barriers and Shifting Paradigms 



To learn more or to teach a 
class series:
• Contact 

classes@oldwayspt.org
• Visit oldwayspt.org/atoah

Bring Oldways Heritage to Your 
Community

mailto:classes@oldwayspt.org


Takeaways

• Heritage diets are full of flavor and nutrition
• Tell, Show, Taste
• Use what you have
• Every food has a time and place
• Heritage foods are everywhere
• Embrace patients’/clients’ cultural diversity
• Continue learning



“I have yet to hear of a traditional diet —
from any culture, anywhere in the world —
that is not substantially healthier than the 
‘standard American diet.’ The more we honor 
cultural differences in eating, the healthier 
we will be.” 

Michael Pollan 
The New York Times Magazine 
Oct 2011



Adante Hart, MPH, RDN, LDN
adante@oldwayspt.org
linkedin.com/adantehart

Questions?

www.oldwayspt.org
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