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There has been some confusion 
among consumers about the 
nutritional value of nuts. In the past, 
some consumers have shied away 
from nuts because of their high 
caloric density and high fat load1 
– high fat diets can be associated 
with unfavorable stereotypes.2 

However, dietitians and nutritionists 
have known for some time that 
monounsaturated fats found in nuts 
are good for overall cardiovascular 
health, and nut consumption is 
encouraged in the 2010 Dietary 
Guidelines for Americans.

Nutrition Facts labels indicate that a 
single serving of almonds (1 oz, 28 
g) contains 14 g of fat and 160-168 
kcal. New research shows that the 
caloric load of nuts may be lower 
than originally thought.3,4 The caloric 
contribution of a food is usually 
calculated from the Atwater factors, 
assigning 9 kcal/g fat, 4 kcal/g non-
fiber carbohydrate, and 4 kcal/g 
protein. However, variation among 
foods has been noted, and some 
argue that the Atwater factors are 
too great a generalization. One of 
the largest sources of variability is 
the digestibility of the food – the 
Atwater factors overestimate the 
caloric value of a food with low 
digestibility such as nuts. 

Novotny et al.3 directly investigated 
the energy contribution of almonds 
in a randomized controlled crossover 
study. Study participants (n=18) 
consumed either 0 (control), 42, or 
84 g of almonds/day for 18 days, 
and all stool and urine samples 
were collected during the final 
week. The almond diets resulted 

in greater stool weight and more 
fat, carbohydrate, fiber and protein 
in the stool, compared to the 
control diet. Fat digestibility was 
5% lower in the 42 g almond diet 
and 8% lower in the 84 g almond 
diet compared to control. Energy 
digestibility was 3% and 5% lower 
for the low and high almond diets, 
respectively. Using Atwater factors, 
almonds are estimated to provide 
6 kcal/g. However, due to reduced 
digestibility, this study found the 
actual energy contribution of 
almonds to be about 4.6 kcal/g or 
129 kcal/serving, a difference of 
31-39 kcal/serving compared to the 
Nutrition Facts. While inter-individual 
variability was apparent, neither 
age nor BMI were related to almond 
digestibility. The degree of chewing 
is thought to be responsible for 
some of this variability. In another 
randomized, crossover study, 
almonds were chewed 10, 25, or 40 
times.4 More chewing (40 chews) 
resulted in smaller particle size 
and consequently 30% less fat and 
20% less energy excreted in the 
stool compared to less chewing 
(10 chews). It can be inferred that 
there was more fat and energy 
absorption from the more heavily 
chewed almonds. In a 1 ounce 
serving of almonds, this equates 
to approximately 4 more grams of 
fat and 32 more kcal with 40 chews 
versus 10 chews.

While it is not practical to instruct 
consumers to chew less, educating 
the public about the actual energy 
and fat contribution from almonds 
has potential to increase nut 

consumption. Research has shown 
that almonds can be incorporated 
into a healthy diet with no negative 
consequence on body weight, 
and may even result in lower 
postprandial serum glucose5 or 
reduced risk of cardiovascular 
disease (when consumed as part of 
a Mediterranean dietary pattern).6 
Consumer knowledge of the lower 
caloric contribution of almonds 
may remove this barrier, increase 
consumption, and consequently 
improve overall diet and health.
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