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Understanding the dietary recommendations for grains is essential for
maintaining a balanced, nutritious diet. The 2020-2025 Dietary Guidelines for
Americans, along with the USDA's MyPlate visual guide, provide clear guidance
on the role of grains in a healthy eating pattern. Grains are a cornerstone
of daily nutrition, offering vital nutrients and energy necessary for optimal
health. This article explores the specific recommendations for grains, the
types of grains, their health benefits, and practical ways to incorporate the
right amounts into your diet.

Overview of the 2020-2025 Dietary Guidelines
for Grains

The Dietary Guidelines for Americans (DGA) are updated every five years to
reflect the latest scientific evidence on diet and nutrition. The 2020-2025
edition emphasizes the importance of consuming a variety of nutrient-dense
foods, with grains playing a crucial role.

According to the guidelines, grains should make up about one-quarter of your
plate, primarily through whole grains. The focus is on choosing whole grains
over refined grains to maximize health benefits.

What Are Grains and Why Are They Important?

Definition of Grains

Grains are the seeds of grasses cultivated for food. They are classified into
two main categories:

* Whole Grains: Contain all three parts of the grain kernel — the bran,
germ, and endosperm.

e Refined Grains: Have been milled to remove the bran and germ, resulting
in a finer texture but fewer nutrients and fiber.



Significance of Grains in a Healthy Diet

Grains are a primary source of energy, providing carbohydrates that fuel the
body. They also supply essential nutrients such as dietary fiber, B vitamins,
iron, magnesium, and selenium. Consuming adequate grains, especially whole
grains, has been linked to numerous health benefits, including improved
digestion, reduced risk of chronic diseases, and better weight management.

Recommended Intake of Grains According to the
2020-2025 Dietary Guidelines

Daily Grain Recommendations

The amount of grains recommended varies based on age, sex, and level of
physical activity. Generally, for adults:

e Women aged 19-50: 6 ounce-equivalents per day

e Women over 50: 5 ounce-equivalents per day

e Men aged 19-50: 8 ounce-equivalents per day

e Men over 50: 7 ounce-equivalents per day

Note: An "ounce-equivalent" refers to a standard serving size of grains.

What Counts as an Ounce-Equivalent?

Understanding portion sizes helps in meeting the daily recommendations:

e 1 slice of bread (about 1 ounce)
% cup cooked rice, pasta, or cooked cereal
e 1 cup ready-to-eat breakfast cereal (about 1 ounce)

e 3 cups popped popcorn (about 1 ounce)



Types of Grains and Their Nutritional Profiles

Whole Grains

Whole grains retain all parts of the kernel, offering higher fiber, vitamins,
and minerals. Examples include:

e Whole wheat

Brown rice

Oats/oatmeal

¢ Quinoa

Barley

Farro

Millet

Health Benefits of Whole Grains:

- Improved digestion and regularity

- Lowered risk of cardiovascular disease
- Better weight control

- Reduced risk of type 2 diabetes

Refined Grains

Refined grains have been processed to remove the bran and germ, which
decreases fiber and nutrient content. Common refined grains include:
e White rice
e White bread
e Most pasta

e Many baked goods made with white flour

While refined grains can still be part of a healthy diet, they should be
limited in favor of whole grains.



Choosing Whole Grains Over Refined Grains

The Dietary Guidelines encourage consumers to make half of their grain intake
whole grains. Here are practical tips:

e Read labels carefully; look for "100% whole grain" or "whole wheat" as
the first ingredient.

e Replace white bread with whole wheat or multigrain bread.

e Switch from refined white rice to brown rice or wild rice.

e Opt for oats, oats-based cereals, or muesli for breakfast.

e Use whole grain pasta instead of traditional pasta.

e Incorporate popcorn as a whole grain snack.

Health Benefits of Adequate Grain Consumption

Including the right amount and type of grains in your diet offers multiple
health perks:

1. Supports Digestive Health

Whole grains are rich in dietary fiber, which promotes healthy digestion,
prevents constipation, and supports gut health.

2. Reduces Risk of Chronic Diseases

Consuming whole grains is associated with a decreased risk of cardiovascular
disease, type 2 diabetes, and certain cancers.

3. Aids in Weight Management

High-fiber foods increase satiety, helping control appetite and promote a
healthy weight.

4. Improves Nutrient Intake

Whole grains provide essential nutrients like B vitamins, iron, magnesium,
and selenium that support overall health.



Practical Tips to Incorporate Grains into Your
Diet

Making simple changes can help meet your grain recommendations:

1. Start your day with oatmeal or whole-grain cereal.

2. Use whole-grain bread for sandwiches and toast.

3. Replace white rice with brown rice or quinoa in meals.

4. Add cooked grains like bulgur or barley to salads and soups.
5. Snack on air-popped popcorn or whole-grain crackers.

6. Experiment with different whole grains such as millet, farro, or
amaranth.

Summary and Final Thoughts

The 2020-2025 Dietary Guidelines and Choose MyPlate emphasize the importance
of consuming sufficient amounts of grains, particularly whole grains, to
support overall health. Adults should aim for approximately 6 to 8 ounce-
equivalents of grains daily, with at least half being whole grains. By making
mindful choices—-reading labels, choosing whole grain options, and
incorporating a variety of grains into meals—you can enhance your nutrient
intake, boost energy, and reduce the risk of chronic diseases.

Remember, small, consistent changes can lead to significant health benefits
over time. Prioritize whole grains in your diet, and enjoy the diverse
flavors and health advantages they offer.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the recommended daily intake of grains
according to the 2020-2025 Dietary Guidelines and
MyPlate?

The guidelines recommend that adults consume about 3 to 8 ounces of grains
daily, with at least half of these being whole grains.



Why does MyPlate emphasize choosing whole grains
over refined grains?

Whole grains are recommended because they contain more fiber, nutrients, and
health benefits compared to refined grains, helping to reduce the risk of
chronic diseases.

Are all types of grains included in the daily
recommended servings?

Yes, the recommendation includes a variety of grains such as wheat, rice,
oats, corn, and barley, with an emphasis on whole grains.

How can I identify whole grain products when
shopping?

Look for labels that list ‘whole grain' or '100% whole wheat' as the first
ingredient, and check for the Whole Grain Stamp for authenticity.

What portion size of grains is recommended for a
typical adult per meal?

A typical serving size is about 1 ounce, which can be roughly equivalent to
one slice of bread, half a cup of cooked rice or pasta, or one cup of ready-
to-eat cereal.

How does choosing whole grains benefit my health
according to the guidelines?

Choosing whole grains helps improve digestion, maintain a healthy weight,
lower the risk of heart disease, and support overall wellness.

Are grain-based snacks included in the daily grain
recommendations?

Yes, grain-based snacks like popcorn or whole-grain crackers can contribute
to your daily grain intake if they fit within your overall recommended
servings.

What are some practical tips to incorporate more
whole grains into my diet?

Try swapping white rice for brown rice, choosing whole wheat bread, adding
oats to smoothies, or trying new whole grain pasta varieties.



Does the 2020-2025 Dietary Guidelines specify a
limit for refined grains?

While there isn't a strict limit, the guidelines recommend that most grain
intake come from whole grains, and refined grains should be consumed in
moderation.

Additional Resources
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In a world increasingly focused on health and wellness, understanding dietary
recommendations is essential for making informed food choices. The 2020-2025
Dietary Guidelines for Americans, along with the USDA’s MyPlate food guidance
system, serve as foundational tools designed to promote optimal nutrition and
reduce the risk of chronic diseases. Among the various food groups, grains
occupy a central role in a balanced diet. But what exactly do these
guidelines recommend regarding grain consumption? This article explores the
detailed recommendations, the rationale behind them, and how consumers can
incorporate healthy grains into their daily routines.

The Role of Grains in a Balanced Diet

Before delving into specific guidelines, it'’s important to understand why
grains are a vital component of nutrition. Grains are a primary source of
energy, packed with carbohydrates that fuel daily activities. They also
supply essential nutrients such as fiber, B vitamins (like thiamin,
riboflavin, niacin, and folate), minerals (including iron, magnesium, and
selenium), and phytochemicals that support overall health.

According to the Dietary Guidelines, grains should be part of a varied diet
that promotes health and prevents disease. Emphasizing whole grains over
refined grains is a key message, aiming to maximize nutritional value and
health benefits.

The 2020-2025 Dietary Guidelines for Americans on Grain Intake
General Recommendations

The Dietary Guidelines for Americans (DGA) 2020-2025 recommend that grains
constitute about 45-65% of total daily caloric intake. For most adults, this
translates to approximately 5 to 8 ounces of grains per day, depending on
age, sex, and activity level.



Key points include:

- At least half of total grain intake should be whole grains.

- The focus should be on nutrient-dense choices that contribute significantly
to fiber, vitamins, and minerals.

- Limiting refined grains and products high in added sugars is advised.

Specifics Based on Age and Sex

The recommended daily grain intake varies by demographic factors. For
example:

| Age Group | Women (ounces/day) | Men (ounces/day) |

| 19-30 years | 6-8 ounces | 8-10 ounces |
| 31-50 years | 6-7 ounces | 8-10 ounces |
| 51+ years | 5-6 ounces | 6-8 ounces |

These figures serve as general guidelines; individual needs may vary based on
physical activity levels and health conditions.

Emphasizing Whole Grains: Why and How?
The Nutritional Superiority of Whole Grains

Whole grains differ from refined grains in that they retain all parts of the
grain kernel: the bran, germ, and endosperm. This composition ensures they
are richer in fiber, vitamins, minerals, and phytochemicals.

Examples of whole grains include:
- Whole wheat

- Brown rice

- Oats

- Quinoa

- Barley

- Whole rye

- Buckwheat

- Millet

In contrast, refined grains—such as white bread, white rice, and many baked
goods—have been processed to remove the bran and germ, which diminishes their
nutrient content.

Health benefits of choosing whole grains:

- Improved digestion and bowel regularity due to higher fiber content
- Better blood sugar control

- Reduced risk of heart disease

- Weight management support

- Lowered risk of type 2 diabetes



Practical Tips to Incorporate Whole Grains

- Swap white bread with whole wheat or multigrain options.

- Choose brown rice or wild rice instead of white rice.

- Incorporate oats into breakfast.

- Use whole grain pasta instead of refined pasta.

- Experiment with grains like quinoa, bulgur, or barley in salads and soups.

Limitations on Refined Grains and Added Sugars

While grains are vital, the guidelines emphasize moderation, especially
concerning refined grains and added sugars.

Recommendations include:

- Limiting intake of refined grains, which often lack fiber and nutrients.

- Reducing consumption of baked goods, snack foods, and cereals high in added
sugars.

- Reading nutrition labels carefully to identify added sugars and refined
ingredients.

The goal is to maximize nutrient intake while minimizing empty calories that
can contribute to weight gain and metabolic issues.

The MyPlate Visual Guide and Its Grain Recommendations

The USDA’s MyPlate system offers an easy-to-understand visual that segments a
typical plate into food groups, including grains. According to MyPlate:

- Half of the grains should be whole grains.

- The grain section on the plate is represented as a quarter of the total
plate.

- The emphasis is on choosing whole grains consistently in meals and snacks.

Practical application:

- When filling your plate, aim for at least half of your grain servings to be
whole grains.

- Be mindful of portion sizes—about 1 ounce of grains equates to:

- 1 slice of bread

- 4 cup cooked rice or pasta

- 1 cup of ready-to-eat cereal

- Incorporate a variety of grains to benefit from different nutrients.

Addressing Common Myths and Concerns About Grains



Are All Grains Healthy?

Not necessarily. While whole grains are highly recommended, processed and
refined grains offer less nutritional benefit. Moreover, some individuals
with gluten sensitivities or celiac disease need to avoid certain grains like
wheat, barley, and rye.

Can Grain-Free Diets Meet Nutritional Needs?

While some choose grain-free diets for specific health reasons, it'’s crucial
to ensure adequate intake of fiber, B vitamins, and minerals from other
sources if grains are limited or avoided.

Special Considerations and Populations
Pregnant and Lactating Women

Adequate grain intake, especially whole grains, supports increased
nutritional needs during pregnancy and breastfeeding. Folate-rich grains help
prevent neural tube defects.

Athletes and Active Individuals

Higher energy requirements may necessitate increased grain consumption,
primarily from nutrient-dense whole grains, to support physical activity and
recovery.

Older Adults

Fiber intake from whole grains can aid in digestion and prevent constipation.
Adjustments in portion sizes and texture may be necessary for dental or
swallowing issues.

Practical Strategies for Achieving the Recommendations

- Meal Planning: Incorporate whole grains into every meal-breakfast cereals,
sandwiches, side dishes.

- Reading Labels: Select products that list whole grains as the first
ingredient.

- Cooking at Home: Prepare grains from scratch to control added ingredients
and maximize nutrition.

- Snack Wisely: Opt for whole grain crackers, popcorn, or granola bars with
minimal added sugars.

Conclusion



The 2020-2025 Dietary Guidelines and MyPlate underscore the importance of
grains as a fundamental part of a balanced diet, emphasizing the consumption
of mostly whole grains while limiting refined grains and added sugars.
Adhering to these recommendations can support overall health, reduce disease
risk, and promote sustainable eating habits. By making informed choices—such
as selecting whole grain options, controlling portion sizes, and integrating
a variety of grains—individuals can align their diets with federal guidance
and enjoy the many benefits that nutritious grains offer. As dietary patterns
evolve, maintaining awareness of these guidelines remains a cornerstone of
lifelong health and wellness.
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