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Whole grains
are healthier
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Nutri Scene

Whole grain cereals are
recommended as they’re
rich in essential nutrients,
especially carbohydrates,
fibre, vitamins, minerals
and fatty acids.

THE nutritional value of whole grains has
long been recognised. In recent years,
several national dietary guidelines,

including the Malaysian Dietary Guidelines
2010, have highlighted the importance of
consuming whole grains.

However, the awareness on the importance
of whole grain foods and their consumption is
still extremely low amongst Malaysians.

Scientific update on whole grains
In cognisance of the importance of the sub-

ject, the International Life Sciences Institute
(ILSI) Southeast Asia Region recently organ-
ised a seminar on whole grains in Kuala
Lumpur.

Co-organised by the Nutrition Society of
Malaysia, the seminar aimed to provide an
update on current understanding of whole
grains, physiological effects on human health,
food sources and consumption level, dietary
guidance, and regulatory considerations.

The seminar also aimed to provide a plat-
form for discussion among all stakeholders on
aspects related to promoting increased con-
sumption of whole grains, including consum-
er education and promotion, and industry
innovations.

What are whole grain cereals
Whole grains include the entire grain seed,

usually called the kernel, after the removal of
inedible parts such as the hull and husk. The
kernel consists of three components-the bran,
germ, and endosperm. If the kernel has been
cracked, crushed, or flaked, then, to be called
a “whole grain”, a food must retain the same
relative proportions of these components as
they exist in the intact grain.

Similarly, temporary separation of whole
grain constituents during processing for later
recombination is acceptable as long as the
same relative proportions of the three com-
ponents are retained.

Whole grains are consumed either as a sin-
gle food (eg unpolished rice) or as an ingredi-
ent in foods (eg in cereals, breads, and crack-
ers). Some examples of whole grain ingredi-
ents include whole wheat, brown or unpol-
ished rice, whole-grain barley, oatmeal and
rolled oats.

The foods containing these whole grain
ingredients are called whole grain foods.

Whole grain cereals are healthier
Whole grains have a high content of carbo-

hydrate and nutrients. The bran and germ are
rich in dietary fibre; nutrients, eg several B
vitamins (like thiamine, niacin, vitamin B6);
minerals (like iron, zinc, magnesium and
phosphorus); and beneficial phytochemicals
(like phenolic compounds, phytoestrogens
and plant sterols). The endosperm is rich in
starch and is a good energy source.

During the grain-refining process, the bran
and germ of the grain are removed and only
the starchy inner part of the grain remains.

The grain is now termed as refined-grain
product, eg refined or white rice, refined
wheat flour. With the removal of the bran and
germ, which contain the major amount of
nutrients and dietary fibre, the nutritional
value of the refined product is drastically
reduced.

Numerous studies in different parts of the
world have shown that whole grains con-
sumption is beneficial in lowering the risk to
various chronic diseases. These include over-
weight and obesity, hypertension, cardiovas-
cular disease, diabetes and metabolic syn-

drome, some cancers, and even total mortali-
ty.

A good amount of evidences have been
accumulated to indicate that more whole
grain intake is associated with lower body
weight, lower total and LDL-cholesterol,
lower blood pressure, improve glucose con-
trol and lowered insulin resistance, and
decreased risk to colon and rectal cancers.

Most of the available evidence are from
large scale observational studies.

Dietary guidelines encourage
consumption

Key messages and supporting statements in
dietary guidelines from seven South-East
Asian countries were examined for reference
to consumption of cereals and cereal prod-
ucts. All these dietary guidelines reviewed
have a specific key or supporting message or
statement in the visual guides that recom-
mend the consumption of rice and other cere-
al grains.

In most of these countries, rice is specifical-
ly mentioned as one of the cereals that should
provide the most daily energy needs.

Reference to whole grains is only made in
the key messages of dietary guidelines of
Malaysia and Singapore. Both countries have
clear key messages that encourage the con-
sumption of whole grains and provide
detailed information on nutritional benefits of
whole grains.

Some reference is also made to whole
grains or unpolished rice in the guidelines of
Thailand. Dietary guidelines of Australia,
Canada and the US have emphasised the
importance of consuming more whole grain
foods and provide detailed scientific rationale
for their consumption.

Regulatory considerations
A quick check on the supermarket shelves

show that there are several whole grain prod-
ucts available. These include whole grain rice,
mee-hoon, and various whole grain products,
such as bread, biscuits and cereals.

Only some of these products have the
amount or percentage of whole grains
declared on the label. Several packs have
explanations on the goodness of consuming
whole grains, but few bear claims on health
benefits.

Except for Singapore, there are no specific
labeling requirements for whole grains or
whole grain foods in the six other countries in
the Southeast Asian region. There is no official

definition of whole grains or whole grain
foods, or the requirement for declaring the
amount of whole grains in a product that
claims to be made from whole grains.

There is no requirement for minimum
amount to be present in order to claim added
or contains whole grains.

Singapore recently introduced a new regu-
lation on whole grains. Products are not
allowed to be labelled as wholegrain unless
they comply with the definition, which is
similar to that mentioned above. The percent-
age of wholegrain ingredients used must be
indicated immediately after the term “whole-
grain”.

There are no regulations in the region that
provide for content claim on whole grains, eg
high or rich in whole grains.

In several countries in the region, eg
Malaysia, Indonesia, Singapore and Thailand,
function claims are permitted for nutrients as
well as other food components not tradition-
ally recognised as nutrients. These countries
have an approved list of such claims, but none
of these are related to whole grains, except
for Singapore.

Singapore food regulations have permitted
the use of five nutrient/food specific disease
risk reduction claims since 2009. One of these
claims states: a healthy diet rich in whole
grains, fruits and vegetables that contain die-
tary fibre, may reduce the risk of heart dis-
ease.

Nevertheless, most of the countries in
ASEAN do provide for additional health claims
to be made. Industry may apply for additional
claims, including on whole grains, accompa-
nied by scientific substantiation, which will
be reviewed by a panel of experts appointed
by the regulatory agency.

Promoting consumption
The seminar has provided a platform for

discussion on several areas related to whole
grains, especially in relation to Malaysia.
Updated information on whole grains, includ-
ing health benefits, were shared with partici-
pants. The main discussions in the seminar
were on promotion of whole grain consump-
tion.

Since the Malaysian dietary guidelines have
highlighted the importance of whole grains,
promotion of its consumption needs to be
further intensified.

Through several presentations and the
panel discussions, there was general agree-
ment that all stakeholders need to play a role

to play in helping consumers meet the rec-
ommended intake of whole grain foods. This
includes health authorities, professional bod-
ies, consumer bodies and the food industry.
Several areas were recongised as important to
be given attention.

It was recognised that data on whole grains
consumption in the country need to be
obtained. Methodologies for obtaining such
data need to be refined to obtain accurate
information.

Efforts to promote whole grain consump-
tion must be continued to be given emphasis
by nutritionists. Consumers need to be aware
that their current intake of whole grains is
extremely low.

This is not surprising as consumer under-
standing on the benefits and importance of
whole grains is lacking.

It is essential to provide consumers with a
good understanding of what whole grains are
and their health benefits. The Health Ministry
and the Nutrition Society of Malaysia have
been highlighting the importance of whole
grains consumption. These efforts need to be
further intensified.

The food industry needs to play its role in
making more whole grain foods and products
available to consumers, at affordable prices.
There is also a need to look into complaints
by consumers that whole grain foods are not
so palatable or tasty.

At the same time, appropriate regulations
must be in place to facilitate the promotion
and marketing of whole grain foods. For
example, the definition, labelling require-
ments, minimum amount of whole grains,
criteria for labelling and claims need to be
clearly spelt out. Clarity on these issues would
be beneficial to the food industry and con-
sumers.

I certainly hope that this seminar has pro-
vided the necessary impetus for the promo-
tion of whole grain consumption. All stake-
holders will do their part in realising this
objective.

For the consumer, I would certainly urge
you to look out for whole grain versions of
food products when out shopping next. Read
the food label to find out. Consume more of
unpolished rice and rice products; wholemeal
or whole grain bread; whole wheat pasta;
cereals and biscuits with whole wheat or oat
added.

Do not be confused with high fibre prod-
ucts; they are not the same as whole grain
products. The dietary guidelines recommend
eating four to eight servings of cereals and
products daily; aim to have half of that intake
to be from whole grains.

Further information on the Malaysian
Dietary Guidelines 2010 can be obtained from
the Health Ministry website: www.moh.gov.
my. The Nutrition Society of Malaysia has also
made available leaflets of these guidelines
suitable for the public (www.nutriweb.org.my).
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Numerous studies in different parts of the world have shown that whole grain
consumption is beneficial in lowering the risk of various chronic diseases.


