
NEW YORK – If you were asked to
explain the difference between
terms such as whole grain, multi-
grain and whole wheat, would you
be able to? If not, you are not alone.

A new study published in
November in The American Jour-
nal of Clinical Nutrition found that
between 2003 and 2018, adults in
the United States consumed more
whole grains than ever before. 

But exactly how much more they
consumed was tricky to determine,
the researchers reported, because
the definition of a whole grain food
is murky.

Various institutions, such as the
Food and Drug Administration and
American Heart Association, and
industry groups such as the Whole
Grains Council have different
criteria for which foods qualify, the
researchers reported. 

And that lack of a standard
definition, along with puzzling
labelling on food packaging, makes
it challenging for people to assess
their consumption accurately, said
registered dietitian Du Mengxi,
who is a doctoral candidate in
nutrition epidemiology at Tufts
University and lead author of the
study.

One thing the researchers were
clear on, though, was that despite
the boost in whole grain consump-
tion – which ranged from 40 to 62
per cent, depending on which
definition the researchers used –
most adults were still not getting
enough whole grains in their diets.

A grain is considered to be
“whole” when it contains all three
parts of the original kernel: bran,
endosperm and germ. 

Bran is the fibre-filled outer layer
of a grain kernel that is full of B
vitamins and minerals. The endo-
sperm is a starchy carbohydrate
middle layer with some proteins
and vitamins. And the germ is a
nutrient-packed core with vita-
mins, healthy fats and other bene-
ficial compounds.

Barley, brown rice, millet, oat-
meal, wheat, rye, corn and spelt are
all common whole grains. Quinoa
and buckwheat are technically
seeds, but are often classified as

whole grains in diets.
Whole wheat – including whole

wheat flour – counts as a whole
grain because it contains the three
components, said food science and
nutrition professor Joanne Slavin
at the University of Minnesota. 

White flour does not count, she
said, because it is milled in a way
that removes the wheat bran and
germ.

Whatever the source, whole
grains are important to include in
your diet because “they tend to be
really nutrient- and fibre-rich”,
said Ms Maya Feller, a registered
dietitian nutritionist based in the
New York City borough of Brook-
lyn. 

High-fibre diets have been asso-
ciated with a range of health bene-
fits, including regulated choleste-
rol and blood-sugar levels and im-
proved digestion, she said. 

“Depending on the type of grain
you’re consuming, they can be a
fantastic source of B vitamins,” she
added, as well as essential amino
acids such as methionine and
phenylalanine.

So how much whole grain food
do you need? According to the
Dietary Guidelines for Americans,
at least half of the total grains you
consume each day – which comes
out to at least three servings, ex-
perts say – should be 100 per cent
whole grains. 

A slice of whole wheat bread, a
half-cup of cooked oatmeal and
three cups of popped popcorn, in
combination, would satisfy the
daily requirement.

The new study, which analysed
survey data from nearly 40,000
adults, found that most people
consumed 25 to 40 per cent of
those daily recommended
amounts.

Tracking your consumption of
whole grains can be confusing, Ms
Du said, because foods labelled
“whole grain” are not required to
be 100 per cent whole grain. They
also do not have to disclose how
many whole grains they provide
for each serving.

The same is true for the term
“whole wheat”, said public health
policy and management assistant
professor Jennifer Pomeranz at
the New York University School
of Global Public Health and co-
author of the new paper – you can
be sure such a product contains at
least some whole wheat but not
how much. 

And the term “multigrain” just
means a food item was made with
two or more kinds of grains, but
not necessarily whole grains.

Unfortunately, Prof Pomeranz
said, “the front of a food package is
basically a marketing tool”. 

Anyone can include the words
“whole grain” on his or her food
packaging without the food having
to adhere to any strict standards.
Even foods with insignificant
amounts of whole grains can still
bear the label, she said.

One exception is a product with
the Whole Grain Stamp issued by
the Whole Grains Council. 

A serving of any food item bear-
ing the stamp will contain at least
8g (or a half-serving) of whole
grains. If the item’s packaging has
the “100%” stamp, all of its grain
ingredients are guaranteed to be
whole grain and it must contain at
least 16g (or one serving) of whole
grains per serving of the food.

HOW TO GET MORE WHOLE
GRAINS INTO YOUR DIET

Even if you are well-educated on
the subject, it is challenging to
know if you are meeting daily
requirements because there are no
strict regulations for how these
foods are labelled.

When in doubt, go for the pure
grain. 
The easiest way “to be 100 per cent
sure that what you’re eating is
whole grain”, Prof Pomeranz said,

is to purchase something that con-
tains a whole grain as the only in-
gredient, such as a bag of oats or
brown rice.

Prioritise high-fibre foods. 
When comparing foods with a
“whole grain” label, always chose
those with the highest amounts of
fibre, Prof Slavin said. 

A high fibre count is a good sign
that the food has a fair amount of
whole grains, Ms Du said.

Pay attention to ingredient or-
der. 
For food items with a variety of in-
gredients, look for whole grains at
the top of the ingredients list. 

If the first few ingredients con-
tain words such as “100% whole
grain”, “whole wheat flour” or
“100% whole wheat flour”, that is a
good sign you are picking a
healthier choice, Ms Du said.

If the food contains mostly
refined grains (which do not count
as whole grains) such as white
flour or cornmeal, Prof Slavin said,
it does not mean it is automatically
unhealthy. 

If the grains are enriched or forti-
fied with certain vitamins and
minerals, they can still add to your
overall nutrition. But keep in mind
that refined grains will lack fibre,
she added.

Start slow and mix things up. 
To work more whole grains into
your diet, you do not need to fully
revamp your eating patterns at
once, Ms Feller said. “I like to
encourage folks to think about
what small things they can add.” 

That could mean including a
whole grain-based side dish with
your dinner or blending oats into
your morning smoothie.

If you are not used to eating
whole grains, start with more
approachable ones such as oats or
corn, Ms Feller said. If certain
grains do not fit with your food
culture, she added, that is okay.
Find what works for you.

If you start to get bored with the
grains on your plate, mix things up,
she said. If you are sick of brown
rice, try wild rice or swop your
whole wheat bread for a whole rye
loaf. 

Variation can keep things inter-
esting and make it more likely that
you will meet your daily whole
grain goals.

“As long as we are trying to be
health-conscious when we are
doing our grocery shopping” and
making slight adjustments over
time, those changes will add up, Ms
Du said. NYTIMES

Why you
need
whole
grains

Having a
fibre-rich diet
including whole
grain foods –
such as brown
rice or whole
grain corn – can
help regulate
cholesterol and
blood-sugar
levels, as well as
improve
digestion. PHOTO:
ST FILE

They are usually 
rich in nutrients and
fibre, which are
beneficial to 
one’s health
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A tiny organ on the right of your abdomen, the
gallbladder stores bile produced by the liver.
It will then release this bile into the intestines to
break down fats.
There are also times when gallstones

may form in the gallbladder. These are fairly
common occurrences and are no cause for
alarm if there are no noticeable symptoms.
It is when they start causing discomfort that

surgery may be necessary. Dr Chan Chung Yip,
general surgeon at Mount Alvernia Hospital,
shares more.

Q Howdo gallstones form and how
are they diagnosed?

Gallstones are made of either cholesterol or bile
pigments, or both. They develop when there is
an excess of these in the gallbladder.
In addition, calcium can be deposited, which

hardens these clumps to form stones.
Women and those who are overweight are

at higher risk of having gallstones, as well as
those with a blood disorder that increases the
turnover of red blood cells.
Gallstones usually go undetected until

discovered in scans during health screenings.

Q My recent scan revealed gallstones. Is
gallbladder surgery necessary?

Surgery is recommended if there are symptoms
or conditions arising from the gallstones.
Symptoms that onemay experience include a

cramping pain in the upper middle and right side
of the abdomen after a heavymeal, or bloating
and indigestion after a fatty meal.
Gallstones can also cause a number of

problems, like infection of the gallbladder,
blockage of the bile duct, as well as
inflammation of the pancreas. In such cases,
removal of the gallbladder is recommended.

Surgery may also be necessary for large polyps
and if there is a possibility of gallbladder cancer.

Q I will be undergoing gallbladder surgery.
What is the procedure like?

The operation to remove the gallbladder is called
a cholecystectomy. It is often done through
laparoscopy, a minimally invasive form of surgery,
that is safe and simple to perform.
In a small number of cases, open surgery via a

bigger incision may be required if the gallbladder is
severely inflamed.
The surgery is conducted under general

anaesthesia, and can be completed within an hour.
Most patients can be discharged the next day.
Following discharge from hospital, patients should

be able to performmost light activities, but should
refrain from carrying heavy loads to allow optimal
healing of the wound. Fatty food should be avoided,
though it can be gradually introduced over the
following weeks.

Q Is it possible to livewithout a gallbladder and
howwill my life be affected ?

The gallbladder is a storage organ for bile. Following
removal of the gallbladder, bile is still stored in the
bile ducts, and is released in response to a meal.
Digestive function is mostly unaffected.
Themost common side effect of gallbladder

surgery is bowel urgency soon after a meal. This only
affects a small number of patients and, most times, is
temporary and resolves within a couple of months.

Persistent cramping and bloating in the abdomen after a
heavy meal may be a sign of gallstones. PHOTO: GETTY IMAGES

How to tell if
that stomach
pain is serious
Persistent pain, cramping or bloating
after a heavy meal could be signs of
gallstones andmay require surgery,
says general surgeon Dr Chan Chung Yip

Dr Chan Chung Yip
Nexus Surgical Associates
Mount Alvernia Hospital
Medical Centre A #06-05
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A new study found that people
are not getting enough whole
grains such as brown rice
(above). PHOTO: NYTIMES

WHAT IS A WHOLE GRAIN
.................................................
A grain is considered to be
“whole” when it contains all
three parts of the original
kernel: bran, endosperm and
germ. Bran is the fibre-filled
outer layer of a grain kernel
that is full of B vitamins and
minerals. The endosperm is a
starchy carbohydrate middle
layer with some proteins and
vitamins. And the germ is a
nutrient-packed core with
vitamins, healthy fats and other
beneficial compounds.
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