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T he Food Guide Pyramid was introduced in 1992 to illustrate a food guide
developed by the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) to help healthy
Americans use the Dietary Guidelines to choose foods for a healthy diet.

Since its release, the Pyramid has captured the imagination of nutrition educators,
teachers, the media, and the food indus-
try. It now appears widely in nutrition
curricula, articles, food packaging,
and advertising designed to show
the composition of a healthy diet
and the contribution of 
specific food products to 
such diets.
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The Food Guide Pyramid is a graphic tool that conveys “at a glance” important
dietary guidance concepts of variety, proportion, and moderation. These concepts
are not new—with varying emphasis, they have been part of USDA food guides for
almost 100 years. Studies conducted before the release of the Food Guide Pyramid
confirmed that the pyramid was the most effective of numerous graphics tested in
communicating key concepts of a healthy diet.

This publication provides information to assist nutrition educators in helping
their audiences use the Food Guide Pyramid to plan and prepare foods for a
healthy diet. The publication reviews the objectives set in developing the food
guide and illustrates their impact on the application of the guide to planning
menus. In particular, the publication describes how to count up servings from the
food groups in menus for a day’s diet, how mixed foods and recipe items con-
tribute to food group servings, and how to adapt a single menu for individuals
who have different calorie and nutrient needs. Problems and limitations encoun-
tered in planning the menus are also pointed out.

Appendices contain a complete set of recipes and menu tables developed for
this publication so that nutrition educators may select those most likely to be of
interest to their audience. To enhance usefulness and appeal for consumers, the
example menus and recipes use popular foods that are readily available, moder-
ately priced, and require only modest preparation time and skill. Because each
recipe is included in one of the five menus, the menus have more items prepared
“from scratch” than may be realistic for some busy households. Substitutions of
similar items, i.e. another vegetable, salad, or simple dessert, may be made to
adapt the menus to family tastes and eating schedules. The recipes may be used 
to teach food group contributions of mixed foods and how to prepare popular
dishes in ways that are low in fat, cholesterol, sodium, and added sugars.
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T he Food Guide Pyramid (fig. 1) was developed to help healthy Americans 
follow the Dietary Guidelines for Americans (see box). Two sets of goals
were established for the guide:

NUTRITIONAL GOALS for a diet that is adequate in protein, vitamins, minerals, 
and dietary fiber, without excessive amounts of calories, fat, saturated fat, 
cholesterol, sodium, added sugars, and alcohol;

USABILITY GOALS for a guide that is practical and useful to consumers. 

Unlike earlier guides such as the “Basic Four,” which 
recommended a foundation diet designed to prevent nutrient
deficiencies, the new food guide specifies food choices for
the total diet because both nutrient adequacy and
excesses are of concern. The specific
nutrient levels targeted are the
Recommended Dietary Allowances
(RDAs) for protein, vitamins and miner-
als, and levels of food components such
as fat, saturated fat, cholesterol, sodium,
and fiber recommended by the Dietary
Guidelines and by consensus reports 
of authoritative health organizations.
Consistent with the RDA, these goals
apply to diets consumed over a reason-
able period of time—a week, for exam-
ple. Both RDA and food guide serving
recommendations are by convention
expressed on a daily basis; daily menus
vary around these standards. This 
allows a flexibility in food choices 
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and day-to-day balance in levels of calories, fat, and sodium that is practical for
the healthy person, while maintaining good dietary practices over time. The RDAs
are generally set high to meet the needs of practically all healthy persons of a
given age and sex. Some individuals, such as many adult women, consume low
calorie levels but have relatively high RDA for certain nutrients. For these lower-
calorie diets, the food guide’s objective is to suggest food choice patterns that
improve intakes of hard-to-get nutrients, such as iron, over current consumption,
although they may not meet the full RDA for these nutrients.

The food guide is designed to be useful to consumers. It builds on previous
food guides, using familiar food groups as an organizing framework. Foods are
grouped not only by their nutrient content but also by the way they are used in
meals. Serving sizes are expressed in household measures in amounts commonly
eaten. Recognizing that nutrient and energy needs vary considerably by age, sex,
and activity level, the food guide suggests ranges in the numbers of servings from
each food group, so that everyone in a household can meet their needs from one
basic menu. Expected nutrient levels attained in food choice patterns suggested
by the guide are realistic because they are based on selection of commonly used
foods, rather than depending on foods that are unusually rich in certain nutrients
but are infrequently used (oysters as a source of zinc, for example). Finally, the
guide allows flexibility for consumers to eat in a way that suits their taste and
lifestyle, while meeting nutritional criteria. Rather than prescribe specific lowfat
foods (such as nonfat milk), the guide permits consumers to decide which foods
they prefer as sources of fat and added sugars, while keeping their total fat intake
to no more than 30 percent of calories. 

The food guide was developed for the same audience as the Dietary Guidelines
for Americans—healthy people 2 years of age and over. People who are at special
risk for one or more of the diet-related diseases may require a modified diet. With
the assistance of a dietitian, they may be able to use the food guide framework
with more specific limitations on the types or amounts of foods selected within
each food group—for example, selection of only lowfat dairy products or fewer
egg yolks to control saturated fat and cholesterol in a fat-modified diet.
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DIETARY GUIDELINES 
FOR AMERICANS 1995

Eat a variety of foods

Balance the food you eat with physical activity — maintain or improve your weight

Choose a diet with plenty of grain products, vegetables, and fruits

Choose a diet low in fat, saturated fat, and cholesterol

Choose a diet moderate in sugars

Choose a diet moderate in salt and sodium

If you drink alcoholic beverages, do so in moderation



FIGURE 1.
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Food Guide Pyramid

A Guide to Daily Food Choices

Meat, Poultry, Fish,

Dry Beans, Eggs,


& Nuts Group

2–3 Servings

Fruit Group 2–4 
Servings

Bread, Cereal, 
Rice, & Pasta


Group 

6–11


Servings

Milk, Yogurt,

& Cheese Group

2–3 Servings

Vegetable

Group

3–5 Servings

Fats, Oils, & Sweets

Use Sparingly

KEY

Fat (naturally occuring and added)

Sugars (added)

These symbols show that fat and added 
sugars come mostly from fats, oils, and 
sweets, but can be part of or added to  
foods from the other food groups as well.

SOURCE: U.S. Department of Agriculture/U.S. Department of Health and Human Services



The food guide was developed for Americans who regularly eat foods from 
all five major food groups. Thus, some people, such as vegetarians, may need 
special help from a dietitian or nutritionist in planning food choices to assure 
that they get needed nutrients. Food guide development considered food use data
derived from nationwide food consumption surveys. Some cultural/ethnic groups
in the United States may have food use patterns that distinctly differ from those
reported by a majority of respondents in nationwide surveys. Some suggestions 
for factors to consider when using the Food Guide Pyramid with these groups are
discussed in section VII of this publication.
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TABLE 1. THE PYRAMID GUIDE TO DAILY FOOD CHOICES
Food Group Suggested Daily Servings What Counts as a Serving

Bread, Cereal, Rice,
Pasta

Whole-grain 
Enriched

Fruits

Citrus, melon, berries
Other fruits

Vegetables

Dark-green leafy
Deep-yellow
Dry beans and peas
(legumes)
Starchy
Other vegetables

Meats, Poultry, Fish, 
Dry Beans and Peas,
Eggs, and Nuts

Milk, Yogurt, Cheese

Fats, Sweets, and
Alcoholic Beverages

6 to 11 servings from entire group (Include several
servings of whole-grain products daily.)

2 to 4 servings from entire group

3 to 5 servings
(Include all types regularly; use dark-green leafy
vegetables and dry beans and peas several times 
a week.)

2 to 3 servings from entire group

2 servings 
(3 servings for women who are pregnant 
or breastfeeding, teenagers, and young adults 
to age 24.)

Use fats and sweets sparingly.
If you drink alcoholic beverages, 
do so in moderation.

1 slice of bread

1/2 hamburger bun or english muffin

a small roll, biscuit, or muffin

5 to 6 small or 3 to 4 large crackers

1/2 cup cooked cereal, rice, or pasta

1 ounce ready-to-eat cereal

a whole fruit such as a medium apple, banana, 
or orange

a grapefruit half

a melon wedge

3/4 cup juice

1/2 cup berries

1/2 cup chopped, cooked, or canned fruit

1/4 cup dried fruit

1/2 cup cooked vegetables

1/2 cup chopped raw vegetables

1 cup leafy raw vegetables, such as lettuce 
or spinach

3/4 cup vegetable juice

Amounts should total 5 to 7 ounces of cooked 
lean meat, poultry without skin, or fish a day. Count 
1 egg, 1/2 cup cooked beans, or 2 tablespoons
peanut butter as 1 ounce of meat.

1 cup milk

8 ounces yogurt

1-1/2 ounces natural cheese

2 ounces process cheese

Note: The guide to daily food choices described here was developed for Americans who regularly eat foods from all the major food groups listed. 
Some people such as vegetarians and others may not eat one or more of these types of foods. These people may wish to contact a dietitian or nutritionist
for help in planning food choices.



and fruit helps keep higher-calorie diets moderate in fat and also provides addi-
tional vitamins, minerals, and dietary fiber—nutrients that are low in many
American diets.

Table 2 shows sample food patterns for a day at three calorie levels (1,600,
2,200, and 2,800), covering the ranges of servings suggested by the Food Guide
Pyramid. It also indicates some age/sex groups for whom those calorie levels
may be appropriate. The menu examples in section III show how 1 day’s menu
can be adapted for household members who have greater calorie needs than pro-
vided by the minimum number of servings. The sample food patterns are not
prescriptions but illustrations of healthy proportions in the diet. Specific numbers
of servings may vary somewhat from day to day. This is illustrated by the 5 days
of menus described in section IV of this publication. Note: Table 2A shows a sam-
ple food pattern at 2,000 calories, the calorie level used as the base for the Daily
Values on the Nutrition Facts panel of food labels.

There are many other factors to consider in planning menus that are practical
for people of different ages. School and work schedules and peer influences, as
well as personal health concerns, affect food choices and eating patterns. 

Challenge your audience to evaluate the eating habits of their household
members in comparison with Food Guide Pyramid recommendations and to
think of creative and practical ways to improve their diets. For example, how
might they include more foods from food groups that are underconsumed? Can
they substitute similar foods that are lower in fat or sodium for items that are
high in fat or salt? 

Some suggestions for people of different ages are listed on pages 10 and 11.
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TABLE 2. SAMPLE FOOD PATTERNS FOR A DAY AT THREE CALORIE LEVELS

1,600 calories is about right 2,200 calories is about 2,800 calories is about right
for many sedentary women right for most children, for teenage boys, many active
and some older adults. teenage girls, active women, men, and some very active

and many sedentary men. women.
Women who are pregnant 
or breastfeeding may need
somewhat more.

About 1,600 About 2,200 About 2,800

Bread Group Servings 6 9 11

Fruit Group Servings 2 3 4

Vegetable Group Servings 3 4 5

Meat Group 5 ounces 6 ounces 7 ounces

Milk Group Servings 2–3* 2–3* 2–3*

Total fat (grams)a 53 73 93

Total added sugars (teaspoons)a 6 12 18

* Women who are pregnant or breastfeeding, teenagers, and young adults to age 24 need 3 servings.
a Values for total fat and added sugars include fat and added sugars that are in food choices from the five major food

groups as well as fat and added sugars from foods in the Fats, Oils, and Sweets group. 
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TABLE 2A. SAMPLE FOOD PATTERN FOR A DAY AT 2,000 CALORIES

Bread Group Servings 8

Fruit Group Servings 2

Vegetable Group Servings 4

Meat Group 6 ounces

Milk Group Servings 2–3*

Total fat (grams)a 65

Total added sugars (teaspoons)a,b 10

* Women who are pregnant or breastfeeding, teenagers, and young adults to age 24 need 3 servings.
a Values for total fat and added sugars include fat and added sugars that are in food choices from the five major food

groups as well as fat and added sugars from foods in the Fats, Oils, and Sweets group.
b Note that the Nutrition Facts panel on food labels lists values for “total sugars,” not added sugars. Total sugars include

both the sugars that occur naturally in fruits, vegetables, and milk and refined sugars that are added in processing,
such as the sugar added to fruit canned in heavy syrup. The Dietary Guidelines suggest using added sugars in moder-
ation because they contribute calories but few nutrients to diets.



Suggestions for Different Ages
INFANTS AND TODDLERS
■ The Dietary Guidelines and the Food Guide Pyramid are for Americans 2 years

of age and older. 

■ Infants and toddlers have special dietary needs because of their rapid growth
and development. Follow the advice of a health care provider in feeding them.

PRESCHOOL CHILDREN
■ As young children begin to eat the same foods as the family, usually about the

age of 2 years or older, offer them foods that are moderate in fat and saturated
fat but provide the calories and nutrients they need for normal growth.

■ Serve young children the same variety of foods as everyone else, but in smaller
amounts to suit their smaller needs—about 2/3 of the adult serving size. That
would be a 1/4- to 1/3-cup portion of vegetable, for example. 

■ Be sure they have at least the equivalent of two cups of milk each day, but they
can have it in several small portions—three 1/2-cup portions plus a 3/4-oz
piece of cheese, for example. 

■ Because young children often eat only a small amount at one time, offer them
nutritious “meal foods” as snacks—milk or fruit juice, cut-up fruit, vegetable
sticks, strips of cooked meat or poultry, whole-grain crackers and peanut but-
ter, half a sandwich, and so forth.

■ Parents and other adults can be a big influence by modeling healthy food
choices and an active lifestyle. 

SCHOOL-AGE CHILDREN
■ Calorie needs vary widely for elementary school children. They should eat at

least the lower number of servings from each of the five major food groups daily. 

■ Most children will need more calories for growth and activity; they should eat
larger portions of foods from the major food groups and some nutritious
snacks—the 2,200 calorie pattern.

■ Go easy on fatty and sugary foods from the Pyramid tip, such as butter, mar-
garine, salad dressings, candies and soft drinks, but don’t forbid them. Have
these as occasional treats, not everyday fare. 

■ Many children gain unwanted weight due to a sedentary lifestyle. Encourage
physical activity, including outdoor play, to promote strength and fitness.

TEENS AND YOUNG ADULTS
■ Teenagers and young adults to age 24 should have 3 servings of milk, cheese,

or yogurt daily to meet their calcium needs. Bone density increases well into
the twenties. Eating foods providing adequate calcium to attain maximum
bone density is very important in helping prevent osteoporosis and bone frac-
tures in later life.

■ If milk is disliked, teens should include yogurts and cheeses as calcium
sources. Dark-green leafy vegetables also supply calcium but in much smaller
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amounts per serving than dairy products. Calcium-precipitated tofu (check
the label) or calcium-fortified soy milks or fruit juices are other alternatives
for people who are lactose intolerant.

■ Most teenage boys will need to eat the higher number of servings from each
food group—the 2,800 calorie pattern. Most teenage girls will probably need the
2,200 calorie pattern—the middle of the ranges of servings—especially when
they are active or growing. Teen girls who participate in vigorous sports may
need the higher numbers of servings. 

■ To control weight, encourage physical activity rather than repeated dieting.
Eating lowfat foods from the major food groups is a good way to lower calories
without cutting vitamins and minerals important for growth and development.

ADULTS
■ The lower numbers of servings from each food group—the 1,600 calorie pat-

tern—is about right for sedentary women and some older adults. 

■ Other adults will need more calories than this, depending on body size and
physical activity. Most men will need the middle to upper numbers of servings
in the ranges. The lower to middle numbers of servings in the ranges are more
appropriate for calorie needs of most women.

■ Regular exercise is important for all adults to maintain fitness. It also allows
individuals to eat more food to get the nutrients they need without unwanted
weight gain.

■ Women who are pregnant or breastfeeding should have at least 3 servings of
milk, yogurt, or cheese to meet their calcium needs. They should also eat more
breads and cereals, fruits, vegetables, and meat and meat alternates—the 2,200
or 2,800 calorie patterns. Physicians may prescribe a multivitamin and mineral
supplement as well. 

OLDER ADULTS
■ Older people vary in their dietary needs. Some eat the same amounts as

younger adults; others eat relatively less food. 

■ The 1,600 calorie pattern (the lowest numbers of servings in the ranges) is
about right for many older women; the 2,200 calorie pattern (the middle num-
bers of servings) is right for many older men.

■ Because of difficulties chewing and decreased sensitivity to thirst, many older
adults may need to make extra effort to get enough fluids (water, juices, milk,
soups) and dietary fiber (vegetables, fruits, and whole-grain breads and cereals).

■ Regular physical activity such as walking can help maintain fitness and control
weight. 

■ Nutrient needs of older adults is an area of intense current research. Some nutri-
ents seem to be needed in greater amounts and some in smaller amounts than
for younger adults. In particular, older adults who eat less food than the 1,600
calorie pattern should consider taking a vitamin-mineral supplement under the
supervision of a physician familiar with current research in geriatric nutrition.
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Which Food Group?
In the Food Guide Pyramid, foods are grouped primarily by the nutrients they
provide. Typical use of a food in meals and how it was grouped in past guides
were also considered. Dietitians should note that the Food Guide Pyramid groups
do not match those of the exchange list for diabetics. For example, starchy veg-
etables such as potatoes, corn, and green peas are grouped with vegetables
rather than with breads, cereals, and other grain products.

Subgroups within the major food groups emphasize foods that are particularly
good sources of dietary fiber or of certain vitamins and minerals that are low in
diets of many Americans. Thus, the Pyramid recommends increased consumption
of the subgroups dark-green leafy vegetables, legumes, and whole-grain bread
and cereal products. Table 3 lists some food examples in each food group and
subgroup.

Some food items can be difficult to classify. For example, grouping of corn
products depends on the form in which corn is used: sweet corn is counted as a
starchy vegetable; popcorn and cornmeal products such as corn tortillas are
counted as grain products; hominy is grouped with starchy vegetables and hominy
grits, with grain products. Snack and dessert items such as cakes, cookies, ice
cream, french fried potatoes, potato chips, and so forth count with the food group
of their major ingredient, e.g., bread, dairy, or vegetable group. However, use of
these higher-fat items must be limited to keep total fat intake to the recommend-
ed level. Foods that are predominantly fat or added sugars, such as butter, cream
cheese, and jams or jellies, are grouped with fats, oils, and sweets rather than
with dairy products or fruit.

Dry beans and peas (legumes) can count either as a meat alternate or as a
starchy vegetable (they should not be double counted in the same menu). These
foods are good sources of protein and other nutrients provided by the meat group,
such as iron and zinc, and have long been recommended as inexpensive alter-
nates to meat. Dry beans and peas are also high in carbohydrate and are good
sources of vitamins, minerals, and dietary fiber. To increase use of these nutrient-
dense foods, the Food Guide Pyramid suggests including dry beans and peas as a
vegetable selection several times a week, instead of considering them only as
meat alternates.
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Beef

Chicken

Fish

Ham

Lamb

Organ meats

Pork

Shellfish

Turkey

Veal

Luncheon meats,
sausage

Eggs

Dry beans and peas
(legumes)

Nuts and seeds

Peanut butter

Tofu

TABLE 3: VARIETY FROM THE FOOD GROUPS (CONTINUED)

MEAT, POULTRY, FISH, AND ALTERNATES

Meat, Poultry, and Fish Alternates

Buttermilk

Lowfat cottage
cheese

Lowfat milk 
(1% and 2% fat)

Lowfat or nonfat
plain yogurt

Skim milk

Cheddar cheese

Chocolate milk

Flavored yogurt

Frozen yogurt

Fruit yogurt

Ice cream

Ice milk

Process cheeses 
and spreads

Puddings made with
milk

Swiss cheese

Whole milk

Bacon, salt pork

Butter

Cream (dairy,
nondairy)

Cream cheese

Lard

Margarine

Mayonnaise

Mayonnaise-type
salad dressing

Salad dressing

Shortening

Sour cream

Vegetable oil

Candy

Corn syrup

Frosting (icing)

Fruit drinks

Gelatin desserts

Honey

Jam

Jelly

Maple syrup

Marmalade

Molasses

Table syrup

Popsicles and ices

Sherbets

Soft drinks and colas

Sugar (white and
brown)

Beer

Liquor

Wine

MILK, YOGURT, AND CHEESE

Lowfat Milk Products Other Milk Products with More Fat or Sugar

FATS, SWEETS, AND ALCOHOLIC BEVERAGES

Fats Sweets Alcoholic Beverages



What Counts as a Serving?
Four factors were considered in defining serving sizes for the Food Guide
Pyramid: amounts typically reported in food consumption surveys, comparable
nutrient content to other food items in the food group, easy-to-recognize house-
hold units, and serving sizes used in previous food guides.

Serving sizes specified by the Food Guide Pyramid (table 1) represent unit
quantities that consumers can use to estimate the amount of a food they eat. The
guide is intended for healthy people, not for those on a prescribed diet, so con-
sumers are not expected to weigh or measure their food. For ease of use, the
number of different serving sizes for foods in each food group was kept to a mini-
mum. (For example, the serving size for all fruit juices is 3/4 cup, rather than
varying from 1/3 to 3/4 cup based on carbohydrate content of the specific juice, 
as in the diabetic exchange system.)

For most food groups, the amount to count as a serving is comparable to the
amount typically reported in food consumption surveys—for example, 1/2 cup of
cooked vegetable, or 1 cup of leafy raw salad greens. For foods in the bread
group, portions typically reported (e.g., 1 cup of rice or pasta, 1 whole hamburger
bun) more nearly equate to 2 servings from the Food Guide Pyramid. For this
group, the familiar serving size used in previous guides [e.g., 1 slice of bread 
(1 oz.) or 1/2 cup of rice or pasta] was retained for the Food Guide Pyramid.

For meat, poultry, and fish, the portion sizes reported in surveys vary widely
depending on the type of meat and the eating occasion. For example, dinner por-
tions are typically 3 ounces or more, while amounts used in a sandwich are 1 to 
2 ounces. Common portions of meat alternates, such as 1 egg, or 2 tablespoons of
peanut butter, or 1/2 cup of cooked dry beans or peas, are equivalent in protein
and most vitamins and minerals to 1 ounce of lean meat. Thus, the Food Guide
Pyramid suggests that the 2 to 3 servings from the meat group should total 5 to 
7 ounces per day. For example, a person might have an egg for breakfast, 2 ounces
of meat in a sandwich for lunch, and a 3-ounce portion of meat for dinner, for a
total equivalent to 6 ounces from the meat group for the day.

For foods in the Fats, Oils, and Sweets category, no serving size or numbers 
of servings are listed. The amounts of these foods that can be included depend on
the fat and added sugars provided as part of the specific food items selected from
the major food groups. For example, a medium croissant counts as 2 servings
from the bread group but provides 12 grams of fat, as compared with 2 grams of
fat provided by 2 slices of plain bread. Thus, if a croissant is selected, the amount
of spreads and dressings used should be reduced to compensate for the extra fat
provided by the croissant (equivalent to about 2 teaspoons of butter or margarine)
to keep total fat in the menu to the targeted level shown in table 2.

The following are some ways to help consumers estimate servings when using
the food guide.

(Note that for grain products, fruits, and vegetables, precision in estimating serv-
ing sizes is not necessary; a major objective is to encourage increased consumption
of a variety of foods from these groups and to demonstrate that amounts suggested
by the Food Guide Pyramid are realistic, not excessive. More attention should be
given to serving sizes of foods that may contribute significant amounts of fat—meats,
dairy products, and table spreads and dressings—and fats used in food preparation.)
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FOOD LABEL SERVING SIZES vs. FOOD GUIDE PYRAMID 
SERVING SIZES—WHY DO THEY DIFFER?

The serving sizes in the food guide and on food labels serve different purposes. 
In the food guide, only a few serving sizes are specified for each food group, using
simple, memorable household units. People are to use the serving size amounts to
visually estimate the amount of food they are eating.

To promote consumers’ ability to compare nutrition information on similar products,
food label regulations specify reference serving amounts for 184 product categories.
Information on the Nutrition Facts panel must be based on the serving size declared
on the label. Serving sizes on food labels must also be expressed in consumer-friendly
household units—cups, ounces, or pieces, as well as gram weights. 

In many cases the serving sizes are similar on labels and in the food guide, especially
when expressed as household measures. For foods falling into only one major food
group (e.g. canned vegetables, fruit juices, breads or cereals), the household 
measures provided on the label can help the consumer relate the label serving size 
to the food guide serving size. For mixed dishes, food guide serving sizes may be
used to visually estimate the food item’s contribution to each food group as the food 
is eaten—for example, the amounts of bread, vegetable, and cheese contributed by 
a portion of pizza.

In both cases—food guide and nutrition label—it’s important to remember that 
the “serving size” is a unit of measure and may not be the portion an individual
actually eats.



■ Demonstrate what the serving size quantities look like. For example, measure
1/2 cup of cooked vegetable, rice, or pasta onto a plate; or 1 cup of leafy salad
greens in a bowl. Pour 1 cup (8 fl. oz.) of beverage into a glass.

— If a portion is larger than the listed serving size, count it as more than 1
serving; for example, count 3/4 cup of cooked vegetable as 1-1/2 servings.

— If a portion is smaller than the listed serving size, count it as part of a serving;
for example, count 1/4 cup of cooked vegetable as 1/2 serving. Generally, do
not count amounts less than 1/4 serving (e.g., less than 2 tablespoons of
cooked vegetable).

— For mixtures of several fruits or vegetables (for example, fruit cocktail, peas
and carrots, or vegetables in a stew), estimate the amount of total fruit or
vegetable rather than try to separate the types.

■ Point out the serving size listed on the Nutrition Facts panel of the food label.
The serving size listed on the label is not always the same as that specified in
the food guide (food label regulations specify allowable serving sizes for a large
number of product categories and package sizes), but it must be listed in house-
hold units that can often be readily converted to food guide servings.

■ Relishes and condiments: Vegetables and fruits used in very small quantities as
relishes or condiments, such as catsup, pickles, and so forth, are not counted
as food group servings. But note that these foods can contribute significant
amounts of sodium, especially if used often. Items such as avocados and olives
can contribute significant amounts of fat.

Items such as salsas that are often used in larger quantities (1/4 cup or more)
than condiments can count toward food group servings.

■ Fats, oils, and sweets: Emphasize the need to watch the quantities of spreads
and dressings used in food preparation or at the table. Small amounts of these
foods from the Fats, Oils, and Sweets group can contribute significant amounts
of fat or added sugars. For example, 1 teaspoon of butter or margarine con-
tributes 4 grams of fat (about 34 calories); 1 teaspoon of sugar, syrup, jam, or
jelly counts as 1 teaspoon of added sugars (about 15 calories).
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TABLE 4. COUNTING FOOD GROUP SERVINGS IN RECIPES 
Recipe Portion Bread Vegetable Fruit Milk Meat Fat1 Calories1

Size oz. grams

MAIN DISHES
Savory Sirloin 3 ounces 3 5 129

Creole Fish Fillets 3 oz fish; 1 3 1 131
1/2 cup sauce

Apricot-Glazed
Chicken 3 oz chicken 1/2 3 2 212

Pork and Vegetable
Stirfry with Rice 2 cups 1-1/2 1 3 9 370

Taco Salad 1 salad 3/4 1-1/2 1/2 2-1/2 19 455

Chili Potato 1 potato 1-1/2 2-1/2 9 397

Breakfast Pita
Sandwich 1 1 1/4 1/2 6 171

Tuna and Sprouts
Sandwich 1 2 1-1/2 4 202

Turkey Pasta Salad 1-1/4 cups 1 1/2 2 6 264

Lentil Stroganoff
with Noodles 2-1/4 cups 1-1/2 1-1/4 1/4 2 5 520

Split Pea Soup 1 cup 1/2 1-1/4 2 218

Turkey Patty 1 patty 1-1/2 6 123

VEGETABLES
Corn and Zucchini
Combo 1/2 cup 1 2 76

Spinach-Orange
Salad 1 cup 1-1/2 1/2 7 108

Confetti Coleslaw 1/2 cup 1 36

BREADS AND GRAINS
Whole-Wheat 
Cornmeal Muffins 1 2 4 129

Whole-Wheat Pancakes 2 2 4 172

Rice-Pasta Pilaf 3/4 cup 1-1/2 1/4 5 203

DESSERTS
Lemon Pound Cake 1/2" slice 3/4 8 193

Peach Crisp 1/2 cup 1/2 3/4 4 153

Chocolate Mint Pie 1/8  8" pie 1/2 1/4 6 176

Yogurt-Strawberry 
Parfait 1 cup 1 1/2 2 128

MISCELLANEOUS
Blueberry Sauce 4 Tbsp. 1/3 trace 33

1 Fat and calories have been rounded to the nearest whole number. These values may differ from those on recipes in this
publication due to rounding.
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TABLE 5. COUNTING FOOD GROUP SERVINGS IN 1 DAY’S MENU AT 2,200 CALORIES
Recipe Bread Vegetable Fruit Milk Meat Fat1 Calories1

oz. grams

BREAKFAST
Medium grapefruit, 1/2 1 trace 41

Medium banana 1 1 108

Ready-to-eat cereal flakes, 1 ounce 1 trace 111

Toasted raisin english muffin 2 1 138

Soft margarine, 2 teaspoons 8 68

Skim milk, 1/2 cup 1/2 trace 43

LUNCH
* Taco salad, 1 serving 19 455

unsalted tortilla chips 3/4
tomato puree and greens 1-1/2
lowfat, low-sodium cheddar cheese 1/2
beef and beans 2-1/2

Medium gingersnaps, 2 1 2 101

DINNER
* Pork and vegetable stirfry, 1 serving 9 370

rice 1-1/2
vegetables 1
pork 3

Cooked broccoli, 1/2 cup 1 trace 26

Small white rolls, 2 2 3 167

Soft margarine, 2 teaspoons 8 68

Minted pineapple chunks, juice-pack, 
1/2 cup 1 trace 75

SNACKS
Wheat crackers, 6 1 4 86

Cheddar cheese, 1-1/2 ounces 1 14 171

Turkey sandwich, 1/2 4 137
rye bread 1
turkey 1
lettuce leaf
mayonnaise-type salad dressing,    
reduced-calorie, 1/2 tablespoon

No-salt-added tomato juice, 3/4 cup 1 trace 31

Total 10-1/4 4-1/2 3 2 6-1/2 73 2,196

1 Values for fat and calories may not add up to those in Table 8 and Tables A-7 through A-11 due to rounding of values
for individual menu items.

* Recipes included in Appendix 2.



Counting Food Group Servings from Mixed Dishes and Recipes
Many foods Americans eat are mixtures of foods from several food groups—pizza,
beef stew, and macaroni and cheese, for example. Even items such as rice pud-
ding or fruit cobblers are foods that can count as partial servings of more than
one food group.

Here are some suggestions to help your audience estimate food group servings
contributed by mixtures:

■ For a mixed main dish that is familiar and popular with your audience, have
them identify the major food group components and then estimate the
amounts of these. For example, about how much pasta, how much vegetable
sauce, and how much meat are in a portion of lasagna? The more familiar with
food preparation your audience is, the better their estimates will be.

■ Take apart a frozen plate dinner or entree. Show how to use information on
the food label for a start: the ingredient label lists the ingredients from most to
least by weight; the Nutrition Facts panel lists the calories and grams of fat per
serving of the item.

Most frozen dinners or entrees provide only 300 to 500 calories. They typically
include about 2 to 2-1/2 ounces of meat and 1 to 1-1/2 servings (1/2-3/4 cup) of
vegetables. The amount of grain product such as rice or noodles varies more,
with some containing less than 1 serving (1/2 cup) and others containing more
than a serving. 

■ Show how to determine the number of food group servings per portion of a
recipe for a mixed dish. Using the ingredients and amounts listed in the recipe,
determine the total number of servings of each food group in the recipe and
divide by the number of portions the recipe makes. Remember that food guide
serving sizes are based on food “as eaten”—that means all the meat is cooked
and trimmed, not raw.

For your reference, appendix 1 provides more detailed suggestions for count-
ing food group servings in recipes, including tables indicating yields of
cooked lean meat from various cuts of raw meats. Appendix 1 also has more
detailed lists of amounts to count as a serving for various forms of foods in
each food group.

Table 4 lists 23 recipes developed for this publication and the numbers 
of food group servings per portion for each recipe. Recipes are included in appen-
dix 2. The recipes illustrate the suggestions for counting servings (appendix 1)
and are used in the menus described in sections III and IV to show contribution of
mixed dishes to food group servings for the day. Additional criteria for developing
the recipes are discussed in section V. 
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Counting Food Group Servings in 1 Day’s Menu
Many people may feel more comfortable using the food guide when they see how
the suggested food patterns translate into everyday menu selections. Appendix 3
contains 15 tables (tables A-12 to A-26) of menu examples (five menus at each of
three calorie levels) that show how food group servings add up in a day’s menu.
These tables illustrate how larger portions, mixed dishes, and desserts and snacks
contribute to food group servings. The menus also illustrate principles of balance,
whereby higher-fat menu items are balanced by those lower in fat, to keep total
fat intake moderate.

As an example, table 5 shows how food group servings add up in 1 day’s menu
at 2,200 calories. Note the following points:

■ A larger portion of a food item counts as more than 1 serving. For example, the
whole toasted raisin english muffin at breakfast counts as 2 servings from the
bread group. A smaller portion counts as part of a serving—the 1/2 cup of skim
milk at breakfast counts as 1/2 serving from the milk group.

■ Mixed dishes count as partial servings from several food groups. In this menu,
the Taco Salad and Pork and Vegetable Stirfry each count toward servings of 3
or 4 food groups.

■ Desserts and snacks contribute to food group servings. In this menu, plain
cookies (gingersnaps), fruit (pineapple chunks for dessert at dinner), crackers,
cheese, vegetable juice, and a half-sandwich contribute substantially to food
group servings and nutrient intake for the day.

■ The relatively high-fat entree at lunch (Taco Salad) and the cheese for snack
are balanced by a lowfat breakfast, a lowfat entree for dinner (Pork and
Vegetable Stirfry), and selection of fruit and lower-fat cookies for desserts.

■ Reduced-fat and reduced-salt/sodium products can also help keep fat and sodi-
um levels in check. This menu uses lowfat, low-sodium cheese, and unsalted
tortilla chips in the Taco Salad, low-calorie mayonnaise-type dressing in the
turkey sandwich, and no-salt-added tomato juice.

This menu slightly exceeds the numbers of servings in the 2,200 calorie pat-
tern for the bread group, vegetable group, and meat/meat alternates but provides
the target level of fat and calories. The beans in the Taco Salad were counted as a
meat alternate but could have been counted as a vegetable serving instead. Thus,
exceeding the 6 ounces from the meat group did not create a problem in terms of
fat and saturated fat content of the menu.

In order to keep calories to the target level, sources of added sugars in this
menu are limited to the cookies at lunch. The additional servings of bread, veg-
etables, and beans provide extra calories from carbohydrate. To include more
added sugars in the menu, one could omit one of the small rolls at dinner and
substitute a serving of gelatin dessert or sherbet, or use pineapple canned in
syrup instead of juice as specified in this menu.
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To help your audience practice using the food guide to plan or evaluate their
day’s food choices, you may want to try the following activities:

■ Choose a menu example from appendix 3 to discuss, as above.

■ Choose a second menu example, and have your audience estimate the num-
bers of food guide servings contributed by each item. Compare their estimates
to those in the example table, and discuss any questions or differences.

■ Using the blank form in the back of appendix 3, have your audience suggest a
day’s menu or do a 24-hour recall. List menu items and estimate food group
servings, fat, and calories from each. Compare totals to food patterns suggested
by the Food Guide Pyramid and have your audience discuss possible changes
to make the menu more healthful.
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TABLE 6. ONE DAY’S MENU AND FOOD GROUP SERVINGS AT 3 CALORIE LEVELS 
tem Calorie Level

1,600 2,200 2,800

BREAKFAST
Cantaloup 1/4 medium 1/4 medium 1/4 medium

*Whole-wheat pancakes 2 2 3

*Blueberry sauce 1/4 cup 1/4 cup 6 tablespoons

Margarine 1 teaspoon 2 teaspoons

*Turkey patty 1-1/2 ounces 1-1/2 ounces

Milk skim, 1 cup skim, 1 cup 2%, 1 cup

LUNCH
*Chili-stuffed baked potato 3/4 cup chili, 3/4 cup chili, 3/4 cup chili,

1 potato 1 potato 1 potato

Lowfat, low-sodium cheddar cheese 3 tablespoons 3 tablespoons

*Spinach-orange salad 1 cup 1 cup 1 cup

Wheat crackers 6 6 6

Grapes 12

Fig bars 2

Milk skim, 1 cup 2%, 1 cup

DINNER
*Apricot-glazed chicken 1 breast half 1 breast half 1 breast half     

*Rice-pasta pilaf 3/4 cup 3/4 cup 3/4 cup

Steamed zucchini 1/2 cup

Tossed salad 1 cup 1 cup 1 cup

Reduced-calorie italian dressing 1 tablespoon 1 tablespoon

Regular italian dressing 1 tablespoon

Hard roll(s) 1 small 2 small 2 small

Margarine 2 teaspoons 2 teaspoons

Vanilla ice milk 1/2 cup 1/2 cup 1/2 cup

SNACKS
Fig bar 1

Skim milk 3/4 cup

Apple 1/2 medium 1/2 medium

Soft pretzel 1 large 1 large

Lemonade 1 cup

2% fat milk 1 cup
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TABLE 6. ONE DAY’S MENU AND FOOD GROUP SERVINGS AT 3 CALORIE LEVELS (CONTINUED)
Item Calorie Level

1,600 2,200 2,800

NUMBER OF SERVINGS
Bread group 6 9 11

Vegetable group 4-1/4 4-1/4 5-1/4

Fruit group 2-1/3 2-3/4 4

Milk group 2 2-2/3 3-2/3

Meat group (ounces) 5-1/2 7 7

NUTRIENT DATA
Calories 1,665 2,199 2,859

Fat1, g 38 59 87

Percent calories from fat 20% 24% 27%

Saturated fat1, g 11 17 27

Percent calories from saturated fat 6% 7% 8%

Cholesterol, mg 183 236 309

Sodium, mg 1,861 3,138 3,508

Dietary fiber, g 23 25 31

1 Values have been rounded to the nearest whole number.

* Recipes included in Appendix 2.
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Orange juice ...............3/4 c

Oatmeal ......................1/2 c

White toast ................2 slices

Margarine.....................2 tsp

Jelly..............................1 tsp

2% fat milk, .................1/2 c

Grapefruit juice ............3/4 c

*Breakfast pita .....1 sandwich

2% fat milk ......................1 c

Grapefruit ......................1/2

Banana..................1 medium

Ready-to-eat 
cereal flakes ..................1 oz

Toasted english muffin with
raisins................................1

Margarine.....................2 tsp

Skim milk.....................1/2 c

Fresh sliced 
strawberries .................1/2 c

Whole-grain 
cereal flakes ..................1 oz

Toasted plain bagel.1 medium

Cream cheese..............1 tbsp

2% fat milk ......................1 c

Cantaloup.............1/4 melon

*Turkey patty...........1-1/2 oz

*Whole-wheat pancakes......2

*Blueberry sauce..........1/4 c

Margarine.....................1 tsp

Skim milk.........................1 c

*Split pea soup................1 c

*Quick tuna and 
sprouts sandwich ................1

Mixed green salad ...........1 c

Reduced-calorie 
italian dressing ............1 tbsp

*Chocolate mint 
pie .........................1 serving

*Turkey pasta salad ...1-1/4 c
Tomato wedges 
on lettuce leaf..........1 serving

Hard rolls...........................2

Margarine.................... 2 tsp

Oatmeal cookies.................4

2% fat milk ......................1 c

*Taco salad
greens.............................1 c 
chili ........................... 3/4 c 

Gingersnaps.......................2

Broiled chicken fillet 
sandwich ...........................1

Mayonnaise ..................1 pkt

*Confetti coleslaw ........1/2 c

Fresh orange ......................1

2% fat milk ......................1 c

*Chili stuffed baked 
potato................................1

Lowfat, low-sodium 
cheddar cheese ...........3 tbsp

*Spinach-orange salad .....1 c

Wheat crackers ..................6

Skim milk.........................1 c

TABLE 7A: FIVE DAYS’ MENUS AT 2,200 CALORIES
Day 1 Day 2 Day 3 Day 4 Day 5

BREAKFAST   

LUNCH   

*Savory sirloin...............3 oz

*Corn and zucchini 
combo.........................3/4 c

Tomato and lettuce 
salad .........................1 serv.

French dressing............1 tbsp

Whole-wheat rolls ...............2

Margarine.....................1 tsp

*Yogurt-strawberry 
parfait.............................1 c

*Creole fish fillets ...........4 oz

Small new potatoes 
with skin ............................2

Cooked green peas ......1/2 c
with margarine ..............1 tsp

*Whole-wheat cornmeal 
muffins ...............................2

Margarine.....................2 tsp

*Peach crisp ................1/2 c

*Pork and vegetable 
stirfry ..............................1 c
mixture over...........3/4 c rice

Cooked broccoli...........1/2 c

White rolls .........................2

Margarine.....................2 tsp

Minted pineapple 
chunks.........................1/2 c

*Lentil stroganoff .......1-1/2 c 
mixture over.....3/4 c noodles 

Cooked whole 
green beans.................1/2 c
with margarine ..............1 tsp

Tomato and cucumber 
salad .........................1 serv.

Reduced-calorie 
vinaigrette dressing ......1 tbsp

Pumpernickel roll.................1

Margarine.....................1 tsp

Honeydew ............1/8 melon

*Apricot-glazed chicken..3 oz

*Rice-pasta pilaf...........3/4 c

Tossed salad ....................1 c

Reduced-calorie 
italian dressing ............1 tbsp

Hard rolls...........................2

Margarine.....................2 tsp

Vanilla ice milk.............1/2 c

DINNER

Graham crackers ....6 squares

2% fat milk ......................1 c

Peanut butter ...............2 tbsp

Fresh peach........................1

Carrot sticks ........7-8 medium

Bagel ....................1 medium

Margarine.....................2 tsp

Fresh pear..........................1

Wheat crackers ..................6

Cheddar cheese ......1-1/2 oz

Turkey sandwich .............1/2

No-salt-added 
tomato juice .................3/4 c

No-salt-added 
vegetable juice.............3/4 c

Roast beef sandwich ...........1

2% fat milk ......................1 c

Soft pretzel ................1 large

Fresh apple ....................1/2

SNACKS

* Recipes included in Appendix 2.



29 U S I N G  T H E  F O O D  G U I D E  P Y R A M I D SECT ION 4

TABLE 7B.  FOOD GROUP/SUBGROUP SERVINGS FROM 5 DAYS’ MENUS AT 2,200 CALORIES
Food Groups Day 1 Day 2 Day 3 Day 4 Day 5 Average

Bread: Total 9-1/2 11-1/2 10-1/4 9-1/2 9 10

White/enriched 2 5-1/4 7-1/2 3-1/2 5-1/4

Whole grain 7-1/2 6-1/4 2-3/4 6 3-3/4

VEGETABLES: Total 5 4-1/2 4-1/2 5-1/4 4-1/2 4-1/2

Dark-green leafy 1/2 1 1

Deep yellow 1

Starchy 2 1

Dry beans1

Others including mixtures 3-1/2 2-1/2 3-1/2 5-1/4 2-1/4

FRUIT:  Total 3 3-1/4 3 3 2-3/4 3

MILK: Total 2-1/4 2 2 3-1/4 2-2/3 2-1/2

Fluid milk 1-3/4 2 1/2 3 2

Yogurt 1/2 1/4

Cheese 1-1/2 1/3

Ice milk 1/3

MEAT: Total (ounces) 6-3/4 6-1/2 6-1/2 6 7 6-1/2

Meat, poultry, fish (ounces) 4-1/2 6 5-1/2 4 6

Dry beans1 1-1/4 1 2 1

Eggs 1/2

Nuts/Peanut butter 1

NUTRIENT DATA:2 Day 1 Day 2 Day 3 Day 4 Day 5 Average

Calories   2,247 2,236 2,194 2,197 2,199 2,215

Fat, g 73 71 73 59 59 67

Percent calories from fat, % 28 28 29 24 24 27

Saturated fat, g 19 18 25 20 17 20

Percent calories from 
saturated fat, % 5 7 10 8 7 7

Cholesterol, mg 103 336 182 238 236 219

Sodium, mg 2,668 2,331 2,560 2,431 3,138 2,626

Dietary fiber, g   41 27 25 34 25 30

1 Dry beans can be counted as a meat alternate or vegetable.  In these menus, they have been counted as a meat 
alternate.

2 Nutritive values have been rounded to the nearest whole number.
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TABLE 8. NUTRIENTS IN 5 DAY’S MENUS AT 3 CALORIE LEVELS COMPARED TO RDA FOR SELECTED AGE/SEX GROUPS
Menu ENERGY PROTEIN CHO FAT SFA MONOFAT POLYFAT CHOL FIBER VITA VITA CARO

(kcal) (g) (g) (g) (g) (g) (g) (mg) (g) (IU) (RE) (RE)

1600 calorie:

Day 1 1593 92 237 36.6 8.7 13.1 11.5 82 32 7122 1020 557

Day 2 1636 93 231 39.9 8.5 12.5 15.1 255 20 5179 956 301

Day 3 1595 84 237 37.2 12.5 15.1 6.1 129 19 14021 1720 1239

Day 4 1624 95 229 40.2 13.3 12.2 11.0 186 25 5164 977 275

Day 5 1665 90 250 38.3 11.2 12.6 10.5 183 23 11422 1404 1012

Mean 1623 91 237 38.4 10.8 13.1 10.8 167 24 8582 1215 677

Percent RDA:
C 7–10 yrs. 325 174

F 25–50 yrs. 182 152

F 51 + yrs. 182 152

2200 calorie:
Day 1 2247 109 312 72.9 18.8 26.8 22.0 103 41 17007 2031 1535

Day 2 2236 109 299 70.8 18.0 22.6 24.3 336 27 6222 1155 356

Day 3 2194 105 289 73.0 24.6 26.9 15.5 182 25 15827 2004 1376

Day 4 2197 122 305 59.1 20.1 18.2 15.5 238 34 8565 1493 529

Day 5 2199 120 305 59.2 16.6 19.6 17.6 236 25 12217 1610 1028

Mean 2215 113 302 67.0 19.6 22.8 19.0 219 30 11968 1659 965

Percent RDA:
C 7–10 yrs. 403 237

M 25–50 yrs. 179 166

M 51 + yrs. 179 166

F 11–14 yrs. 245 207

F 25–50 yrs. 226 207

F pregnant 188 207

2800 calorie:
Day 1 2783 133 416 78.6 19.8 28.9 23.7 124 49 17293 2070 1558

Day 2 2823 130 386 92.8 23.0 32.2 32.2 397 39 7419 1303 461

Day 3 2782 135 383 83.9 28.2 29.8 18.8 222 30 20884 2676 1795

Day 4 2793 138 391 82.3 27.6 26.6 20.8 513 38 10233 1869 597

Day 5 2859 134 400 86.6 27.3 27.7 24.4 309 31 13462 1859 1090

Mean 2808 134 395 84.8 25.2 29.0 24.0 313 37 13858 1955 1100

Percent RDA:
M 15–18 yrs. 227 196

M 25–50 yrs. 213 196

F lactating 206 150

THIAMIN
(mg)

1.5

1.7

2.6

1.9

1.5

1.8

184.4

167.6

184.4

1.9

2.1

3.1

2.6

1.8

2.3

228.0

152.0

190.0

207.3

207.3

152.0

2.3

2.6

3.5

2.9

2.2

2.7

179.0

179.0

168.0
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RIBO NIACIN VITB6 FOLATE VITB12 VITC VITE CALCIUM
(mg) (mg) (mg) (mcg) (mcg) (mg) (a-TE) (mg)

1.9 20 1.5 410 6.1 170 6 978

2.1 20 1.8 268 3.5 215 9 975

2.3 24 2.4 377 3.4 188 5 1008

2.4 27 2.2 519 4.5 203 4 1006

2.0 29 2.3 314 3.9 196 7 1032

2.1 24 2.0 378 4.3 194 6 1000

178.5 185 145.9 378 305.3 435 89 125

164.8 160 127.6 210 213.7 326 77 125

178.5 185 127.6 210 213.7 326 77 125

2.4 29 1.8 486 6.1 183 12 1076

2.5 23 2.1 306 3.9 229 12 1131

2.6 31 3.4 475 2.9 227 10 1117

3.2 33 2.8 655 6.1 325 7 1439

2.4 34 2.6 342 4.4 200 9 1311

2.6 30 2.6 453 4.7 233 10 1215

218.5 232 182.3 453 333.3 518 145 152

154.2 159 127.6 226 233.3 388 102 152

187.3 201 127.6 226 233.3 388 102 152

201.7 201 182.3 302 233.3 466 127 101

201.7 201 159.5 251 233.3 388 127 152

163.9 177 116.0 113 212.1 333 102 101

3.1 33 2.9 575 8.0 200 13 1498

3.1 31 2.7 408 4.6 263 16 1518

3.5 34 3.9 660 4.6 384 11 1784

3.8 36 3.1 724 6.7 373 10 1568

3.2 37 2.9 393 5.4 225 13 1752

3.3 34 3.1 552 5.9 289 13 1624

186.0 170 154.0 276 294.0 482 127 135

197.0 179 154.0 276 294.0 482 127 203

186.0 170 147.0 197 226.0 304 106 135

PHOS MAGN IRON ZINC COPPER SODIUM
(mg) (mg) (mg) (mg) (mg) (mg)

1642 373 15 12 1.6 1920

1505 316 12 9 1.3 1805

1337 299 16 15 1.2 1681

1554 335 20 10 1.5 1747

1534 378 13 10 1.7 1861

1514 340 15 11 1.5 1803

189 200 150 113

189 121 100 94

189 121 150 94

1921 498 18 14 2.0 2668

1722 387 15 11 1.7 2331

1499 374 21 16 1.7 2560

2042 457 24 14 2.2 2431

1854 420 16 14 1.9 3138

1808 427 19 14 1.9 2626

226 251 188 137

226 122 188 92

226 122 188 92

151 153 126 114

226 153 126 114

151 134 63 92

2428 640 21 18 2.4 3044

2310 605 20 16 2.3 2676

2128 489 24 20 1.9 3171

2287 513 28 16 2.5 2966

2235 531 19 16 2.2 3508

2278 556 22 17 2.3 3073

190 139 185 115

285 159 222 115

190 157 148 91



Note: Because each recipe developed for this publication (appendix 2) is
included in one of the five menus, the menus have more items prepared “from
scratch” than is realistic in today’s busy households. Substitutions of similar items,
i.e., another vegetable, salad, or simple dessert, may be made to adapt the menus
to your audience’s tastes, eating schedules, and food preparation skills. The
recipes may be used to teach food group contributions of comparable mixed
foods; however, if items such as the Taco Salad, Chili-Baked Potato, Confetti
Coleslaw, and so forth are purchased away from home, they may contribute more
fat and sodium than the recipe items used in these menus.

The menus listed in table 7A include several servings of dark-green leafy veg-
etables (romaine lettuce in mixed salads, cooked broccoli, Spinach-Orange Salad),
and several servings of legumes (Split Pea Soup, Taco Salad, Chili-Stuffed Baked
Potato, and Lentil Stroganoff). In the recipe items, the legumes were counted as
meat alternates (1/2 cup cooked beans = 1 ounce of meat); but the beans in these
dishes could have been counted as vegetable servings instead (1/2 cup cooked
beans = 1 vegetable serving). A variety of whole-grain products are represented in
the menus: oatmeal, whole-grain ready-to-eat cereal, Whole-Wheat Pancakes,
whole-wheat bread and rolls, Whole-Wheat Cornmeal Muffins, pumpernickel roll,
corn tortilla chips, and graham crackers. Wheat crackers, oatmeal cookies, and
Peach Crisp also contain some whole-grain ingredients.

Dessert and snack items in the menus are planned to count toward food group
servings as well as to satisfy appetite. Foods such as frozen yogurt, flavored
yogurt, and fresh or canned fruit are nutritious, easy-to-prepare desserts. Desserts
made from lower-fat recipes such as the Chocolate Mint Pie and Peach Crisp can
contribute to nutrient intake, while satisfying a “sweet tooth.”

Table 7B lists numbers of servings of each food group and subgroup in each
day’s menu and the average number of food group servings per day over the 5
days. The table also lists each menu’s content of calories, fat, saturated fat, choles-
terol, sodium, and dietary fiber—nutrients and food components that have been
targeted for attention by the Dietary Guidelines for Americans.

Note that the numbers of food group servings vary somewhat from day to day
but over the 5 days average out to the proportions suggested by the Pyramid.
Levels of fat, saturated fat, cholesterol, and sodium also vary from day to day but
can balance out over a period of several days. For example, cholesterol level is
higher on day 2 when a portion of an egg is included in the Breakfast Pita; but
cholesterol averages well under 300 mg/day over the 5 days’ menus. Using lowfat
salad dressings and no-salt-added canned products, and paying attention to the
amounts of salt, margarine, and oil used in preparing foods (see section V on
recipes) and at the table, also help keep fat and sodium levels moderate.

The menus provide generous amounts of dietary fiber, in part because they
include an average of one (1/2 cup) serving of dry beans or peas per day. The
menus and recipes are intended to encourage greater consumption of legumes by
illustrating their use in a variety of dishes. The Pyramid suggests including
legumes several times a week. These foods are typically consumed less than once
a week by most Americans.
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Table 8 lists the nutrients in 5 days’ menus at each calorie level and compares
the averages to the RDAs for selected age/sex groups. Nutrient levels in the
menus vary from day to day, but the averages over several days’ menus approach
the levels expected from analysis of food guide patterns during development of
the guide. (See Resource List, section 8, page 47.)

■ The 1,600 calorie menus meet the nutrient needs of most children but fall
short of 100 percent of the RDAs for women ages 25-50 for vitamin E and zinc.
Increasing the amount of food eaten to the 2,200 calorie pattern meets the
woman’s RDAs for these nutrients. Regular physical activity should help seden-
tary women eat more food (and get more nutrients) without gaining unwanted
weight as well as promote strength and fitness.

The vitamin E falls short in the 1,600 calorie menus in part because the fat
included in the menus is significantly less than 30 percent of calories in order
to control calorie content of the menus. Dietary fats, especially vegetable oils,
are major sources of vitamin E.

■ On average, the 2,200 calorie menus meet most of the RDAs for teenage girls
and pregnant women. However, the example menus average less than 3 serv-
ings from the milk group per day. To consistently meet the higher RDA for
calcium for teens, young adults, and pregnant or breastfeeding women, the
Food Guide Pyramid recommends including 3 servings of milk, yogurt, or
cheese daily.

■ The 2,200 calorie menus also generally meet the RDAs for men over the age 
of 25. Active men will require more calories and may find the 2,800 calorie
menus more appropriate.

■ The 2,800 calorie menus meet the RDAs for teenage boys and men. These
menus average 3 servings of milk products per day and so easily meet the
higher recommendation for calcium for teens.
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Some technical issues encountered in planning the menus
In translating the food patterns in table 2 to menus with specific foods and recipe
items, several issues arise that are illustrated in table 8:

■ In planning menus with the 1,600 calorie pattern, it was necessary to cut fat 
to considerably less than 30 percent of calories to keep total calories to around
1,600 (1,650 or less).

It is difficult to plan menus that provide precisely the minimum numbers of
food group servings with no additional partial servings. The extra partial serv-
ings provide calories and carbohydrate. To control calories, the 1,600 calorie
menus must use skim milk, low-calorie salad dressings, and little margarine,
and thus they average much less than 30 percent of calories from fat. The
extra partial food group servings had less effect when planning menus at
2,200 or 2,800 calories; higher fat dairy products (2 percent milk), regular
salad dressings, and margarine could be included more liberally without
exceeding target levels for calories or fat.

■ The 2,800 calorie menus exceed target levels of sodium (2,400 mg/day) and
cholesterol (300 mg/day).

In planning menus at higher calorie levels, especially the 2,800 calorie level, 
it is difficult to keep sodium to the target level of less than 2,400 mg/day. The
2,800 calorie pattern calls for 11 servings of grain products. Regular breads and
cereals as purchased typically provide 150 mg or more of sodium per serving.
Most grain-based mixed dishes provide considerable sodium, even if home-
prepared. The 2,800 calorie menus in this publication assume that no salt is
added in preparing cooked cereals, noodles, and rice (unless specified in the
provided recipe), that some special no-salt-added products are used, and that
no salt is added at the table. Nevertheless, as shown in table 8, average sodium
levels exceed the target level. For the 1,600 calorie menus, sodium levels aver-
age less than 2,400 mg/day because of the smaller amount of food included.

Cholesterol can be difficult to keep below an average of 300 mg/day in higher-
calorie menus because many grain products are made with egg. Thus, it may
be necessary to restrict the use of visible eggs more in high-calorie menus
than in lower-calorie ones. In addition, because higher-calorie menus can con-
tain more fat (that is, the quantity of fat included can be larger and still repre-
sent less than 30 percent of calories), cholesterol can add up from additional
table fats (if butter is used) and from more liberal use of higher-fat dairy prod-
ucts such as cheese and ice cream. 

While moderation in sodium and cholesterol is a good idea for everyone, 
it is important to recognize that at high calorie levels special efforts will be
required to stay within the recommended limits for these components.
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Criteria for Selecting the Recipes
The 23 recipes developed for the menus were selected to illustrate the principles
of counting food group servings in mixed dishes and other recipe items and food
preparation methods that follow the Dietary Guidelines for Americans.

The recipes illustrate main dishes including chicken, beef, pork, fish, or
legumes; side dishes of grains or vegetables; salads; soup; and desserts. All the
major food groups are represented. Special efforts were made to include items
from food subgroups such as dry beans and peas, targeted by the food guide for
greater consumption than currently typical in U.S. diets.

Other criteria were also important in selecting recipe items. We chose popular
types of entrees. Recipes had to use readily available, moderately priced ingredi-
ents, and be relatively easy to prepare, cook, and store. Procedures had to follow
food safety guidelines. Of course, taste and appearance of the product were prima-
ry concerns. All recipes were taste-tested and approved by a trained panel. 

The 23 recipes are summarized in table 4. The food group servings, fat, and
calories per portion for each recipe are provided. In this table, values for fat are
rounded to the nearest gram; calories, to the nearest whole number.

The individual recipes are in appendix 2. Each recipe lists nutrient data per
serving for calories (rounded to the nearest 5), fat (rounded to the nearest gram),
saturated fat (rounded to the nearest gram), cholesterol (rounded to the nearest
milligram), and sodium (rounded to the nearest 5 milligrams). Each recipe also
lists the food group servings per portion. Table A-3 provides complete nutrient
data per portion for each recipe.

Suggestions for Using the Recipes in Menu Planning
The recipes can help menu planners think creatively about ways to increase con-
sumption of nutritious foods from the food groups, especially those that are often
underconsumed by Americans. Here are some points to consider, by food group:
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Recipes That
Contribute 
to Food Group
Servings
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■ BREAD, CEREAL, RICE, AND PASTA

While there are many, many products to choose from, most people eat less than
the minimum of 6 servings per day. The Food Guide Pyramid also encourages
greater use of whole-grain products. The Whole-Wheat Cornmeal Muffins and
the Whole-Wheat Pancakes illustrate some whole-grain products. Rice-Pasta
Pilaf illustrates use of a grain mixture as an attractive side-dish and provides
part of a vegetable serving as well. Recipes for Chocolate Mint Pie, Peach Crisp,
and Lemon Pound Cake show that desserts can contribute to grain servings, too.

■ VEGETABLES

Although most people report having some vegetable each day, much of the veg-
etables consumed are potatoes, especially french fries. The Food Guide Pyramid
encourages consumption of a variety of different vegetables, with special empha-
sis on dark-green leafy vegetables and cooked dry beans and peas, and urges
preparation in lower-fat ways. The Corn and Zucchini Combo, the Spinach-
Orange Salad, and Confetti Coleslaw illustrate use of vegetables in attractive
lower-fat ways. Other recipes—Chili-Baked Potato, Pork Vegetable Stirfry, Creole
Fish Fillet—suggest ways to increase use of vegetables as part of main dishes. 
In some recipes vegetables add flavor or serve as extenders to make larger por-
tions—the Breakfast Pita Sandwich or Tuna Sprouts Sandwich. Fresh vegetables
add crunch to the Turkey Pasta Salad. Versatile legumes can count as vegetables
or as meat alternates, as in Split Pea Soup or Lentil Stroganoff.

■ FRUIT

Fruit is particularly underconsumed by Americans. In recent USDA food con-
sumption surveys, only a little over half the adults reported having fruit or fruit
juice on any given day. Even fewer low-income people reported any fruit. The
recipes included here illustrate use of fruit in a variety of ways. The Blueberry
Sauce makes a tasty, nutritious substitute for syrup; fruit can flavor and
enhance meat in a main dish, as in the Apricot-Glazed Chicken. It can be a col-
orful part of a main-dish salad, as in the Turkey Pasta Salad, or in the Spinach-
Orange Salad. It also makes a great lowfat dessert, as in the Strawberry Yogurt
Parfait or Peach Crisp. The menus also include a variety of whole fruits, fruit
juices, and canned fruit as part of meals and snacks.

■ MILK, YOGURT, AND CHEESE

Milk products are often underconsumed by adults, especially fluid milk. The
menus show use of a variety of milk products in addition to fluid milk that con-
tribute to servings from this group: cheese, ice milk, yogurt, frozen yogurt.
Recipes for Strawberry Yogurt Parfait and Chocolate Mint Pie illustrate use in
attractive lowfat desserts. 

■ MEAT, POULTRY, FISH, AND ALTERNATES

The main dish and sandwich recipes illustrate use of a variety of meats and
alternates. The recipes use lean meats and lowfat preparation techniques and
herbs and spices for flavoring to reduce sodium. Servings of meats, poultry, or
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FIGURE 2. MODIFYING YOUR RECIPES

Taco Salad
4 servings, 1 cup greens, 

3/4 cup chili each

PER SERVING:

Calories . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 455

Total fat. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 19 grams 

Saturated fat . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 6 grams

Cholesterol . . . . . . . . . . . 43 milligrams 

Sodium . . . . . . . . . . . . . 545 milligrams 

Lean ground beef 1/2 pound

Kidney beans, undrained 15-1/2-ounce can

No-salt-added tomato puree 1 cup

Chili powder 1-1/2 tablespoons

Instant minced onion 1 tablespoon

Iceberg lettuce, broken 2 cups

Spinach leaves, broken 2 cups

Lowfat, low-sodium 3/4 cup 

cheddar cheese, shredded (3 ounces)

Unsalted tortilla chips 40 chips 
(about 2-1/2 ounces)

1. Cook beef in hot frypan until lightly

browned. Drain off fat.

2. Add beans, tomato puree, chili powder,

and onion. 

3. Bring to a boil, reduce heat, cover, and

simmer 10 minutes. Stir as needed.

4. Place 1/2 cup of lettuce and 1/2 cup of

spinach in a salad dish. Top with 3/4 cup

chili and 1/4 of the cheese. Place 10 chips

around each salad.

EACH SERVING PROVIDES:

Meat and meat alternate equal to 

2-1/2 ounces meat

3/4 serving from bread group

1/2 serving from milk group

1-1/2 servings from vegetable group

Lean ground beef and lowfat cheese

were used instead of regular ground beef 

and regular cheese to reduce total fat, 


saturated fat, and cholesterol.




Sodium was reduced—

no-salt-added tomato


puree, low-sodium cheese,

and unsalted tortilla chips


were used in place of

 regular canned tomatoes,


cheese, and corn chips.
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The recipe below shows simple adjustments
that were made in a typical Taco Salad
to lower fat, cholesterol, and sodium.

These changes reduced each serving by
110 calories, 12 grams of total fat, 4 grams 
of saturated fat, 24 milligrams of cholesterol, 
and 830 milligrams of sodium compared to 
the typical recipe.



fish average 3 ounces in main dish recipes; addition of vegetables and grains
make larger, more satisfying portions. The lentils in Lentil Stroganoff provide
meat equivalents for a meatless main dish.

Modifying Recipes to Reduce Fat, Sugar, and Sodium
Favorite recipes can be modified to reduce fat, sugars, and sodium and still
remain tasty. The fat savings can add up quickly (fig. 2). The above chart summa-
rizes some suggestions for reducing fat, saturated fat, cholesterol, sugars, and
sodium in baking.

Many food companies, cookbooks, and food magazine articles are featuring
new suggestions for reducing fat in baked products by substituting ingredients
such as applesauce, fruit purees, or yogurt for all or part of the fat. Although the
modified baked product may have some differences in texture and keeping quali-
ty, it can be tasty and acceptable.
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HINTS FOR REDUCING FAT, SATURATED FAT,
CHOLESTEROL, SUGAR, AND SODIUM IN BAKING

For... Use...

whole egg 2 egg whites
whole milk skim or lowfat milk
sugar 1/2 cup of sugar per cup of flour in cakes

1 tablespoon of sugar per cup of flour in yeast breads

HINT: when reducing sugar, add more flavoring, such 
as vanilla

baking chocolate, 3 tablespoons of cocoa (if fat is needed, use 1 tablespoon
1 oz. or less of oil)
fat minimum for muffins and quick breads is 1 to 2 tablespoons 

of fat per cup of flour

minimum for cakes is 2 tablespoons of fat per cup of flour

HINT: soft drop cookies generally contain less fat than 
rolled cookies

sodium 1/4 teaspoon of salt per cup of flour in yeast breads; half the 
amount of salt called for in other baked products

1-1/4 teaspoons of baking powder per cup of flour in muffins, 
biscuits, waffles

1 teaspoon of baking powder per cup of flour in cakes
sour cream lowfat sour cream or yogurt
butter margarine or vegetable oil (total fat will be the same, but 

saturated fat and cholesterol will be reduced)





Fig bars were listed with the staples to keep in a pantry because they are exam-
ples of lower-fat store-bought cookies.

Appendix 4 also includes an index that lists all the foods in the 5 days’ menus
by food group, with reference to where they are used in the menus or recipes.
The index can be used for ideas for foods to include when planning menus. 

MORE MENU 
PLANNING TIPS

Consider time commitments and cooking skills:
■ If there is little time to prepare food during the week, do batch cooking on the

weekends and freeze for use later. Consider roasting a beef roast or turkey on the
weekend. Both of these items require little attention while cooking, and they can be
used for sandwiches or in other dishes later in the week. 

■ Make one-pot meals such as stews or hearty soups. These reduce the number of
pots and pans that have to be washed. 

■ Packaged fresh precut vegetables or vegetables from the salad bar are convenient
and may be more cost-effective than buying lots of salad vegetables that would
take several days to eat.

For economy as well as good nutrition, build main dishes around pasta or grains such
as rice, bulgur, or couscous, with moderate amounts of meat, poultry, fish, or meat
alternates. 

■ One pound of raw, boneless, lean meat or poultry will usually yield about four 
3-ounce servings when cooked. (See table A-1 for additional guidelines on yields
of various foods.) 

■ For a hearty, low cost main dish, try using cooked dry beans, peas, or lentils. 
See the recipes for Split Pea Soup and Lentil Stroganoff in Appendix 2.
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Tips on Using Food Label Information
New food labeling regulations require food companies to provide nutrition and
ingredient information on almost all packaged foods. Nutrition information on
fresh fruits and vegetables will be provided at point of purchase. Other materials
listed in the resource section of this publication provide more information on
using the new nutrition label.

For the purpose of using the food guide to plan menus, three key areas of the
label deserve attention:

■ INGREDIENT LIST: Ingredients in a product are listed by weight, from most 
to least.

— This list can help identify the food group to which the item belongs, if not
already obvious.
For example, a prepared tapioca pudding listing “INGREDIENTS: Non-fat
milk, water, sugar,...” would be grouped with Milk, Yogurt, Cheese.

— This list will also help identify the major foods and their relative amounts
in a mixed dish.
For example, a “beef stew” with “INGREDIENTS: Gravy, carrots, beef,...”
would have less meat than a “beef stew” with “INGREDIENTS: Beef, car-
rots, gravy,...”

■ SERVING SIZE: The serving size is listed in the Nutrition Facts panel 
of the package label. It may not be the same as the serving size for the food
group in the Food Guide Pyramid, but it must be listed in a household measure
so it can be readily converted to food guide servings.

For example, the “Serving Size” listed on a bottle of vegetable juice is 1 cup 
(8 fl. oz.), the reference serving amount for all beverages specified in food
label regulations. In the Food Guide Pyramid, 3/4 cup (6 fl. oz.) counts 
as a serving. So the serving listed on the vegetable juice label is equal to 
1-1/3 servings from the Food Guide Pyramid.

■ CALORIES, FAT (GRAMS), SATURATED FAT (GRAMS), SODIUM (MILLIGRAMS):
These are listed in the Nutrition Facts panel. The values represent amounts of
these components in the serving size listed on the label. Remember, the por-
tion an individual eats may be more or less than the serving size on the label.
If so, these values must be adjusted accordingly.

For example, 1 serving (1 cup) of vegetable juice provides 885 mg of sodium, 
as listed in the Nutrition Facts panel on the label. Thus a 3/4-cup portion of this
vegetable juice would provide 664 mg of sodium. 
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FOOD STORAGE 
AND FOOD SAFETY

Proper storage of staples and perishable food items will help retain their nutritional
quality and prevent food-borne illness. Here are a few storage and food safety tips:

■ Store canned foods in a cool place away from sun light, below 70° F but 
above freezing.

■ Rotate foods in the pantry or refrigerator to ensure that the older foods are 
used first.

■ Store staples such as flour, cornmeal, sugar, and cereal in airtight containers 
to prevent bug infestation. Store whole-grain flours at room temperature for a 
short time; refrigerate or freeze for longer storage.

■ Store frozen foods in airtight containers in a freezer kept at or below 0° F. 
See freezer manufacturer’s food storage guide for length of time to freeze 
various foods.

■ Keep refrigerator temperature at or below 40° F for safe storage of foods.

■ The U.S. Department of Agriculture’s 1994 safe handling instructions for meat 
and poultry are:
— Keep refrigerated or frozen. Thaw in a refrigerator or use a microwave oven 

to defrost.
— Keep raw meat and poultry away from other foods. Wash working surfaces

including cutting boards, utensils, and hands after touching raw meat or poultry.
— Cook thoroughly or until the center of the meat is no longer pink and the juices

in the cooked meat run clear.
— Keep hot foods hot. Refrigerate leftovers immediately or discard. 





ate food guide for a population subgroup with distinctly different food use patterns
requires data on nutrient composition, consumption, and use of foods by the tar-
get population, as well as the specific health risks to be addressed in food guid-
ance for that population. Consumer testing is also desirable to assure that the
guidance is meaningful and useful to the target audience. Nutrition educators who
work closely with immigrant populations are encouraged to obtain food and
health information about their audience that is needed to develop appropriate
food guidance. The research process used to develop the Food Guide Pyramid
may be a helpful model (see Resource List, No. 6).

To the extent that members of ethnic minorities have adopted more typical
American eating patterns, the Food Guide Pyramid can serve as a useful frame-
work for describing a healthful diet. Many children of diverse cultures attending
public school will also likely learn about good nutrition using the Food Guide
Pyramid. Nutrition educators can make the Pyramid as useful and relevant as
possible to diverse ethnic audiences by helping them place their familiar tradi-
tional foods in the context of a healthful American diet. It is important to encour-
age those clients to maintain the healthy eating practices of their culture and to
modify those that may be less healthy in ways that are acceptable and achievable
for them.

The following are some considerations to help classify ethnic foods into the
major food groups in the Food Guide Pyramid:

■ What individual food(s) are the major components of the food or mixed dish to
be classified?

■ To what Food Guide Pyramid group(s) do the food(s) seem most related—fruit,
vegetable, legume, grain products?

■ In terms of nutrient content, 

— To which food group or subgroup is the food closest in nutrient profile?

— For what nutrients is it a good or important source in the diet of the target
population?

— Is the food a major source of a component such as fat or sodium that needs
to be moderated in the diet of the target population?

■ In terms of how the food is used in the diet of the target population:

— Is it used as a staple such as breads, rice, and other grain products are in
U.S. diets?

— Does the food replace some staple food in the U.S. diet or is it used in addi-
tion to typical U.S. foods?

For example, plantain is used as a starchy vegetable and staple food in the
diets of some Hispanic groups. It may be better classified with starchy vegeta-
bles than with fruits (although it is related to the banana).
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