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Serving Sizes in the Food Guide Pyramid
and on the Nutrition Facts Label:
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How many bread products should | eat every day?
How much cheese equalsa glassof milk?

Consumersareinterested in knowing how much and what type of
foodsto eat for continued or improved health. Two federal
nutrition educationtool suse standard serving sizes: the Food
Guide Pyramid and theNutrition Factslabel. ThePyramidwas
released by the U.S. Department of Agriculture(USDA)in1992.
The Nutrition Factslabel, whichisunder theregulation of the
Food and Drug Administration (FDA), hasbeen required on
virtually all food labelssince August 1994. Whilebothtools
contain serving sizesthat are standard-thusenabling nutritional
and caloric comparisonsof similar foods—serving sizesfor a
particular food are not necessarily the samebetween thePyramid
andtheNutrition Factslabel. Attemptstodirectly compare
Pyramid andlabel servingsmay, therefore, generate confusion.

For many foods, the serving sizesin the Pyramid and on thelabel
arethesame—suchas 1 cup of milk and %2 cup of cut-up fruitsor
vegetabl es-but therearenotabl edifferences. For example, the
Pyramid serving sizefor pastais¥zcup cooked (about 1 ounce
uncooked), whileonthelabel itisabout 1 cup cooked (2 ounces
uncooked). Tounderstand why serving sizesare sometimes
different for the Pyramid and the Nutrition Factslabel, itis
important to understand the purpose of each and to distinguish
how these serving sizeswerederived for individual foods. These
areexplained and away to hel p consumersuseboth more
effectively isproposedinthisinsight.

FOOD GUIDE PYRAMID

The Food Guide Pyramid trans atesrecommendationsof the
Dietary Guidelinesfor Americans(1) and nutrient standardslike
the Recommended Dietary Allownacesinto food group-based
advicefor aheathful diet. ThePyramid graphicalyillustratesa
research-based food gui dance system built onthefoodstypically
eaten by Americans, the nutrientsin thesefoods, and recommen-
dationson how to makethebest food choicesto promotegood
health.(2) ThePyramid suggeststhetypeand amount of foods
to eat each day without prescribing rigid guidance, and can be
used asageneral guidein choosing individualized healthful diets
fromavariety of commonfoods. Sinceitsrelease, the Pyramid
hasbeenwidely used by nutrition educators, teachers, themedia,
andthefoodindustry, in nutrition curricula, articles, and food
packaging and advertising.(3)
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Determination of Serving Sizesin thePyramid

Toestablish serving sizesfor thefood groupsinthe Pyramid, four
factorswere considered: typical portion sizes(fromfood
consumption surveys), ease of use, nutrient content,and
tradition (of usein previousfood guides). For somefood
groups, certainfactorsweregiven moreemphasisthan others.

For example, the serving sizefor cooked or raw cut-up fruitsand
vegetableswas set at ¥z cup based ontypical portionsizesand
for easy recognition and use. Although fruitsand vegetables
vary innutrient content, the number of different serving sizeunits
was kept to aminimum to makethe Pyramideasier to use. Forthe
Milk group, on the other hand, nutrient content wasamore
important considerationin determining serving sizes. Serving
sizeswereset to beequivalentin calcium content toat ypical
portion sizefor milk, whichis 1 cup. IntheMeat and Beans
group, nutrient content wasalso animportant consideration. The
specified amount of eggs, nuts, and dry beans provideabout the
same protein and mineral content as lounceof meat. IntheGrains
group, thetraditional servingsizeof 1 diceof breadwas
maintained asthe serving size. For other grain productsnutrient
content was considered, asserving sizeswere setto be
approximately equivalentin caloriesto onedliceof bread.

NUTRITION FACTS LABEL

TheNuitrition Factslabel liststhe serving size of thefood and the
number of servingsper container. It alsoidentifiesand quantifies
key nutrientsin aserving asapercentage of Daily Vaues(%DV)
fora2,000-caoriediet. Before FDA regulation, the choiceof
serving sizes onfood | abel swasupto thediscretion of individual
food manufacturers. Servingsizesarenow moreuniform. The
Nutrition Factslabel, therefore, enables nutritional comparisons of
similar foods. Thelabel isnow ubiquitousonfood packagesand
widely recognized by consumers.(4)

Determination of Serving Sizeson theNutrition Factslabel

Nutrition Factslabel serving sizesarebased on—but not
necessarily equal to-theamount of food customarily eatenat one
time (called the“ reference amount”) asreported from nationwide
food consumption surveys. Asexplained next, label serving sizes
and referenceamountsarerelated but not necessarily the same.
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Serving sizesarebased onreferenceamountsin oneof three
ways.(5) Forbulk products, such ascerealsandflour, the
Nutrition Factslabel suse common household termssuch ascup,
tablespoon, teaspoon, and fluid ounce at aquantity that isclosest
tothereferenceamount for that item. For productsthat are
usually divided for consumption, such ascakeor pizza, the
serving sizeisafractional amount of the product (e.g., “ 1/4
pizza'). Productsthat comein defined, discreteunits—such as
eggsand sliced products—arenormally listed asthe number of
whole units that most closely approximates the reference amount.
For example, cookieshaveareference amount of 30g. Thus, the
serving sizeon apackageof cookiesweighing about 30g each
wouldbe* 1 cookie.” Forfoodslikecookiesthat comeindiscrete
units, serving sizesfor asingleitemmay vary from 50to 200
percent of thereferenceamount. Another exampleisbread-witha
reference amount of 50g. The Nutrition Factslabel serving size
for bread whichweighs 25g per slicecould either read“ 1 dlice
(259)" or “2dlices(50g).” Additionally, itispossibleforasingle
dliceof twodifferent typesof bread, withvery dissimilar weights,
tobelisted asaservingonafoodlabel.

Becauseserving sizesmay vary fromthereferenceamount, and
becausethereferenceamount for different foodsmay vary widely
incaloric content, thereisconsiderablevariationinthecaloriesin
alabd servingfor different productsfromthe Grain group (figure
1). Thecaloric variation between asingle Pyramid serving of
thesefoodsisless, which reflectsthe effort to make Pyramid
serving sizesnutritionally similar. For example, the number of
caloriesinaPyramid serving of thefoodsshownin Figure 1

Figure 1. Calories in one standard serving--Food Guide
Pyramid and Nutrition Facts Label
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rangesfrom about 60to 110, whilethe number of caloriesinalabel
serving rangesfrom about 55 to 250.

WHY THE DIFFERENCES?

Serving sizesinthe Pyramidand ontheNutrition Factslabel are
sometimesdifferent becausethetwo servedifferent purposes.
ThePyramidisdesignedto help peoplemeet daily nutrient
recommendations. Serving sizesin combinationwiththe
recommended number of daily servingsarean educational
component of the Pyramidto help consumerssel ect appropriate
amountsto eat daily. Therefore, the Pyramid providesrelatively
few, easy-to-remember serving sizesfor each of thefood groups
that, inmost cases, arenutritionally comparable.

Nutrition Factslabel serving sizes, ontheother hand, provide
detailed nutritional information on afood for easy comparison
withsimilar foods. Thelabel isdeliberately specificfor similar
food productsto alow consumersto determinedifferencesin
important nutrientsamong thesefoods and to select among

similar foodsbased on nutritivevaluesof comparablequantities.

If the purposes of the Pyramid and the Nutrition Factslabel are
understood, thetwo can be used together to compliment each
other andto help consumersmakefood choicesfor aheal thful
diet fromawidevariety of foods. Theusefulnessof bothtools
would be enhanced and confusion lessened if food product |abels
included astatement of the number of Pyramid servingscontained
inonelabel serving.

Contributors: DavidHerring, M.S., PatriciaBritten, Ph.D., Carole
Davis,M.S.,,R.D,andKimTuepker, B.S. (studentintern).
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