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Key Recommendations provide further guidance on how individuals can follow the five Guidelines. The Dietary Guidelines’ Key 
Recommendations for healthy eating patterns should be applied in their entirety, given the interconnected relationship that each dietary 
component can have with others. 

Key  
Recommendations: 

Consume a healthy eating pattern that accounts for all foods and beverages within   
an appropriate calorie level. 
A healthy eating pattern includes:[1] 

•  A variety of vegetables from all of the subgroups—dark green, red and orange, legumes (beans and peas), starchy, 
and other

•  Fruits, especially whole fruits

•  Grains, at least half of which are whole grains

•  Fat-free or low-fat dairy, including milk, yogurt, cheese, and/or fortified soy beverages

•  A variety of protein foods, including seafood, lean meats and poultry, eggs, legumes (beans and peas), and nuts, 
seeds, and soy products

•  Oils

A healthy eating pattern limits: 

•  Saturated fats and trans fats, added sugars, and sodium

Key Recommendations that are quantitative are provided for several components of the diet that should   
be limited. These components are of particular public health concern in the United States, and the specified   
limits can help individuals achieve healthy eating patterns within calorie limits: 

•  Consume less than 10 percent of calories per day from added sugars[2] 

•  Consume less than 10 percent of calories per day from saturated fats[3] 

•  Consume less than 2,300 milligrams (mg) per day of sodium[4] 

•  If alcohol is consumed, it should be consumed in moderation—up to one drink per day for women and  
up to two drinks per day for men—and only by adults of legal drinking age.[5] 

In tandem with the recommendations above, Americans of all ages—children, adolescents, adults, and older 
adults—should meet the Physical Activity Guidelines for Americans to help promote health and reduce the risk of 
chronic disease. Americans should aim to achieve and maintain a healthy body weight. The relationship between 
diet and physical activity contributes to calorie balance and managing body weight. As such, the Dietary Guidelines 
includes a Key Recommendation to: 

•  Meet the Physical Activity Guidelines for Americans.[6] 

[1] Definitions for each food group and subgroup are provided throughout Chapter 1: Key Elements of Healthy Eating Patterns and are compiled in Appendix 3. USDA Food Patterns: Healthy U.S.-Style 
Eating Pattern. 

[2] The recommendation to limit intake of calories from added sugars to less than 10 percent per day is a target based on food pattern modeling and national data on intakes of calories from added 
sugars that demonstrate the public health need to limit calories from added sugars to meet food group and nutrient needs within calorie limits. The limit on calories from added sugars is not a Tolerable 
Upper Intake Level (UL) set by the Institute of Medicine (IOM). For most calorie levels, there are not enough calories available after meeting food group needs to consume 10 percent of calories from 
added sugars and 10 percent of calories from saturated fats and still stay within calorie limits. 

[3] The recommendation to limit intake of calories from saturated fats to less than 10 percent per day is a target based on evidence that replacing saturated fats with unsaturated fats is associated with 
reduced risk of cardiovascular disease. The limit on calories from saturated fats is not a UL set by the IOM. For most calorie levels, there are not enough calories available after meeting food group needs 
to consume 10 percent of calories from added sugars and 10 percent of calories from saturated fats and still stay within calorie limits. 

[4] The recommendation to limit intake of sodium to less than 2,300 mg per day is the UL for individuals ages 14 years and older set by the IOM. The recommendations for children younger than 14 years 
of age are the IOM age- and sex-appropriate ULs (see Appendix 7. Nutritional Goals for Age-Sex Groups Based on Dietary Reference Intakes and Dietary Guidelines Recommendations). 

[5] It is not recommended that individuals begin drinking or drink more for any reason. The amount of alcohol and calories in beverages varies and should be accounted for within the limits of healthy 
eating patterns. Alcohol should be consumed only by adults of legal drinking age. There are many circumstances in which individuals should not drink, such as during pregnancy. See Appendix 9. Alcohol 
for additional information. 

[6] U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. 2008 Physical Activity Guidelines for Americans. Washington (DC): U.S. Department of Health and Human Services; 2008. ODPHP Publication 
No. U0036. Available at: http://www.health.gov/paguidelines. Accessed August 6, 2015. 
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Figure ES­1. 
2015-2020 Dietary Guidelines for Americans at a Glance 
The 2015-2020 Dietary Guidelines focuses on the big picture with recommendations to help Americans make choices that 
add up to an overall healthy eating pattern. To build a healthy eating pattern, combine healthy choices from across all food 
groups—while paying attention to calorie limits, too. Check out the 5 Guidelines that encourage healthy eating patterns: 

1 
Follow a healthy  

eating pattern across  
the lifespan.  All food  

and beverage choices  
matter. Choose a healthy  

eating pattern at an  
appropriate calorie  

level to help achieve  
and maintain a healthy  
body weight, support  

nutrient adequacy,  
and reduce the risk  
of chronic disease. 

Follow a healthy eating pattern over time to help support a  
healthy body weight and reduce the risk of chronic disease. 

A Healthy Eating Pattern Includes:  

Fruits Protein 

Dairy Oils 

Vegetables 

A Healthy Eating Pattern Limits:  

 Saturated Fats 
& Trans Fats 

SodiumAdded Sugars 

2 

Focus on variety,  
nutrient density, and  

amount. To meet  
nutrient needs within  
calorie limits, choose  
a variety of nutrient-

dense foods across and  
within all food groups in  
recommended amounts. 

Choose a variety of nutrient-dense foods from each 
food group in recommended amounts. 

Example Meal:  
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 Lettuce 
& Celery 

Apples 
& Grapes 

Chicken Breast 
& Unsalted 

Walnuts 

Whole-Grain 
Bread 

Fat-Free Milk 

Mayonnaise 

Vegetables 

Fruits 

Protein 

Dairy 

Oils 



 

 

Figure ES­1. (continued...)

2015-2020 Dietary Guidelines for Americans at a Glance 
The 2015-2020 Dietary Guidelines focuses on the big picture with recommendations to help Americans make choices that 
add up to an overall healthy eating pattern. To build a healthy eating pattern, combine healthy choices from across all food 
groups—while paying attention to calorie limits, too. Check out the 5 Guidelines that encourage healthy eating patterns: 

3 
Limit calories from  
added sugars and  
saturated fats and  

reduce sodium intake.  
Consume an eating  

pattern low in added  
sugars, saturated  

fats, and sodium. Cut  
back on foods and  

beverages higher in  
these components to  

amounts that fit within  
healthy eating patterns. 

Consume an eating pattern low in    
added sugars, saturated fats, and sodium.  

Example Sources of:  

Saturated 
Fats 

SodiumAdded 
Sugars 

4 

Shift to healthier food  
and beverage choices.  
Choose nutrient-dense  
foods and beverages  
across and within all  

food groups in place of  
less healthy choices.  
Consider cultural and  
personal preferences  
to make these shifts  
easier to accomplish  

and maintain. 

Replace typical food and beverages choices   
with more nutrient-dense options. Be sure to consider   

personal preferences to maintain shifts over time. 
Example: 

Shift 

Meal A Meal B 
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5 

Support healthy  
eating patterns for all.  
Everyone has a role in  
helping to create and  
support healthy eating  

patterns in multiple  
settings nationwide,  

from home to school to  
work to communities. 

Everyone has a role in helping to create and 
support healthy eating patterns in places 

where we learn, work, live, and play. 
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CHAPTER 

1 Key Elements of  
Healthy Eating Patterns 
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