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By Cynthia Harriman | Contributing Editor 

 

Whole grains have come a long way in the past few years, buoyed by delicious new food choices, 

changing consumer tastes and ongoing research touting their health benefits, including a recent study 

by the Harvard School of Public Health showing whole grains may contribute to longevity (JAMA 

Intern Med. 2015 Jan 5). 

A decade ago, many people’s image of whole grains was similar to their view of a scuffed brown 

oxford-tie shoe: utilitarian, unexciting and most likely kept hidden at the back of the closet. Today, 

whole grains have bling, like a pair of Jimmy Choo shoes or some highly engineered basketball 

sneaker; they’re fashionable and exciting, seen everywhere in society—and highly susceptible to the 

latest trends. 

So what will the whole-grain trends be in 2015 and going forward? In the course of managing the 

Whole Grain Stamp program, the Whole Grain Council sees the latest whole-grain products come 

across our desks every day, giving us ringside seats to what is up and coming. Three whole-grain 

trends predicted to take center stage in the near future include sprouted grains, zesty flavors and 

lesser-known grains. 

Sprouted Grains 

Although some products have featured sprouted grains for a few decades, they’re now entering the 

mainstream market. Major milling companies including Ardent Mills and Bay State Milling have 

followed in the wake of pioneers like Essential Eating and To Your Health Sprouted Flour to make 

sprouted flours widely available. This means we’re seeing them in a wide range of mainstream 

products, such as Frito-Lay’s Sproutzels (sprouted pretzels) and Way Better Snacks’ line of sprouted 

barley crackers, instead of just niche products at health-food stores. 

Research attributes a growing number of health benefits to sprouted grains, such as reducing 

glycemic impact (J Nutr Metab. 2012; 2012:1847100) and combat type 2 diabetes (J Nutr Sci 

Vitaminol. 2008;54(2):163-8), as the process of beginning to turn a grain seed into a new plant 

“unlocks” many of the grain’s nutrients and makes them more easily digested. Sprouted grains have 

higher levels of fiber, some vitamins, including folate (B9), and vitamins C and E, and lysine, an 

amino acid lacking in most grains. And, as Kevin Richter of Ardent Mills stated in his paper “Wheat 

Sprouting Enhances Bread Baking Performance” at the AACC International conference in October 

(2014;59(5):231-33), they’re easier to bake with than unsprouted whole grains. His team found a 50-
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percent increase in dough stability, a 10-percent decrease in proofing time and an 8- to 12-percent 

increase in loaf volume while using little or no added vital wheat gluten, and a 50-percent decrease in 

added sugar when compared to regular whole-wheat dough.  

These recent discoveries bring great new possibilities to the bakery aisle for baking delicious, healthy 

bread with a much shorter ingredient list. Be on the lookout for loaves that achieve the trifecta of good 

health: sprouted, whole grain and sourdough. Whole grains offer two to three times the nutrients of 

refined grains; sprouting further enhances those nutrients and makes them more bioavailable; and 

traditional sourdough fermentation helps lower the glycemic impact of breads, while supporting 

digestive health, i.e., grains are digested differently when they have been sprouted and digestion of 

sprouted grains is easier than unsprouted grains for some. One Japanese study found sprouting 

reduces some common wheat allergens (Biosci Biotechnol Biochem. 2005;69(10):1877-83), while 

researchers in Alberta determined that sprouting barley increased its digestibility (Plant Foods Hum 

Nutr  1989;39(3):267-78). In past decades, companies have turned their backs on traditional ways of 

making bread, but now the knowledge of “the old ways” is being incorporated into modern baking 

facilities. 

Zesty Flavors 

Another big trend in whole grains is zesty flavors—part of that “bling” mentioned earlier. Popcorn 

continues to be hot and our product database shows popcorn flavors including Asian barbecue, 

chipotle taco and jalapeno cheddar are trending. Crackers, crisps and multigrain chips are joining in 

the flavor-fest too, with options like Sriracha, wasabi, soy ginger, smoky maple, sweet chili, bacon 

habañero and salsa fresca. 

Why so much flavor now? Two reasons. First, companies have woken up to the fact their highest 

success will come from making healthier foods that taste good. Gone is the belief that those who care 

about their health will simply “hold their nose and eat it—it’s good for them.” Second, this flavor trend 

underscores that companies are turning out complete lines of whole-grain products now. A decade 

ago, there might have been just one neutrally flavored, token whole-grain SKU in any product line; but 

now, companies recognize that more and more consumers seek out whole grains, so offering a 

complete line of flavors makes sense. 

Lesser-Known Grains 

The popularity of quinoa over the last six or seven years has led many to ask, “What’s the next 

quinoa?” That’s a good thing, because this search is giving lesser-known grains like millet, sorghum 

and teff their chance in the spotlight, along with new grain combinations. How about a red rice and 

quinoa rice cracker, or one made with black Japonica rice, or a cracker made with buckwheat and 

quinoa? They all became available in recent months. 
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Part of the growth in alternative grains—for instance, teff sales were up nearly 60 percent in a year— 

comes from the continuing interest in gluten-free products. While top gluten experts like Alessio 

Fasano, M.D., chief of pediatric gastroenterology and nutrition and director of the Center for Celiac 

Research, Massachustetts General Hospital for Children (MGHfC), Boston, said only a small 

percentage of us have valid medical reasons for avoiding gluten, “No question there’s a fad 

component,” Fasano said. The fact is that the overblown gluten-free trend has resulted in two big 

benefits. First, there are many more choices for those with celiac disease or other valid medical 

reasons for going gluten-free. And second, the rest of us get more chances to branch out beyond our 

normal wheat-rice-corn diets. 

Eating a wide range of whole grains is good for all of us. Kudos to manufacturers for branching out 

and adding so many new grains to their products. 

Watch these three trends play out in 2015 and you’ll realize that all three attest to the staying power 

of whole grains overall. It’s a tribute to the steady growth in whole grains over the past decade that 

this category is now big enough, and established enough, to have its own ebbs and flows and trends. 

Whole grains are here to stay  

 

Cynthia Harriman is director of food and nutrition strategies, Oldways (oldwayspt.org)— a nonprofit 

food and nutrition education organization, with a mission to guide people to good health through 

cultural food traditions and lifestyles, using practical and positive programs grounded in science—and 

the Whole Grains Council (wholegrainscouncil.org)—an Oldways program that has been working 

since 2003 to increase consumption of whole grains for better health.  

 

 

 


