
Try for 5: Vegetables, Nutrition and Public Health in Australia 

Australian Public Interest Alliance Incorporated (ABN 33 842 796 620) | Page 1 

Try for 5: Vegetables, Nutrition and Public Health in Australia 
 
Introduction 

The phrase “Try for 5” is commonly used to describe the public health message of aiming to eat five 
serves of vegetables each day. It is intended as a simple and accessible way to communicate the 
importance of vegetables as part of a balanced diet, rather than as a strict rule or individual 
prescription. 

In Australia, national dietary guidelines and public health research consistently identify vegetable 
intake as an important factor in long-term health. Vegetables provide a wide range of nutrients, 
including dietary fibre, vitamins, minerals and bioactive compounds, and are a core component of 
dietary patterns associated with reduced risk of many chronic conditions at a population level. 

Despite this, most Australians do not regularly consume the recommended amount of vegetables. 
National nutrition surveys show that average vegetable intake falls well below guideline targets 
across most age groups, with particularly low intake observed among children, adolescents and 
working-age adults. These patterns have implications not only for individual wellbeing, but also for 
public health outcomes and health system demand over time. 

The “Try for 5” concept emerged as a communication tool to help bridge the gap between nutrition 
science and everyday understanding. By focusing on a clear, memorable number, the message aims 
to raise awareness of vegetable intake without requiring detailed nutritional knowledge. 
Importantly, it is framed as an encouragement rather than an obligation, recognising that dietary 
choices are influenced by many factors beyond individual motivation. 

Vegetable intake does not exist in isolation. Access, affordability, time constraints, cooking skills, 
cultural food practices and personal preferences all play a role in shaping what people eat. For some 
individuals and households, meeting dietary recommendations may be straightforward. For others, 
particularly those experiencing financial pressure, health limitations or limited food access, it can be 
significantly more challenging. 

For this reason, public health guidance around vegetables focuses on population-level trends rather 
than individual outcomes. Research consistently shows that higher average vegetable intake across 
a population is associated with better overall health indicators, even though individual needs and 
responses vary. The purpose of messages such as “Try for 5” is to support healthier food 
environments and informed choices, not to assign blame or promote unrealistic expectations. 

This guide has been prepared to provide general, evidence-based information about vegetable 
intake and its role in public health in Australia. It explains what is meant by a “serve” of vegetables, 
outlines why vegetable consumption is emphasised in dietary guidelines, and summarises key 
research findings in an accessible way. It also acknowledges the practical challenges people face 
when trying to improve their diet. 

The information presented here is educational in nature and is not intended to replace personalised 
dietary or medical advice. Individual nutritional needs vary depending on age, health status, cultural 
background and personal circumstances. Readers who require specific guidance are encouraged to 
seek advice from qualified health professionals. 
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Vegetables and Long-Term Health 

Vegetables play a central role in dietary patterns that support long-term health at a population level. 
They are consistently emphasised in national and international dietary guidelines because they 
contribute essential nutrients while generally being low in energy density. This combination allows 
vegetables to support nutritional adequacy without contributing excessively to overall energy 
intake. 

One of the most important components of vegetables is dietary fibre. Fibre supports normal 
digestive function and plays a role in gut health by helping maintain a diverse and active gut 
microbiota. Adequate fibre intake has also been associated with improved metabolic health and a 
reduced risk of several chronic conditions in large population studies. Vegetables are one of the 
primary sources of dietary fibre in the Australian diet. 

Vegetables are also rich in vitamins and minerals that are necessary for normal physiological 
function. These include vitamins such as vitamin C, folate and vitamin A precursors, as well as 
minerals such as potassium and magnesium. While individual vegetables differ in their nutrient 
profiles, regular consumption of a variety of vegetables helps support overall nutrient intake across 
the population. 

Beyond individual nutrients, vegetables contain a wide range of naturally occurring compounds, 
often referred to as phytochemicals or bioactive compounds. These substances are not classified as 
essential nutrients, but they are believed to contribute to health through a variety of biological 
mechanisms. Research in this area is ongoing, but dietary patterns rich in vegetables are 
consistently associated with positive health outcomes. 

From a public health perspective, higher vegetable intake is associated with a lower risk of several 
chronic diseases, including cardiovascular disease, type 2 diabetes and some forms of cancer. These 
associations are based on large observational studies conducted across different populations and 
supported by systematic reviews of the evidence. While such studies do not prove cause and effect 
for individuals, they provide strong evidence to inform population-level dietary guidance. 

Vegetable intake is also linked to weight management at a population level. Because vegetables are 
generally high in volume relative to their energy content, they can contribute to dietary patterns 
that support satiety and balanced energy intake. This characteristic is one reason vegetables are 
emphasised in guidelines addressing overall diet quality rather than weight loss specifically. 

It is important to note that vegetables are most beneficial when considered as part of an overall 
dietary pattern. No single food or nutrient determines health outcomes in isolation. Dietary 
guidelines focus on patterns that include vegetables alongside fruits, whole grains, protein sources 
and healthy fats, while limiting highly processed foods that are high in added sugars, saturated fats 
and sodium. 

Public health recommendations around vegetable intake are therefore designed to improve average 
dietary quality across the population. They are not intended to imply that health outcomes depend 
solely on vegetable consumption, nor that individual health can be assessed based on a single 
dietary factor. Instead, vegetables are emphasised because they are a practical, evidence-based 
component of healthier eating patterns that can be adapted to a wide range of cultural, economic 
and personal contexts. 
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What Is a Vegetable Serve? 

Understanding what is meant by a “serve” of vegetables is an important part of making sense of 
dietary guidelines and public health messages such as “Try for 5”. Without clear definitions, 
recommendations can feel abstract or difficult to apply in everyday life. 

In Australian dietary guidance, a standard serve of vegetables is defined by quantity rather than by a 
specific food item. As a general guide, one serve of vegetables is equivalent to approximately 75 
grams of cooked or raw vegetables. In practical terms, this is roughly equal to half a cup of cooked 
vegetables or one cup of raw salad vegetables. These measures are intended as approximations 
rather than precise requirements. 

Examples of one vegetable serve include half a cup of cooked carrots, broccoli or green beans; half a 
cup of cooked legumes such as lentils or chickpeas; one medium tomato; one cup of leafy salad 
vegetables; or half a cup of cooked pumpkin or sweet potato. Different vegetables vary in density 
and water content, so visual appearance can differ even when the serve size is similar. 

Legumes, including lentils, chickpeas and dried beans, are counted as vegetables within the 
Australian Dietary Guidelines. They are notable for providing both dietary fibre and plant-based 
protein, and their inclusion recognises their nutritional contribution within a balanced diet. Starchy 
vegetables such as potatoes and sweet potatoes are also classified as vegetables, although guidelines 
often encourage variety across different types of vegetables rather than reliance on a single 
category. 

Vegetables can be consumed in many forms, including fresh, frozen and canned. All of these can 
contribute to vegetable intake. Frozen vegetables are typically processed soon after harvesting and 
retain most of their nutritional value, making them a convenient and often cost-effective option. 
Canned vegetables can also be useful, particularly where fresh produce is less accessible, although 
choosing products with no added salt or reduced sodium is generally recommended. 

Vegetable intake includes vegetables consumed as part of mixed dishes, such as soups, stir-fries, 
casseroles and pasta sauces. In these cases, estimating the number of serves involves considering 
the overall amount of vegetables in the dish rather than focusing on individual ingredients. Public 
health guidance recognises that meals are rarely eaten as isolated food items. 

One common misunderstanding is that vegetable serves must come from raw vegetables or salads. 
Cooked vegetables contribute equally to intake, and in some cases cooking can improve the 
availability of certain nutrients. Variety in preparation methods can also support enjoyment and 
long-term dietary habits. 

Another misconception is that vegetable intake must be exact or rigidly measured. The concept of 
“Try for 5” is intended as a practical target rather than a strict threshold. Consuming more 
vegetables on some days and fewer on others is normal, and overall patterns over time are more 
relevant than daily precision. 

By clarifying what constitutes a vegetable serve, public health guidance aims to make 
recommendations more understandable and achievable. The following sections examine how 
Australian vegetable intake compares with these guidelines and the factors that influence everyday 
food choices. 
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How Australians Are Currently Eating 

National nutrition data indicates that most Australians do not consume the recommended number 
of vegetable serves each day. Surveys conducted by government health agencies consistently show 
that average vegetable intake falls short of guideline targets across nearly all age groups. This gap 
between recommendations and actual intake has remained relatively stable over time, despite 
ongoing public health messaging. 

Children and adolescents have some of the lowest reported vegetable intake levels. As dietary habits 
established early in life often persist into adulthood, this trend is of particular concern from a 
population health perspective. Factors influencing vegetable intake in younger age groups include 
taste preferences, food availability in home and school environments, and broader dietary patterns 
that include a high proportion of processed foods. 

Among adults, vegetable intake tends to increase with age, but still remains below recommended 
levels for most people. Working-age adults often report barriers related to time, convenience and 
competing demands, while older adults may face challenges related to physical health, mobility or 
changes in appetite. These patterns highlight that low vegetable intake is not confined to a single 
demographic group. 

Socioeconomic factors also play a significant role in dietary patterns. Individuals and households 
experiencing financial pressure may prioritise foods that are more energy-dense and perceived as 
more filling per dollar, particularly when food budgets are limited. Access to affordable, good-
quality fresh produce can vary depending on location, with rural and remote communities facing 
additional challenges. 

Cultural background and food traditions influence how vegetables are used and perceived. In some 
cuisines, vegetables are central to most meals, while in others they may play a more limited role. 
Public health guidance recognises the importance of cultural flexibility and does not prescribe 
specific foods or preparation methods, focusing instead on overall intake patterns. 

Over recent decades, broader changes in food environments have also influenced vegetable 
consumption. Increased availability of highly processed convenience foods, changes in work 
patterns, and shifts in cooking practices have altered how meals are prepared and eaten. These 
factors affect vegetable intake at a population level and cannot be addressed solely through 
individual behaviour change. 

From a public health perspective, the significance of these intake patterns lies in their cumulative 
impact. When large segments of the population consistently consume fewer vegetables than 
recommended, this contributes to higher rates of chronic disease and increased demand on health 
systems over time. Improving average vegetable intake, even modestly, can have meaningful effects 
at a population level. 

It is important to interpret intake data with an understanding of its limitations. Dietary surveys rely 
on self-reported information and may not capture all aspects of food consumption accurately. 
However, the consistency of findings across multiple surveys and time periods supports the 
conclusion that vegetable intake remains below recommended levels for most Australians. 
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Barriers to Vegetable Intake 

While dietary guidelines encourage higher vegetable consumption, many Australians face practical 
barriers that make this difficult in everyday life. Understanding these barriers is essential for 
interpreting public health recommendations in a realistic and compassionate way. 

Cost is one of the most commonly reported challenges. Fresh vegetables can represent a significant 
portion of a household food budget, particularly during periods of rising living costs. Price 
fluctuations due to seasonal availability, transport costs and supply disruptions can further affect 
affordability. For households under financial pressure, food choices are often shaped by the need to 
maximise satiety and caloric value, which may limit vegetable intake even when awareness of 
dietary guidelines is high. 

Time constraints are another major factor. Preparing meals that include a variety of vegetables can 
require planning, preparation and cooking time. For people balancing work, caring responsibilities 
and other demands, convenience often becomes a priority. Highly processed or ready-to-eat foods 
may be perceived as more practical options, even though they typically contain fewer vegetables. 

Access and availability also influence dietary patterns. People living in regional, remote or outer 
suburban areas may have limited access to fresh produce outlets, or may face higher prices and 
reduced choice. Transport limitations, physical mobility issues and health conditions can further 
restrict access, particularly for older adults or people living with disability. 

Skills and confidence in food preparation play a role as well. Individuals who have not developed 
cooking skills or familiarity with vegetables may find it challenging to incorporate them into meals 
in enjoyable ways. Past experiences, including negative childhood associations with certain foods, 
can influence adult food preferences and habits. 

Taste preferences and household dynamics are additional considerations. Within families, differing 
preferences among adults and children can shape meal choices, sometimes leading to compromises 
that reduce vegetable content. Public health guidance acknowledges that food choices are 
negotiated within social contexts and are not made in isolation. 

Health conditions and individual circumstances can also affect vegetable intake. Some people may 
experience digestive discomfort, dental issues or medical conditions that influence food choices. 
Others may be following specific dietary patterns for cultural, ethical or personal reasons. These 
factors highlight the importance of flexibility in dietary guidance. 

From a public health perspective, these barriers underscore why messages such as “Try for 5” are 
framed as encouragements rather than strict targets. Increasing vegetable intake is influenced by 
structural, economic and social factors as much as by individual knowledge or motivation. 
Addressing these barriers requires coordinated efforts across food systems, education, policy and 
community support. 

Recognising barriers also helps avoid oversimplifying nutrition messages. While vegetables are an 
important component of healthy eating patterns, public health approaches focus on gradual, 
achievable improvements rather than perfection. Even small increases in average vegetable intake 
across the population can contribute to meaningful health benefits over time. 
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Evidence Base and Dietary Guidelines 

Public health recommendations regarding vegetable intake are based on a substantial body of 
research examining dietary patterns and health outcomes across large populations. Rather than 
focusing on individual foods in isolation, this evidence considers how overall eating patterns 
influence long-term health at a community and national level. 

In Australia, the primary framework for dietary advice is provided by the Australian Dietary 
Guidelines. These guidelines are developed through a rigorous review of scientific evidence and are 
periodically updated to reflect current research. The process involves evaluating thousands of 
studies, including systematic reviews and population-based research, to identify dietary patterns 
associated with reduced risk of chronic disease and improved health outcomes. 

Vegetables are emphasised within these guidelines because consistent associations have been 
observed between higher vegetable intake and lower rates of conditions such as cardiovascular 
disease, type 2 diabetes and certain cancers. These findings are supported by international research 
and align with guidance from organisations such as the World Health Organization and other 
national public health bodies. 

It is important to understand how this evidence is interpreted. Much of the research informing 
dietary guidelines is observational in nature, meaning it examines patterns and associations rather 
than testing interventions in controlled clinical settings. While this type of evidence cannot establish 
cause and effect for individuals, it is well suited to informing population-level recommendations, 
where the goal is to improve average health outcomes across diverse groups. 

Dietary guidelines also consider nutrient adequacy, food availability, cultural relevance and 
sustainability. Recommendations around vegetable intake are designed to be flexible and adaptable, 
allowing individuals and communities to meet guidelines using a wide range of foods and 
preparation methods. This flexibility is a key feature of public health nutrition guidance. 

Evidence-based guidelines are not static rules. They are revised over time as new research emerges 
and as population health needs change. The emphasis on vegetables has remained consistent across 
guideline updates, reflecting the strength and consistency of the underlying evidence. 

Public health guidance distinguishes between general recommendations and individualised advice. 
Dietary guidelines are intended to inform policy, education and community-level initiatives, as well 
as to support individuals in making informed choices. They are not designed to account for specific 
medical conditions, allergies or individual nutritional requirements, which may require 
personalised assessment. 

For this reason, messages such as “Try for 5” should be understood as simplified expressions of 
complex evidence rather than as precise prescriptions. Their purpose is to improve nutrition 
literacy and support healthier food environments, not to replace professional advice or to assess 
individual health. 

Understanding the evidence base behind vegetable intake recommendations can help readers 
interpret public health messages with appropriate context. The final section of this guide outlines 
how this information is intended to be used and provides information about the governance and 
purpose of this resource. 
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Using This Information Responsibly 

This guide has been prepared to support public understanding of vegetable intake and its role in 
population health. It brings together information from Australian dietary guidelines and established 
public health research in a format intended to be accessible and informative for a general audience. 

The information presented is educational in nature and should be interpreted as general guidance 
rather than personalised advice. Nutritional needs vary between individuals based on factors such 
as age, health status, cultural background, physical activity levels and personal circumstances. As a 
result, dietary recommendations that are appropriate at a population level may not apply equally to 
every individual. 

Public health messages such as “Try for 5” are designed to raise awareness and support informed 
decision-making. They are not intended to promote rigid targets or to suggest that health outcomes 
depend on meeting a specific number of vegetable serves each day. Patterns over time, flexibility 
and overall diet quality are more relevant than short-term adherence to numerical goals. 

Readers with specific health conditions, dietary restrictions or nutritional concerns should seek 
advice from appropriately qualified health professionals, such as accredited practising dietitians or 
medical practitioners. This guide does not diagnose conditions, provide treatment 
recommendations or replace professional care. 

The Australian Public Interest Alliance publishes this resource as part of its commitment to 
improving access to evidence-based information on issues that affect community wellbeing. The 
Alliance operates on a non-commercial basis and does not promote products, services or specific 
dietary programs through this material. 

Content is developed with reference to publicly available research, government guidelines and 
reputable public health sources. While care is taken to ensure accuracy at the time of publication, 
scientific understanding evolves, and readers are encouraged to consult current official guidance 
where appropriate. 

This guide may be shared for educational and informational purposes, provided it is not altered in a 
way that misrepresents its intent or content. It is designed to complement, not replace, existing 
public health resources. 

Vegetable intake is only one component of a healthy diet and a healthy society. Public health 
outcomes are shaped by a wide range of factors, including food systems, education, socioeconomic 
conditions and access to care. Improving nutrition at a population level requires coordinated efforts 
across individuals, communities and institutions. 

By providing clear, balanced information, this resource aims to contribute to a broader 
understanding of how everyday food choices intersect with long-term public health, while 
recognising the complexity and diversity of real-world circumstances. 
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Official Australian Dietary Guidelines and Serve Information 

• Australian Dietary Guidelines – Serve Sizes and Examples 
https://www.eatforhealth.gov.au/food-essentials/how-much-do-we-need-each-day/serve-sizes Eat 
For Health 

• Vegetables and Legumes / Beans within the Five Food Groups 
https://www.eatforhealth.gov.au/food-essentials/five-food-groups/vegetables-and-legumes-beans 
Eat For Health 

• Australian Dietary Guidelines Overview and Principles 
https://www.eatforhealth.gov.au/guidelines/about-australian-dietary-guidelines Eat For Health 

• Australian Dietary Guidelines Summary PDF (includes 5 serves message) 
https://www.eatforhealth.gov.au/sites/default/files/files/the_guidelines/n55a_australian_dietary_
guidelines_summary_book.pdf Eat For Health 

• Recommended Number of Serves for Adults (vegetables & other food groups) 
https://www.eatforhealth.gov.au/food-essentials/how-much-do-we-need-each-
day/recommended-number-serves-adults Eat For Health 

 

Population Intake and Health Data 

• Fruit and Vegetable Intake in Australia (AIHW data) 
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/australias-health/australias-health-2024-in-brief/summary 

• Diet and Nutrition Overview (AIHW: dietary risk factors) 
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports-data/behaviours-risk-factors/food-nutrition/overview AIHW 

 

Supplementary Context and External Resources 

These aren’t required citations for the PDF itself but can be useful for linking on the website or in 
further reading lists: 

• Eating Well – Australian Government Health Information 
https://www.health.gov.au/topics/food-and-nutrition/about/eating-well?language=en Health, 
Disability and Ageing Australia 

• Vegetables, Fruit and Diet in Cancer Prevention (Cancer Australia) 
https://ncci.canceraustralia.gov.au/prevention/diet/fruit-and-vegetable-consumption National 
Cancer Control Indicators 

• Standard Serve Definitions by Nutrition Australia 
https://nutritionaustralia.org/resources/adgs-standard-serves/ Nutrition Australia 
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Five easy recipes to support fruit and vegetable intake 
 
Recipe 1: One-pan roasted vegetable tray bake 

Ingredients 
– 1 cup chopped pumpkin or sweet potato 
– 1 cup broccoli or cauliflower florets 
– 1 red capsicum, sliced 
– ½ red onion, cut into wedges 
– 1–2 tablespoons olive oil 
– Garlic and dried herbs (to taste) 

Method 
Preheat oven to 200°C. Place all vegetables on a baking tray, drizzle with olive oil and season 
with garlic and herbs. Toss gently. Roast for 30–40 minutes, turning once, until tender and lightly 
golden. 

Approximate vegetable serves 
Provides around 3–4 serves of vegetables per portion, depending on portion size. 

 

Recipe 2: Simple vegetable and lentil soup 

Ingredients 
– 1 onion, diced 
– 1 carrot, chopped 
– 1 celery stalk, chopped 
– 1 zucchini, chopped 
– 1 cup canned lentils, drained and rinsed 
– 1 cup canned diced tomatoes 
– 2–3 cups vegetable stock 
– 1 tablespoon olive oil 

Method 
Heat olive oil in a pot and cook onion until soft. Add remaining vegetables and cook briefly. Add 
lentils, tomatoes and stock. Simmer for 20–30 minutes. Blend if desired. 

Approximate vegetable serves 
Provides around 3 serves of vegetables per bowl, including legumes. 
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Recipe 3: Quick vegetable-loaded stir-fry 

Ingredients 
– 2 cups mixed vegetables (fresh or frozen), such as broccoli, carrots, capsicum and snow peas 
– 1 clove garlic, minced 
– Small piece of ginger, grated 
– 1 tablespoon oil 
– 1–2 teaspoons soy sauce or reduced-salt alternative 
– Optional protein (tofu, egg or chicken) 

Method 
Heat oil in a wok or large pan. Add garlic and ginger briefly, then add vegetables and stir-fry 
until tender-crisp. Add protein if using. Finish with soy sauce and serve. 

Approximate vegetable serves 
Provides around 2–3 serves of vegetables per portion. 

 

Recipe 4: Fruit and yoghurt breakfast bowl 

Ingredients 
– 1 cup plain yoghurt 
– 1 cup fresh or frozen fruit (berries, banana, apple or similar) 
– Optional: oats, nuts or seeds 

Method 
Place yoghurt in a bowl and top with fruit and optional extras. Frozen fruit can be used directly or 
thawed. 

Approximate fruit serves 
Provides around 1–2 serves of fruit, depending on fruit choice and quantity. 
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Recipe 5: Vegetable-packed pasta sauce 

Ingredients 
– 1 onion, diced 
– 1 carrot, grated 
– 1 zucchini, grated 
– 1–2 cups spinach or silverbeet, chopped 
– 1 cup canned crushed tomatoes 
– 1 tablespoon olive oil 

Method 
Cook onion in olive oil until soft. Add grated vegetables and cook for several minutes. Stir in 
tomatoes and simmer for 15–20 minutes. Add leafy greens at the end until wilted. Serve with 
pasta. 

Approximate vegetable serves 
Provides around 2–3 serves of vegetables per portion. 

 

These recipes are provided for general educational purposes only. Serve estimates are 
approximate and intended to support understanding of fruit and vegetable intake rather than to 
prescribe individual dietary requirements. Nutritional needs vary between individuals. This 
information does not replace personalised dietary or medical advice. Individuals with specific 
health conditions or dietary needs should seek guidance from a qualified health professional. 

 


