
Why Many (and Maybe Most) Westerners Have Problems 
With Grains

An estimated 20% of Australians, Americans, and Europeans are following gluten-
free diets—far exceeding the 1% with diagnosed celiac disease and 0.25-0.5% with 
wheat allergy. Why this dramatic rise in grain avoidance? The answer lies not in 
human evolution alone, but in fundamental changes to how Western societies 
produce, process, and consume grains.

While grains have always posed challenges due to antinutrients, modern Western 
grain consumption has created a "perfect storm" of factors that make grain-related 
problems far more common today than in traditional societies.

1. Modern Wheat Breeding: Unintended Consequences

What Changed in Modern Wheat?

From 1891 to 2010, wheat breeding focused intensely on increasing yields and 
improving baking qualities. The Green Revolution introduced dwarf wheat varieties 
that could support larger grain heads without lodging (falling over). Research 
analysing 60 wheat varieties from this 120-year period reveals specific changes:

The Gluten Composition Shift

While total gluten content remained relatively constant, the 

composition of gluten changed significantly:

• Gliadins (more immunoreactive, linked to celiac disease): DECREASED by 
18%
• Glutenins (provide dough elasticity and strength): INCREASED by 25%

This shift occurred because breeders selected for higher yields, which naturally 
decreased total protein content. To maintain good baking quality despite lower 
protein, they bred wheat with proportionally more glutenins (the elastic, bread-rising 
component) and fewer gliadins.

The Celiac Disease Epitope Controversy

Early research suggested modern wheat contained higher levels of celiac disease-
triggering protein fragments (epitopes). However, more recent comprehensive 
studies show wide variation within both modern and heritage varieties, with no clear 
pattern proving modern wheat is worse.

The Paradox: If modern wheat breeding actually 

decreased the most problematic gliadin proteins by 18%, why are grain sensitivities 
exploding? The answer lies not in the wheat itself, but in how we process and 
consume it.

2. The Hidden Gluten Bomb: Vital Wheat Gluten as a Food Additive

This is the factor most people don't know about—and it's massive.



What Is Vital Wheat Gluten?

Vital wheat gluten (VWG) is concentrated gluten protein extracted from wheat flour 
and dried into a powder. It's approximately 75-80% pure gluten protein—far more 
concentrated than any naturally occurring wheat.

How It's Made: Wheat flour is hydrated to activate gluten, then processed to strip 
away everything except gluten. The gluten is dried and powdered. When water is 
added to vital wheat gluten, it reconstitutes into pure, concentrated gluten.

Why Commercial Bakers Add Extra Gluten

The use of vital wheat gluten expanded dramatically in the 1950s with the rise of 
industrial-scale bakeries. Commercial bakers add VWG to:

1. Withstand Brutal Commercial Mixing: Industrial mixing is far more 
aggressive than hand kneading or home mixers. Extra gluten provides 
strength and elasticity to survive commercial processing.

2. Compensate for Flour Quality Variations: Wheat crops vary in protein 
content depending on growing conditions. VWG ensures consistent bread 
quality regardless of flour variations from crop changeovers.

3. Create Light, Fluffy Texture: Extra gluten traps more gas bubbles during 
fermentation, producing the soft, airy texture consumers expect in commercial 
bread.

4. Increase Shelf Life: VWG acts as a binder and helps bread stay fresh longer
—critical for products that must survive packaging, shipping, and extended 
shelf display.

5. Support Whole Grain Products: Whole wheat flour contains bran that 
physically interferes with gluten network formation, making dense, heavy 
bread. VWG compensates for this, allowing "healthy" whole grain breads to 
achieve acceptable texture. Ironically, as consumers increasingly choose 
whole wheat for health reasons, they're unknowingly consuming 
more concentrated gluten than ever before.

How Much Extra Gluten Are We Eating?

Usage Levels:

• Standard bread: 1-4% VWG (based on flour weight)
• Whole wheat and high-fiber breads: Up to 12% VWG
• Bagels (extra chewy texture required): 10-14% VWG
• Pasta, crackers, cereals: Variable amounts

Per Capita Consumption: Although comprehensive data on vital gluten 
consumption is limited, research indicates that from 1970 to 2000, per-person gluten 
intake from wheat flour increased from 9.1 pounds (4.1 kg) to 12 pounds (5.4 kg) 
annually—a 32% increase driven by both increased flour consumption 

and widespread VWG use.

The Problem: Concentrated Gluten Overload

When you pick up a loaf of commercial bread, you're not eating the wheat our 
ancestors ate. You're eating wheat plus concentrated gluten extract added to 
already gluten-containing flour. It's the equivalent of taking a medication and then 



adding a concentrated extract of that same medication—you're getting a massive 
dose.

A single slice of commercial whole wheat bread may contain 50-100% more gluten 
than a comparable slice would have contained 100 years ago, not because wheat 
changed, but because 

concentrated gluten was added as an ingredient.

Where Vital Wheat Gluten Hides

Vital wheat gluten appears in far more products than most people realize:

• Virtually all commercial breads (white, wheat, multigrain, "artisan")
• Bagels, English muffins, pita bread, tortillas
• Breakfast cereals and granola
• Crackers and pretzels
• Pasta products
• Pizza dough
• Processed meats (as a binder)
• Meat substitutes and vegetarian products (seitan)
• Some soups and sauces (as a thickener)
• Many processed foods as a hidden binder

Critical Point: Most consumers have no idea they're eating concentrated gluten 
extract. They see "wheat flour" on the ingredient list and assume it's just bread. They 
don't realize that further down the list, "vital wheat gluten" or "wheat gluten" 
represents an 

additional, concentrated dose of the exact protein many people are reacting to.

3. The Quantity Problem: Modern Overconsumption

Grains at Every Meal

Western dietary patterns involve grain consumption at frequencies our ancestors 
never experienced:

• Breakfast: Cereal, toast, bagels, muffins, pancakes, waffles
• Lunch: Sandwiches, wraps, pizza, pasta
• Dinner: Bread rolls, pasta, rice, couscous, breaded proteins
• Snacks: Crackers, pretzels, granola bars, cookies

Someone following standard Western eating patterns may consume grains 

4-6 times daily. This relentless exposure means anti-nutrients (phytic acid, lectins), 
inflammatory compounds (ATIs—alpha-amylase trypsin inhibitors), FODMAPs 
(fructans), and blood sugar spikes occur repeatedly throughout every single day.

Historical Grain Consumption Was Far Lower

Traditional Societies: Even in agricultural societies that consumed grains regularly, 
total quantities were lower, and grains were typically:

• Soaked, sprouted, or fermented (reducing antinutrients)
• Consumed with nutrient-dense animal foods (offsetting mineral depletion)



• Part of diverse diets with 1,000+ different crops (not wheat/corn/rice 
monoculture)

Food Variety Collapse: A hundred years ago, humans consumed foods from over 
1,000 different crop species. Today, Western diets rely overwhelmingly on wheat, 
corn, rice, and soy—just four crops. This lack of diversity means constant, repetitive 
exposure to the same grain proteins and antinutrients.

4. Processing Problems: Loss of Traditional Grain Preparation

Traditional Methods Reduced Harm

For millennia, cultures that consumed grains used time-intensive preparation 
methods that dramatically reduced anti-nutrient content:

• Soaking: Reduces phytic acid by 50-60%
• Sprouting: Reduces phytic acid by 50-70%, deactivates many lectins
• Fermentation: Reduces phytic acid by 60-90%, partially breaks down 
gluten, deactivates lectins

Examples: Sourdough fermentation (Europe), idli and dosa fermentation (India), 
injera fermentation (Ethiopia), nixtamalisation of corn (Mesoamerica). These 
processes weren't arbitrary traditions—they were survival wisdom that made grains 
more digestible and less harmful.

Modern Processing: Speed Over Safety

Commercial bread production prioritizes speed and profit:

• Rapid-rise yeast: Bread rises in 1-2 hours instead of overnight or longer
• No soaking or fermentation: Antinutrients remain at full strength
• Dough conditioners and additives: Chemical shortcuts replace traditional 
time-intensive methods
• Preservatives: Extend shelf life but add synthetic chemicals

The result: maximum gluten and antinutrient exposure with none of the protective 
preparation methods that made grains more tolerable historically.

5. The Insulin Resistance Epidemic: Grains in Metabolically 
Compromised Populations

An estimated 40-50% of Western adults have insulin resistance—though most 
remain undiagnosed because conventional medicine only tests when diabetes is 
suspected. For this massive population, grains are particularly devastating.

The Vicious Cycle:

Repeated grain consumption → Blood sugar spikes → Insulin surges → 
Gradual insulin resistance → Worsening metabolic dysfunction → Even 
greater grain intolerance

Someone with insulin resistance eating grains 4-6 times daily is subjecting their 
metabolism to constant assault. Even "whole grains" cause significant glucose 
elevation in insulin-resistant individuals. The combination of:

• Frequent grain consumption



• Extra gluten from vital wheat gluten additives
• Loss of traditional preparation methods
• Underlying insulin resistance

...creates an environment where grain problems become nearly universal in insulin-
resistant populations.

Critical Point: If you have diagnosed insulin resistance (HOMA-IR ≥2.0), grain 
avoidance is essential regardless of whether you experience obvious digestive 
symptoms. The metabolic damage is measurable and accelerates progression 
toward Type 2 diabetes, cardiovascular disease, and fatty liver disease.

6. Additional Modern Factors Contributing to Grain Intolerance

Compromised Gut Health

Modern lifestyles damage the gut microbiome and intestinal barrier:

• Antibiotic overuse depletes beneficial bacteria
• NSAIDs (ibuprofen, aspirin) damage gut lining
• Processed food additives (emulsifiers, preservatives) disrupt gut barrier
• Chronic stress reduces digestive capacity
• Low stomach acid (often from acid-blocking medications) impairs protein 
digestion

A damaged gut with compromised barrier function and depleted beneficial bacteria 
struggles far more with grain proteins, lectins, and anti-nutrients than a healthy gut 
would.

Alpha-Amylase Trypsin Inhibitors (ATIs)

ATIs are proteins in wheat that evolved to defend against pests. Research shows 
ATIs are potent activators of the innate immune system and may contribute 
significantly to non-celiac gluten sensitivity. ATIs trigger inflammation in the gut even 
in people without celiac disease. Modern wheat contains these compounds at full 
strength because commercial processing doesn't reduce them.

FODMAPs (Fermentable Carbohydrates)

Wheat contains fructans—short-chain carbohydrates that are poorly absorbed and 
ferment in the large bowel, producing gas, bloating, abdominal pain, diarrhea, and 
constipation in susceptible individuals. While fructan content varies between wheat 
varieties, the sheer quantity of modern wheat consumption means total FODMAP 
load is far higher than historical levels.

7. The Perfect Storm: Why Grain Problems Are Now Epidemic

No single factor alone explains the explosion of grain intolerance in Western 
populations. Rather, it's the convergence of multiple factors:

6. Vital Wheat Gluten Additives: Concentrated gluten extract added to most 
commercial grain products, dramatically increasing total gluten exposure

7. Frequency: 4-6 grain servings daily vs. occasional historical consumption
8. Processing: Loss of soaking, sprouting, fermentation—antinutrients at full 

strength



9. Food Diversity Collapse: Heavy reliance on just 4 crops (wheat, corn, rice, 
soy) instead of 1,000+ historically

10. Insulin Resistance Epidemic: 40-50% of adults metabolically compromised, 
making grain intolerance far more likely

11.Compromised Gut Health: Antibiotics, NSAIDs, processed foods, stress 
damaging intestinal barriers

12.Universal Anti-nutrient Effects: Phytic acid blocks minerals in everyone, 
lectins increase intestinal permeability in everyone

13.ATIs and FODMAPs: Additional inflammatory and digestive triggers beyond 
gluten itself

Each factor alone might be tolerable. Combined, they create an environment where 
grain intolerance becomes the norm rather than the exception.

8. Why Most Westerners Don't Realize They Have Grain Problems

Subclinical Effects

Many grain-related problems don't produce immediate, obvious symptoms:

• Gradual mineral depletion from phytic acid (takes years to manifest as 
anemia, osteoporosis, immune dysfunction)
• Low-grade intestinal inflammation (no obvious digestive distress initially)
• Increased intestinal permeability (leaky gut without symptoms)
• Progressive insulin sensitivity erosion (decades before diabetes diagnosis)

No Reference Point

Most Westerners have eaten grains daily since childhood. They have no memory of 
life without grains, so they don't recognize:

• Chronic low energy as abnormal ("I'm just tired")
• Digestive issues as abnormal ("everyone gets bloated after meals")
• Joint stiffness as abnormal ("I'm getting older")
• Brain fog as abnormal ("that's just how I am")

Many people report dramatic improvements in energy, digestion, mental clarity, skin 
quality, and joint pain only 

after eliminating grains—they didn't realise they had problems because they had 
nothing to compare to.

Normalisation of Dysfunction

When 40-50% of the population has insulin resistance, when digestive issues are 
ubiquitous, when fatigue and brain fog are universal complaints—these become 
"normal." People don't question whether grains might be contributing because 

everyone around them has the same problems.

Conclusion: The Modern Grain Reality

The question isn't "Why do some people have problems with grains?" The better 
question is: "Why 

wouldn't most Westerners have problems with grains given:



• Concentrated gluten additives (vital wheat gluten) in most commercial 
products
• 4-6 servings daily of anti-nutrient-rich foods
• Complete abandonment of traditional preparation methods
• Epidemic insulin resistance affecting half the adult population
• Widespread gut dysfunction from modern lifestyle factors

The 20% of Westerners actively avoiding grains may not be oversensitive or 
following a fad. They may simply be the ones who've recognised that modern grain 
consumption—particularly with added concentrated gluten—is incompatible with 
optimal health for a large percentage of the population.

The real surprise isn't that many people have grain problems. The real surprise 
is that anyone tolerates modern grain consumption well.

Discover Your Metabolic Health Status

The HOMA-IR test reveals your insulin resistance level—the critical factor 
determining whether grain consumption is actively harming your health.

HOMA-IR ≥2.0 indicates insulin resistance. If you have insulin resistance, grain 
avoidance is essential for metabolic recovery.

Order your confidential at-home blood test today:

https://vitall.co.uk/test/coc-homa-ir-insulin-resistance
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