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Families on the Move – Eating healthy when you eat out (full version)

MADISON [YOUR TOWN], Wis.—Does your family eat fast food often?  Did you know that most fast food meals and snacks are high in fat, calories and sodium, which should be limited in your diet?  Fast food meals also tend to be low in fiber, calcium and other nutrients even though it’s important to get enough of these every day.  Fast food can also be short on fruits, vegetables, or calcium-rich foods like milk and yet we often need more of these in our daily diet.  
“We know that eating out is a common activity for families.  We eat out when we’re too tired or rushed to cook.  We also eat out when we are traveling or away from home or having a family celebration.  And we even eat out because we like the food, a lot!,” says Ruth Schriefer, University of Wisconsin-Extension 4-H Youth Development, Family, Home & Health Project Educator [YOUR NAME, TITLE, COUNTY, UW-Extension].

Because of the popularity of fast foods, consumers and health professionals have expressed concern over both the nutritional quality of the foods being served and the quantity in a serving.  Fast food chains have responded to these consumer demands by offering healthier food choices for kids’ meals and their regular menus, using vegetable shortening for all frying, and making nutrition information more accessible.  However, it is still common to be offered the extra-large menu items for breakfast, lunch and dinner, Schriefer [YOUR NAME] says. 

Portion sizes of food eaten away from home have increased dramatically in the past 50 years.  In 1957, a fast food burger weighed a little more than an ounce, a soda was eight ounces, and movie popcorn came in a three-cup bucket.  Today, a fast food burger averages six ounces, the soda is probably 32 ounces and the popcorn bucket holds 16 cups or more!  Larger food portions contain more calories and when people are served larger portions, they do eat more food.    

You can still have healthy family meals when you are eating out. The web site MyPyramid.gov provides helpful information about eating healthy using the new food guide--MyPyramid. Some tips from MyPyramid.gov include:

--As a beverage choice, ask for water or order fat-free or low-fat milk, unsweetened tea, or other drinks without added sugar.  

--Ask for whole wheat bread for sandwiches.

--Start your meal with a salad packed with veggies to help you control hunger and feel satisfied sooner. Ask for salad dressing to be served on the side, then use only as much as you want.  

--Choose main dishes that include vegetables, such as stir fry, kabobs or pasta with a tomato sauce.

--Order steamed, grilled or broiled dishes instead of those that are fried or sautéed.  

--Choose a small or medium portion for main dishes, side dishes and beverages.  

--Order from the menu rather than heading for the “all you can eat” buffet.

If main portions at a restaurant are larger that you want, try one of these strategies to keep from overeating:

--Order an appetizer or side dish instead of an entrée.

--Share a main dish with a friend.

--If you can chill the extra food within two hours, take leftovers home.

--When your food is served, set aside or pack half of it to go immediately.

--Resign from the “clean plate club”--when you’ve eaten enough, leave the rest.

To keep your meal moderate in calories, fat and sugars:

--Remember to ask for salad dressing on the side.

--Order foods that do not have creamy sauces or gravies.

--Add little or no butter to your food.

--Choose fruits for dessert.

On long commutes or shopping trips, pack fresh fruit, cut-up vegetables, low-fat string cheese sticks, or a handful of unsalted nuts to help you avoid stopping for sweet or fatty snacks.  

When you do eat out, think in terms of the whole day.  Not every meal needs to be low in fat and totally nutritious.  Be sure to use moderation -- if you overindulged at one meal, eat less at the next.  And if your meal was high in sodium and low in fruits and vegetables, plan to reduce sodium and make up with more fruits and vegetables in the next meals.  If you want to know about the nutrients of the foods you are ordering, check the food packaging or look for posted nutrition information. Most restaurants and fast food places have brochures with nutrition information -- all you have to do is ask.  
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