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FAST FOOD MEALS

Fast foods are quick and easy substitutes for home cooking, and a reality with the busy schedules many families
maintain. However, fast foods are almost always high in calories, fat, sugar, and salt.

Fast food used to mean fried food. However, today there are many more healthy alternatives available at fast food
restaurants. Some restaurants still use hydrogenated vegetable oils for frying. These oils contain trans fats, which
increase your risk for heart disease. Some cities have banned or are trying to ban the use of these fats. Now, many
restaurants are preparing foods using other types of fat.

Even with these changes, it is hard to eat healthy when you eat out often. Many foods are still cooked with a lot of fat,
and many fast-food restaurants do not offer any lower-fat foods. Large portions also make it easy to overeat, and few
restaurants offer many fresh fruits and vegetables.

Before heading out, it is important to know your personal calorie limit. Staying within yours can help you get to or
maintain a healthy weight. Most adolescents need 1800 (girls) to 2200 (boys) calories; however, knowing how many
calories one needs is based upon age, sex, height, weight, and activity level. When choosing what to eat and drink, it’s
important to get the right mix — enough nutrients, but not too many calories.

In general, eat at places that offer salads, soups, and vegetables. Select a fast-food restaurant that you know offers
a variety of food selections that fit in your healthy eating plan. Along with that, the following tips can help you make
healthier selections when dining at fast-food restaurants.

Check and compare nutrition information. Knowing the amount of calories, fat, and salt in fast foods can help you eat
healthier. Many restaurants now offer information about their food. This information is much like the nutrition labels on
the food that you buy. If it is not posted in the restaurant, ask an employee for a copy.

Have it your way. Remember you don’t have to settle for what comes with your sandwich or meal — not even at fast-
food restaurants. Ask for healthier options and substitutions. Adding bacon, cheese, or mayonnaise will increase the fat
and calories. Ask for vegetables instead, such as lettuce or spinach, and tomatoes. With pizza, get less cheese. Also pick
low-fat toppings, such as vegetables. You can also dab the pizza with a paper napkin to get rid of a lot of the fat from the
cheese.

Keep portion sizes small. If the fast-food restaurant offers several sandwich sizes, pick the smallest. Bypass hamburgers
with two or three beef patties, which can pack close to 800 calories and 40 grams of fat. Choose instead a regular- or
children’s-sized hamburger, which has about 250-300 calories. Ask for extra lettuce, tomatoes, and onions, and omit the
cheese and sauce. If a smaller portion is not available, split an item to reduce calories and fat. You can always take some
of your food home, and it is okay if you leave extra food on your plate.

Skip the large serving of french fries or onion rings and ask for a small serving instead. This switch alone saves 200 to 300
calories. Or, ask if you can substitute a salad or fruit for the fries.

Strive to make half your plate fruits and vegetables. Take advantage of the healthy side dishes offered at many fast-food
restaurants. For example, instead of french fries choose a side salad with low-fat dressing or a baked potato, or add a
fruit bowl or a fruit and yogurt option to your meal. Other healthy choices include apple or orange slices, corn on the
cob, steamed rice, or baked potato chips.

When choosing an entrée salad, go with grilled chicken, shrimp, or vegetables with fat-free or low-fat dressing on the
side, rather than regular salad dressing, which can have 100 to 200 calories per packet. Vinegar or lemon juice are also
healthier substitutes for salad dressing. Watch out for high-calorie salads, such as those with deep fried shells or those
topped with breaded chicken or other fried toppings. Also skip extras, such as cheese, bacon bits and croutons, which
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quickly increase your calorie count. If you forgo the dressing, you can find salads for around 300 calories at most fast
food chains.

Opt for grilled items. Fried and breaded foods, such as crispy chicken sandwiches and breaded fish fillets, are high in fat

and calories. Select grilled or roasted lean meats — such as turkey or chicken meat, lean ham, or lean roast beef. Look for
meat, chicken, and fish that are roasted, grilled, baked, or broiled. Avoid meats that are breaded or fried. If the dish you

order comes with a heavy sauce, ask for it on the side and use just a small amount.

Go for whole grains. Select whole-grain breads or bagels. Croissants and biscuits have a lot of fat. People who eat whole
grains as part of a healthy diet have a reduced risk of some chronic diseases.

Slow down on sodium. Americans have a taste for salt, but salt plays a role in high blood pressure. Everyone, including
kids, should reduce their sodium intake to less than 2,300 milligrams of sodium a day (about 1 tsp of salt). Adults age 51
and older, African Americans of any age, and individuals with high blood pressure, diabetes, or chronic kidney disease
should further reduce their sodium intake to 1,500 mg a day.

When eating at a fast food restaurant, pay attention to condiments. Foods like soy sauce, ketchup, pickles, olives, salad
dressings, and seasoning packets are high in sodium. Choose low-sodium soy sauce and ketchup. Have a carrot or celery
stick instead of olives or pickles. Use only a sprinkling of flavoring packets instead of the entire packet.

Watch what you drink. What you drink is as important as what you eat. Teenagers often drink more carbonated and
caffeinated beverages and eat more fast foods. This, along with peer pressure related to eating and exercise, make
teenagers particularly vulnerable to becoming sedentary, overweight, and obese. An obese teenager has a greater than
70% risk of becoming an obese adult.

Many beverages are high in calories, contain added sugars and offer little or no nutrients, while others may provide
nutrients but too much fat and too many calories. For example, a large regular soda (32 ounces) has about 300 calories.
Instead, order diet soda, water, unsweetened iced tea, sparkling water or mineral water. Also, skip the shakes and other
ice cream drinks. Large shakes can contain more than 800 calories and all of your saturated fat allotment for the day.

Drink water. This is a better choice over sugary drinks. Regular soda, energy or sports drinks, and other sweet drinks
usually contain a lot of added sugar, which provides more calories than needed. Water is usually easy on the wallet. You
can save money by drinking water from the tap when eating out. When water just won’t do, enjoy the beverage of your
choice, but just cut back, avoiding the supersized option.

Don’t forget dairy. Many fast food restaurants offer milk as an option for kids” meals, but you can request it! Dairy
products provide calcium, vitamin D, potassium, protein, and other nutrients needed for good health throughout life.
When you choose milk or milk alternatives, select low-fat or fat-free milk or fortified soymilk. Each type of milk offers
the same key nutrients such as calcium, vitamin D, and potassium, but the number of calories are very different. Older
children, teens, and adults need 3 cups of milk per day, while children 4 to 8 years old need 2 % cups, and children 2 to 3
years old need 2 cups.

The American Heart Association recommends some examples of healthier alternatives to common fast food picks.

Instead of... Try...

Danish Small bagel

Jumbo cheeseburger Grilled chicken, sliced meats or even a regular 2 oz. hamburger on a bun with lettuce, tomato
and onion

Fried chicken or tacos Grilled chicken or salad bar (but watch out for the high-calorie dressing and ingredients)

French fries Baked potato with vegetables or low-fat or fat-free sour cream topping
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Potato chips Pretzels, baked potato chips

Milkshake Juice or low-fat or fat-free milk or a diet soft drink (Limit beverages that are high in calories but
low in nutrients, such as soft drinks.)
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