
EATING OUT
Eating out used to mean a rare celebratory meal for a special occasion just a few times a year. 
These days it can mean once a week or more. 

With the ‘coffee culture’ we could already be ‘eating out’ by 9am on a Monday morning if we’ve 
grabbed a coffee and a muffin or croissant on the way into work. In fact, these days you can visit a 
DIY store or Halfords for your car oil and walk out with a chocolate bar!  

So, the first thing is to be aware of just how often you do eat out and then follow a few basic rules.

The fundamental rule, whether it’s popping into town for a shopping trip, lunch out, coffee and 
cake, or a full meal out is to plan ahead. These days we are fortunate enough to have plenty of 
dietary information readily available. Many restaurants will have their calorie information on their 
menus, online or even on a smart phone app.

There are a few main problems when it comes to eating out:
• Portion sizes
• Additives
• Cooking methods
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PORTION SIZES
This is probably the biggest (no pun intended) problem, and we generally feel that if we’ve paid 
for it then we need to eat it all. So make sure you order small:

• Share rice in Indian/Chinese/Thai restaurants (1 portion is 2 tablespoons of rice)
• Share starters and desserts
• Look for ‘lighter bites’, starters, side orders or child portions instead of the mains size
• Ask for a smaller portion if it isn’t stated – if you are ordering sausage and mash and it comes 

with 3 sausages then ask for 2 and add extra vegetables.

ADDITIVES
It doesn’t matter if it’s a cookie or a sandwich or a full meal – it is guaranteed that it will have 
higher salt and fat contents than if you made it yourself.

Chinese cooking is also well known for its use of monosodium glutamate (MSG) – this is a flavour 
enhancer, and can cause allergic reactions for some people.
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COOKING METHODS
Theses are likely to be different than you would use at home; more deep frying, use of saturated 
fats or hydrogenated oil, use of butter, cream, etc.

If you can’t tell from the menu how a dish is cooked then don’t be afraid to ask.
Here are a few top tips that will help you to make improved choices when eating out:

• Limit your courses – only have 1 or 2 and remember that these could be a starter and/or a 
dessert instead of a main

• Avoid highly processed meats like bacon and sausages
• Avoid choices with pastry; pies and pasties
• Avoid sauces – if you do have a sauce then choose a tomato or vegetable based sauce
• Salads are a great way to ensure you are getting a portion of vegetables plus the added 

nutrients,  but you also need to be aware of salads – these often have hidden extras like 
cheese, croutons, dressings, etc.
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PIZZA EXPRESS MENU EXAMPLES (all info taken from the Pizza Express website)

FOOD       CALORIES
Pollo, pancetta and goats cheese salad  909
Chicken Caesar salad    735
La Reine pizza (ham, olives and mushrooms) 719
Classic lasagne     700
Leggera pizza range    500 each

• Beware of ‘extras’ such as a bread roll, cream served in soup, dressings, coleslaw, potato salad, 
creamy sauces, butter portions (one foil wrapped 9g portion = 81 calories approx), papadums, 
naan bread

• Avoid fried foods; sweet and sour pork, scampi, goujons, egg fried rice.

RICE EXAMPLES
FOOD      CALORIES
Plain boiled rice – 100g   80
Egg fried rice or coconut rice – 100g 160



5

Remember to try and base your whole meal around the Eatwell Plate model – if your main course 
is protein or carbohydrate based try to add one of the following to balance the meal;
• Fruit or salad starter
• Side order of extra vegetables
• Fruit dessert

As well as choosing healthier options, it’s also important to avoid eating too much. This isn’t 
always as easy as it sounds, so here are some common sense tips that you might find helpful:
• Try not to have lots of bread or other nibbles before your meal arrives
• You could try sharing a starter or dessert with a friend
• When you’re ordering a variety of dishes, for example in a tapas bar or restaurant, try not to 

order too many. Ask the waiter or waitress how many dishes they would recommend
• Try waiting until you’ve eaten your main course before you order a dessert. You never know, 

you might already be full! 
• If there is a dessert on the menu you really fancy, then don’t have a starter and go straight to 

your main course, or don’t have a main course and have two starters instead
• If you want a healthy dessert, go for fresh fruit or sorbet
• Opt for salad in your sandwiches
• Have a small glass of fruit juice with your meal
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• Choose a meal made with lentils, beans or vegetables
• Ask the waiter to remove your plate as soon as you have stopped eating – so that you don’t 

continue to pick at any left over food
• Try and avoid starving yourself all day before a meal out – you will end up feeling hungry and 

possibly over indulging at the meal. Try having fruit and soup earlier in the day to keep hunger 
at bay.

Advisor note: Work through the laminated foods asking the group to guess which have more 
calories in (using the paired food-numbered 1 & 2) reveal the calories then discuss the below 
in the group.

SANDWICHES/BUYING LUNCH OUT
Buying your regular lunch out can be an easy way to eat unsuspecting calories. In fact it can be 
easy to eat nearly half a day’s allowance in what might like look like a ‘normal’ lunch:

HEALTHIER “EATING OUT” EXAMPLE 
FOOD     CALORIES
M&S prawn mayo sandwich 340
Quavers crisps (20.5g)  109



7

Medium banana   100
Total     549

Compared to...

HIGHER CALORIE “EATING OUT” EXAMPLE
FOOD     CALORIES 
McDonalds 6 chicken nuggets 250
McDonalds medium fries  330
McDonalds BBQ dip   50
McDonalds sugar doughnut 210
Total     840

So, although there are more calories in the sandwich option than the nuggets, overall you 
would consume 291 calories less than the McDonalds option lunch!
This doesn’t mean we should opt for the McDonald’s options but by being more aware of 
how many calories there are can still help us to make healthier choices. Although some of the 
McDonalds choices are lower in calories, you could still gain more nutritional value & decrease 
sugar/salt/saturated fat consumption from the healthier option.
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We should always remember to check the food label for the traffic light system & look at what 
these “calories” are made up of (e.g. how much of it contains sugar, salt & saturated fat).

This doesn’t mean you can go off and eat McDonald’s every lunchtime! 

When it comes to pre-packed sandwiches it is very important to be label aware – or to avoid at all 
costs!

So long as we are careful with our portions, the homemade option should always be lower in 
overall calories as well as sugar, salt and saturated fat.


