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Choosing “HEALTHY” While Eating Out  

Julie Giarrana, M.S., R.D. 
 

Does your life revolve around your calendar and the hectic events you have scheduled each day? Do you 
feel that you don’t have enough time in the day for cooking, or even packing a lunch? Instead of grocery 
shopping for the week, do you find yourself pulling into a drive thru and ordering fast food more often 
that you’d like? While eating fast food certainly presents a challenge, especially when blood sugar control 
is a concern, you can make healthy choices if you follow some simple ordering tips. 
 
Set limits on portion sizes. America is into “supersizing” items at fast food restaurants, especially 
because the “supersize” meal costs about the same as the smaller meal. These portion sizes over time 
can lead to weight gain, erratic blood glucose control, and clogged arteries. Unless you are sharing the 
meal with someone, choose the smaller portion for your health, even though it may be the same price as 
the “supersize” portion, you may be surprise at how many calories, and grams of fat and carbohydrate 
this simple decision can save you. 
 
Choose items that are bakes, grilled, or broiled instead of fried. Foods that are deep fat fried such as 
french fries and fried chicken are loaded in calories and fat. In many instances a hamburger without the 
mayonnaise has less fat and calories than a fried fish or chicken sandwich. Choosing grilled chicken 
sandwiches instead of fried chicken would also be an excellent choice. The fried chicken sandwich is 
much higher in fat, carbohydrates, and calories than the grilled sandwich because it is deep fat friend and 
is coated in breading. For instance, a McDonald’s Crispy Chicken Sandwich has 550 calories and 27 
grams of fat compared to a Chicken McGrill which has 450 calories and 7 grams of fat. A grilled chicken 
sandwich at Wendy’s has only 300 calories and 7 grams of fat. 
 
Just because a food is low in fat does not mean it is low in carbohydrate. Items that are baked, such as a 
baked potato, are lower in fat than fried food items like french fries (.2 grams versus 22 grams). 
However, just because a food is low in fat does not mean that it is low in carbohydrate – that same 
baked potato has over 21 grams of carbohydrates. You will still need to watch the portion size of some 
of these low fat bakes foods (like the baked potato), and strive to only eat part of the portion or share it 
with your dining partner.  
  
Stir-fry meals can be a good choice. Stir-fry meals are an excellent choice because they usually have small 
portions of meat, large portions of vegetables, and they are generally lower in fat. Items like sweet and 
sour chicken, General Tso’s chicken, and egg rolls are fried and are not the healthiest choices on the 
menu. Instead choose an item that is stir-fried like chicken and broccoli or shrimp and mixed vegetables. 
You will want to limit the amount of rice you eat with your stir-fry meal, since it is high in carbohydrate, 
and choose steamed rice rather than fried rice to save on calories and fat. 
  
Watch out for the condiments. One simple way to cut calories and fat is to cut out the mayonnaise on 
your sandwich. If you choose mustard, ketchup, or fat-free mayonnaise, you will save on average of 15 
grams of fat and at least 140 calories. Other condiments that can easily add calories are things like salad 
dressing, oil, and sour cream. 
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When ordering submarine sandwiches choose mustard, ketchup, vinegar, or other fat-free/low-fat 
condiments, instead of mayonnaise, oil, and salad dressing. When ordering Mexican food items, request 
“no sour cream” or choose fat-free/low-fat sour cream as an alternative (if available). 
 
When choosing salads go easy on the dressing. Even though salad is an excellent choice since it is high 
in vitamins and minerals and low in calories and carbohydrates, you need to consider the calories, fat 
and carbohydrate in the dressing and use sparingly. You could also choose a low-fat or fat-free salad 
dressing that would save calories and fat grams. 
 
Water should be the beverage of choice! Water has no calories, fat, or carbohydrate, and out of the tap, 
it’s free. Many fast food restaurants have bottled water available for those who prefer it to tap water. 
Diet drinks are also good choices, but steel clear of regular soft drinks, lemonade, juice, sweetened 
coffee drinks, and hot chocolate since these drinks are packed full of “empty” calories and carbohydrate. 
 
Choose pizza made with thin crust and with lots of veggies! When ordering pizza always choose the thin 
crust since it has considerably less carbohydrate than regular crust pizza. Another good rule of thumb 
when ordering pizza is to choose vegetables as toppings, rather than pepperoni, sausage, or bacon. Try 
some spicy vegetables to flavor your pizza in place of meat such as hot peppers, banana peppers, 
black/green olives, onions, and artichokes. Some pizza restaurants offer chicken as an alternative to the 
traditional meat toppings; this would be a good choice since chicken has less calories and fat than 
pepperoni and sausage. Also avoid ordering extra cheese on a pizza since cheese is high in artery-
clogging fat and calories. 
 
Fill up on high fiber foods. Fiber helps to provide a feeling of fullness, and choosing foods that contain 
fiber can assist in weight maintenance or weight loss. Foods that are high in fiber include vegetables, 
fruits, legumes, and whole grain foods. Many fast food restaurants offer salads as a main entrée or even 
a side dish, which can help provide a feeling of fullness. Keep in mind when ordering a submarine 
sandwich to choose more vegetables to help satisfy you. Mexican restaurants offer bean burritos and 
side dishes of refried beans can help boost your fiber intake. 
 
Ask restaurants for their nutrition analysis pamphlet. Many major fast food chains, and even some 
smaller restaurants, have nutrition information available upon request. In some instances the manager 
may be the person who knows where to obtain the information. Many fast food restaurants also have 
their information available on the internet (see sidebar for some websites to get you started). Some fast 
food restaurants post their nutrition information in a poster format located near the cash register. 
Reference books are another good source of nutrition information and some are pocket size o 
conveniently fit in your purse or glove compartment (see sidebar for book references). Use this 
information to your advantage and to make healthy choices. Sticking to these tips can help in choosing 
healthy items while eating out. As an example, let’s compare two meals from McDonald’s listed below. 
 
Meal 1    Carb. (g)  Fat (g)   Calories 
Cheeseburger   36   14   330 
Garden Salad     4     6   100 
Fat Free Herb Vinaigrette   8     0     35 
Vanilla Reduced Fat  
 Ice Cream Cone 23     4.5   150 
Water      0     0       0  
Total    71 g   24.5 g   615 
*5 carbohydrate exchanges 
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Meal 2    Carb. (g)  Fat (g)   Calories 
Filet-O-Fish     45   26     470 
Small french fries    26   10     210 
Fruit ‘n Yogurt Parfait    76     5     380 
Large Diet Coke      0     0         0   
Total    147 g   41 g   1060 
*10 carbohydrate exchanges 
 
The Filet-O-Fish in meal 2 is deep fat fried and has tartar sauce added as a condiment (a mayonnaise-
based sauce) that makes it higher in fat than the cheeseburger in meal one. You may be surprised that 
the vanilla reduced-fat ice cream cone is much lower in carbohydrate and calories than the fruit and 
yogurt parfait; this is probably due to the portion size of the cone compared to the yogurt parfait. 
Choosing a garden salad over the small rench fries saves a considerable amount of fat, carbohydrates, 
and calories. This is just one example of how using the nutrition analysis information can arm you to 
make well-informed choices while eating fast food. 
 
Overall it is a challenge to make appropriate choices while eating on the run; however, the tips outlined 
in this article will assist you in making future choices. Making a conscious effort to choose meals that are 
low in fat, high in fiber and that include lean meats and smaller portions can assist you in sticking to 
your meal plan and controlling your blood sugar. 
 
 
NUTRITION INFORMATION AVAILABLE AT THE FOLLOWING WEBSITES: 
 

Arby’s    www.arbys.com  
Baja Fresh  www.bajafresh.com   
Burger King  www.burgerking.com  
Donnatos  www.donatos.com  
McDonalds  www.mcdonalds.com  
Papa John’s   www.papajohns.com  
Pizza Hut  www.pizzahut.com  
Skyline Chili  www.skylinechili.com  
Subway  www.subway.com  
Taco Bell  www.tacobell.com    
Wendy’s  www.wendys.com  
White Castle  www.whitecastle.com  

 
 
RECOMMENDED FAST FOOD BOOKS: 
 
Fast food Facts, 5th ed. By Marion J. Franz, MS, RD, LD, CDE, 1998. 
 
Guide to Healthy Restaurant Eating, 2nd ed. By Hope S. Warshaw, MMSc, RD, CDE, 2002. 
 
Nutrition in the Fast Lane, by Dennis R. Jones, 2000. 
 
 
 
SOURCE: Directions, Fall 2002 
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