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How big is a portion?
When it comes to healthy eating, it's not just about what we eat but also
how much. As portion sizes have grown over time, many of us are finding it
harder to cook balanced, filling meals, without eating too much.

Portion control is "the cornerstone to building good eating habits," says Lucy
Perrow, British Dietetic Association spokesperson and registered dietician.
"It's about balancing the food groups and finding the portion sizes that are
right for you."

Lots of people find it difficult to regulate their portion sizes, whether that's
attempting to clear our plates in a restaurant or cooking just a bit too much
pasta at home and not wanting to waste it.

"Eating too much or too little of any of the major food groups can be bad for
your health," says Perrow. "Identifying the correct portion size allows you to
know exactly how many calories, carbohydrates, proteins, or fats you are
consuming."

Are portions getting bigger?
Portion control isn't just an individual problem. Culturally, our dietary habits
have changed and it's warping the way we view portion sizes.

"Eating out has become more of a habit than a treat and portions when we
eat out have changed," says Perrow. "A portion of meat should be
approximately 4 oz, yet most people have no problem having a 16 oz steak
in a restaurant - that is four times the portion we should eat."

Not only are restaurant portions growing, our overall perception of what a
portion is has changed as a result. "We have a belief that we need to eat
everything on our plate and, seeing larger portions when eating out, we get
used to visualising bigger portions even when cooking at home," she
explains.
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We tend to eat until we are full - or beyond full - rather than satisfied.
Clearing the plate feels more important than stopping when our bodies tell
us to. "We should stop eating when we feel satisfied, not when full - this
means we have eaten too much," says Perrow. "We also have difficulty
recognising satisfaction and fullness as we often eat with distractions - for
example, watching TV or eating on the go. We are not listening to our
bodies."

If you've ever looked at a portion size on the back of a packet, you might
have imagined you'd be left wanting more after eating. But the suggested
portions contain the nutrients we need from that food. "I think the portion
sizes on packets need to be taken in context with what else you are
consuming," says Perrow. "But, in general, they do provide enough nutrients
for most people, but we have just become accustomed to larger portions
so they seem very small."

How big is a portion?
As a general guide, Perrow suggests that each meal includes:

Per meal

Half a plate of vegetables or salad.
Quarter of a plate of high-quality protein.
Quarter of a plate of complex carbohydrates.
Half a tablespoon of high-fat foods.

How big your portions for each meal are depends on several things: what
else you've eaten or are going to eat that day, what else is on your plate
and what you're eating for (for example, eating more protein if you're trying
to build muscle).

But as a guide, a portion should be:

Carbohydrates
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40 g of cereal.
2 small slices of bread.
1 small pitta bread.
75 g of uncooked rice or pasta.
1 medium baked potato (with skin).

Non-dairy proteins

60-90 g of cooked meat (about the size of a deck of cards).
140 g of cooked fish (the size of the palm of your hand).
2 medium-sized eggs.
4 tablespoons of lentils.
A small handful of nuts.

Dairy and dairy-free alternative

A 200 ml glass of milk or fortified soya, rice or oat milk).
A carton of yoghurt or fortified soya yoghurt (125 ml).
30 g of hard cheese (about the size of a matchbox).

Fruit and vegetables
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1 medium fruit, such as an apple, an orange, a pear or a
banana.
2 small fruits, such as kiwis, satsumas or plums.
A few slices of a larger fruit, such as pineapple or mango.
A large handful of grapes or berries.
3 heaped tablespoons of peas, sweetcorn or carrots.
A dessert bowl of salad.
150 ml of fruit juice or smoothie (maximum of one per day).
30 g of dried fruits.
3 heaped tablespoons of beans or lentils (maximum of one per
day).

Fats and oils

1 teaspoon of butter
2 teaspoons of low-fat spread
1 teaspoon of oil (regardless of type of oil)

Tips for sensible portions
Eating sensible portion sizes doesn't have to mean going hungry. Small
changes can make a big difference in helping you achieve your healthy
eating goals, whether that's weight loss, weight gain or eating a more
balanced diet.

Use smaller dinnerware
How we perceive the amount we're eating plays a big role in how satisfied
we feel. "Evidence suggests that size of plates, spoons and glasses can
unconsciously influence how much food someone eats. For example, using
large plates can make food appear smaller - often leading to overeating,"
explains Perrow.
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You could try reducing the size of your plates, bowls and even serving
spoons to reduce the amount you're putting on to your plate, and thus
prevent overindulging. You can also try portion control dishes which have
printed designs to guide portion sizes. "Most people feel just as full having
eaten from a smaller dish as from a large one," she says.

Eating out
Just because you're in a restaurant, doesn't mean you have to eat a huge
portion. "If you are eating out, you can always ask for a half portion or take
half home with you for another day. This will save you a lot of calories and
help prevent overeating. Alternatively, you could share a meal with
someone or order a starter and side instead of a main dish," says Perrow.

"Other tips include ordering a side salad or vegetables, asking for sauces
and dressings to be served separately and avoiding buffet-style, all-you-
can-eat restaurants where it's very easy to overindulge."

Mindful eating
Eating mindlessly whilst scrolling on our phones, watching TV or on our
commute makes it easier to eat too much and keep eating even once
satisfied. This can also cause us to eat too quickly.

"As your brain can take around 20 minutes to register that you are full after
eating, slowing down can reduce your total intake," Perrow explains. "Health
experts recommend taking smaller bites and chewing every mouthful at
least five or six times before swallowing."

You can also be more mindful of your diet as a whole by using a food diary.
"Writing down all food and drink intake can increase awareness of the type
and amount of foods you're consuming," she says. In studies, keeping a
food diary was found to boost overall weight loss.

Don't eat from the container
Ever caught yourself reaching into a big bag of crisps or sweets without
even thinking about it? "Jumbo-size packages or food served from large
containers encourage overeating and less awareness of appropriate
portion sizes," says Perrow.
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It's easy to keep eating when the bottom of the bag seems further away.
Pouring a portioned amount of your snack into a bowl reduces the chance
of going back for more. This also applies to family meals, especially if
you've made extra to have another day. Sticking to a set portion makes it
less likely that you'll polish off the leftovers afterwards.

The same goes for condiments. It's easy to overdo it on the ketchup or
hummus if you're serving straight from the bottle or tub, says Perrow.
"Measure these out as you would anything else. A heaped tablespoon of
peanut butter, for example, may end up being two tablespoons, doubling
your intake from 95 calories to 190 calories."

Disclaimer: This article is for information only and should not be used for the
diagnosis or treatment of medical conditions. Egton Medical Information Systems
Limited has used all reasonable care in compiling the information but makes no
warranty as to its accuracy. Consult a doctor or other healthcare professional for
diagnosis and treatment of medical conditions. For details see our conditions.
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