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Peak Nutrition on the Go 
Reading Food Labels and Eating Out

Reading Food Labels
The supermarket is a very sophisticated market place. Although buying and selling has 
been going on for years, we are now faced with more choices than ever. There are 
thousands of food products on the shelf in a supermarket.  With all this competition, 
manufacturers need to be creative if they are to sell their products.

Supermarkets are designed so that choosing products is easy, quick and painless. Much 
time and money goes into finding the best and most productive way of achieving this. One 
simple way is to put claims and nutrition information on a packet, the better people think it 
is for them. 

The design of the supermarket is important. Shelf structure, placement of products, colour, 
lighting and music all work together to optimise sales.  Profits can increase merely by 
repositioning products. We may spend more money in one place than another just 
because of the layout of the supermarket.

The trick is to use the supermarket to your advantage.

Lets start by looking at what is on a packet. 

• Name of the product

• Manufacturer’s name and address

• Use by date

• Nutrient claims like cholesterol free, lite, low fat, high fibre, National Heart Foundation 
Tick

• Ingredient list where ingredients appear in order of quantity from most to least. This is 
useful for identifying an ingredient, which you might be allergic to or cannot eat

• A nutrition information panel which allows you to assess the product and verify claims

Some indicators of whether you are choosing a healthy food include:

Fat- total and saturated (less than 3-8g/100g serve)

Carbohydrate – total, GI and sugars (less than 10g of sugars/100g serve)

Dietary fibre – at least 3g/100g serve

Sodium – less than 400mg/100g serve
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Other important information: 

• Cholesterol free – Many CF products are still high in fat, even saturated fat.  Make 
sure you check the fat content on the label.

• Oven baked, not fried – so what?  The product may have been sprayed with oil to 
make it brown and crunchy and still contain a lot of fat.  BBQ or savoury shapes are a 
perfect example.  They contain almost 25% fat despite being oven baked not fried!

• Sugar-free or no added sugar – this usually means free of sucrose but other types 
of sugar may be present which contain the same amount of energy such as fructose 
and corn syrup.

• Lite or light – these terms may refer to being light in colour, flavour, texture, taste or 
fat content of the food.  It does not always mean a healthy or low fat choice.  Just go 
back to the nutrient information panel.

• Percentage free – this statement is not a trick  but you do have to think backwards 
to sort it out, 93% fat free still means it contains 7% or 7g/100g fat.

• National Heart  Foundation Tick – developed and managed by the National Heart 
Foundation, the ‘Pick the Tick’ campaign and its well known tick can be a guide for 
product selection. The campaign is voluntary although the companies do pay a fee to 
display the tick on their packaging. To be approved to carry the tick the products must 
meet strict criteria for the fat, salt, sugar and fibre contents. It is only found some 
types of foods and doesn’t necessarily mean it is the best choice but only a guide. 
Food such as fruit and vegetables don’t carry the tick but they are healthy choices.

Eating Out
Eating out, whether it is restaurant dining, grabbing something on the run or a takeaway, is 
estimated to account for one-third of all food expenditure in Australia. One of the main 
issues with eating out is that very often the kilojoule content is high, due to large serving 
sizes, extra oil, fewer vegetables, fatty meats and pasta-based dishes.

It is important to know the difference between everyday eating occasions and special 
dining experiences.  If you have special events or bookings that occur infrequently, enjoy it 
and order what you feel like.  But if you are just getting a takeaway  or a quick convenient 
meal, knowing a few basics when it comes to food selection outside the home goes a long 
way in preventing weight gain. 
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Top Tips for Eating Out

• Don't go to the restaurant hungry, you are more likely to overeat on whatever is 
available and be less careful about what you choose.  Try eating regularly but lightly 
on days that you are eating out. 

• Eat regular meals leading up to the lunch or dinner but account for the fact that a little 
more fat and / or sugar may be consumed when eating out. 

• Plan your alcohol intake.  Remember, alcohol stimulates the appetite and depresses 
good resolutions.  Have breaks in between alcoholic drinks with lime and soda, diet 
soft drink or water.  People generally won’t pester you to have another drink if you 
have a fairly full one in your hand.  Ask for a jug of water on the table. 

• Pre-dinner bread and tasting plates are best refused due to their Moorish qualities. 
Items on tasting plates can often be high in fat and not very filling, which means that 
you can end up  eating a lot of them. Bread will fill you before your main meal arrives 
and usually means the addition of butter or oil bumping up  the calories substantially. 
Stay away from garlic bread – it is acts just like a sponge.

• Entrees - if others at the table are ordering entrees as well as main meals, you might 
like to order two entree size meals instead (how often have you come out of a 
restaurant feeling uncomfortable from eating too much?).

• Ask for salads and vegetables without dressing, sauces, margarine and butter. Ask 
for any sauces or gravies to be served separately  and then you can control how 
much is on your plate.

• Beware of descriptions such as 'crispy', 'pan fried' and 'basted', they usually mean 
that the food has been cooked in fat.

• Don't be afraid to ask the waiter or waitress how a particular food is cooked, 
customer service is their job.  You can also ask for the food to be cooked differently if 
you wish to e.g. grilled instead of fried. 

• Choose dishes that are not coated in breadcrumbs or batter and fried in oil.

• Always share dessert. Quite often when it comes to dessert, you are not hungry and 
just want a taste of something that looks and tastes delicious. Sharing ticks all the 
boxes.

• Eat slowly to let fullness register as this can take up  to 20 minutes. Have a chat to 
your dinner companions in between mouthfuls.
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Resources

1. There are some great resources available on reading food labels. 

• http://www.diabetesqld.org.au/healthy-shopping/resources.aspx  

• http://www.mydietitian.com.au/articles/food_labels.pdf 
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2.  A handy summary of the best and worst takeaway food items can be found at the                        
following link:

• http://www.healthyfoodguide.com.au/articles/2010/december/the-best-and-worst-
takeaway#h2-1

3.  Some healthier food choices on the go can be found at: 

• http://healthierworkplacewa.com.au/media/2348/hchf-on-the-go.pdf

Life is like a jigsaw - one day it all comes together.  

                                                                        - Maggie Beer
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