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Why portion  
sizes are 
important

 
 
According the National Heart, Lung and Blood Institute, 
a “portion” can be thought of as the amount of a specific  
food you choose to eat. Portions can be bigger or smaller 
than the recommended food servings.  A “serving” is a  
unit of measure used to describe the amount of food  
recommended from each food group. 

Every day, your body uses calories to perform activities, 
such as breathing, digestion and moving around. If you eat 
more calories than needed, the extra calories are stored as fat. 

If you need to lose weight, try reducing your daily calories 
by 500, so you can lose 1 pound per week. You can do this 
by eating 250 calories less per day and exercising enough to 
burn 250 calories. To better control your calorie intake, you 
need to know what and how much you’re eating. Here are 
some tips to get you started. 

Food for thought
To help plan a healthier diet, use these visual tips when sizing up  
portion sizes.

½ cup pasta, rice, potato  
or fresh fruit

half a baseball

3 ounces meat or poultry a deck of playing cards

2 tablespoons peanut butter a Ping-Pong ball

1½ ounces low-fat  
or fat-free cheese

four stacked dice

1 teaspoon oil the tip of your thumb

Need some healthy recipes to get you started? Turn to Page 11.>>

1 Measure the food. 
Use measuring cups and spoons and keep a  
food diary, comparing your typical servings (and 
calories) with the standard serving sizes listed on 
food labels. Sound like a lot of work? Don’t worry — 
you don’t have to keep at it. After a week of  
measuring and comparing, you’ll have a solid  
sense of what a half-cup of cereal or a teaspoon  
of mayonnaise looks like.

2 Determine portions in other ways.
If you’re not up to retrieving measuring tools, make 
do with what you have handy, such as your hands. 
The palm of your hand is about the right amount 
for meat, chicken or fish. An appropriate amount 
of cooked rice or pasta — not the double portion 
restaurants typically serve — equals the size of one-
half of a baseball, or half a cup. So does a serving  
of vegetables.

3 Curb liquid calories.
The right size for coffee drinks, regular sodas and 
smoothies is in a container about the size of a  

coffee cup. If you’re a regular  
“popaholic,” consider switching to 
diet soda or ordering the small, kid-
sized regular soda in restaurants. Get 
more water in your diet by switching  
to diluted juices — mix water or 
sparkling water with your favorite juice, 
preferably one that’s calcium-fortified.

4 Eat only half the entrée.
Did you know the average restaurant 
entrée has about twice the number of 
calories most adults need in one meal? 
Eat only until you feel full, then stop.  
To avoid overeating, share your entrée 
or order a half portion. Or, ask for a 
take-home container as soon as the 
waiter serves your meal, then wrap up 
half before you dig in. 

5 Cook in batches.
At home, prepare recipes for exactly the  
number of people who will be eating 
by amending recipes accordingly. Or, if 
you’re cooking for one or two, go ahead 
and make a typical “serves six” recipe. 
Then divvy up one or two portions and 
put everything else away before  
eating so you won’t be tempted to finish 
it. Freeze the rest in single-serving sizes 
for subsequent meals.

6 Make it satisfying.
Standard serving sizes can seem small; 
the official serving size for ice cream,  
for example, is only one-half cup. What 
if you feel like having one or two cups? 
Go ahead, but keep portion sizes in 
mind and adjust your day’s calories  
accordingly by eating less at your  
next meal.

You’ve heard the news that much  
of America — including kids —  
is overweight or obese. If you are in 
that crowd and want to lose the extra 
pounds, the first step is to know  
what and how much you’re eating. 


