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Portion Control
Introduction
There is a universal truth: you either burn those calories or you wear them. 
Those are the two options! Portion control is essential if you are to maintain 
a healthy weight. You cannot exercise your way out of a bad meal plan—it  
requires eating the right foods in the right quantities. Too much of a good 
thing is still too much, and too much of a bad thing not only adds excess 
weight but also contributes to many other health problems. 

Key Tips for Portion Control
Portion control involves recognizing the size of a proper portion, knowing that 
it differs for various types of foods, and knowing how much food you should 
consume daily. Practice these easy portion control tips until they become auto-
matic and you will find that your meal and snack planning will be much easier.

Read nutrition labels
The two items below are the most important on the nutrition label when you 
are focusing on portion control, but you can refer to the Chef Marshall O’Brien 
Group’s article, “How to Understand a Nutrition Facts Label”, for detailed in-
formation on all components.

Serving size
A portion is the quantity of food you choose to eat at one time, whether in a 
restaurant, from a package or at home. A serving is the amount listed on the 
nutrition facts label. They often differ. Make sure you understand the serv-
ing size, which is often only part of the package, even if the package looks 
small. Food manufacturers often list an unrealistic serving size to make the 
percentage of fat and sodium look reasonable.  

Total calories per serving 
Most women need about 20% fewer than the 2000 calories listed on a nu-
trition label. Focus on foods that have a low to moderate number of calories 
per serving (40 to 100). If a single food item contains a high number of cal-
ories per serving (>400), you will likely far exceed your total recommended 
calories for the day, which will lead to weight gain.

Not sure how many calories you should consume daily? The USDA’s tables 
will give you an idea, based on your age, sex and physical activity level.  
(https://www.cnpp.usda.gov/sites/default/files/usda_food_patterns/EstimatedCal-
orieNeedsPerDay.pdf )

Portion Control Tips

•	 Read nutrition labels
•	 Learn to recognize normal 

portion sizes
•	 Repackage in single serving 

containers
•	 Avoid mindless eating
•	 Moderator vs. abstainer 

behavior
•	 Plan consumption at parties
•	 Eat throughout the day 
•	 Avoid high calorie salad 

trimmings
•	 Food is nourishment, not a 

reward
•	 Stay active to help control 

appetite
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Avoid mindless eating 
This is one of the biggest contributors to excess consump-
tion in today’s multi-tasking world. When you eat lunch 
at your desk or sit and snack in front of the television or 
computer, it is easy to lose track of how much you have 
eaten. Do not eat food directly from its “master” contain-
er or package, no matter what the box size. Instead, dish 
out a portion for yourself and make yourself get up to get 
seconds so you are aware of how much you are eating. 

Are you a moderator or an abstainer? 
Recognize your own behavior toward food and plan ac-
cordingly. Moderators can take a small portion of a treat 
food and feel satisfied, but if you find yourself eating until 
the package is empty, you should abstain from that food. 
Many people find that they can be moderate with most 
foods, but there are a few foods they cannot resist. If you 
cannot eat something in moderation, don’t buy it at all or 
buy it only for a special gathering, when others can help 
you finish it. 

Repackage in single servings 
When you buy items in bulk at a big box store, im-
mediately repackage them into single-serving snack 
bags so they are available for “grab-and-go” use.  
This will also help family members to learn what is an ap-
propriate portion size. 

Salad is good, but…. 
Salads are full of vegetables and fruits, most of which 
are low in calories and high in nutrients, but beware of 
adding nuts, seeds, dried fruits and salad dressings that 
contain lots of calories in a relatively small portion. Also, 
beware of the prepared creamy salads found on salad bars, 
which are calorie-laden and usually contain partially hy-
drogenated mayonnaise and white pasta that contains no 
fiber to slow absorption.

Plan your consumption at parties 
Buffets and pot lucks are many people’s downfall. 
Don’t go to the party starving and make sure you have 
drunk enough water during the day. Survey all the 
food and decide what looks most tempting. Avoid 
items that look store-bought and are probably full of 
unhealthy fats and added sugars. Take a small por-
tion to see if it tastes as good as it looks, rather than 
heaping your plate and feeling compelled to finish it.  



Smart Eating for Well-Being

3

Once you know how many calories you need daily, you 
must portion them among the food groups. Think of a 
meal has having vegetables and fruits as the entrée, 
with protein as a side dish. Over half your plate should 
consist of fruits and vegetables—mostly vegetables, 
since fruits are higher in sugar.

To avoid mindless eating, don’t stand next to the buffet 
table. Moderate your alcohol consumption (all empty 
calories) by drinking a glass of water in between each al-
coholic beverage. Remember that fruity alcoholic mixed 
drinks are more caloric than just plain wine.

Eat and drink throughout the day 
Ideally, we should eat smaller amounts 5-6 times a day 
(three meals and two snacks). This keeps our blood sug-
ar level and helps us avoid overeating and binge-eating. 
These meals should contain a combination of lean pro-
tein, healthy fats and slow carbohydrates. Healthy fats 
create a feeling of fullness and help us absorb fat-soluble 
vitamins and minerals. Slow carbs contain fiber to slow 
the absorption of their sugars, which also helps keep 
blood sugar stable. 

It is also important to drink plenty of fluids to stay prop-
erly hydrated. This contributes to a feeling of fullness and 
helps you digest your food. A good rule of thumb is to 
consume one ounce of water daily for every two pounds 
you weigh. Thus, a 140-pound woman should consume 
70 ounces of water—about eight 8-ounce glasses.

Look at food as nourishment, not a reward 
Using food as a reward for yourself or your family condi-
tions you to seek out high calorie treats that are usually 
full of bad fats and excess sugar. Instead, consider making 
an activity the reward for achievement. Go to a movie, 
plan a trip to a park, a museum or the library. Setting 
healthy expectations around food makes it easier to en-
sure we eat the proper amounts of the right foods.

Stay active every day 
Daily activity revs up your metabolism, clears your mind, 
boosts brain chemicals that enhance your sense of well-
being and makes it easier to resist eating too much of 
foods that are not the best choices. Remember that chil-
dren should be active for an hour every day and adults 
should get 150 minutes of moderate to intense activity 
weekly. This can be as simple as parking further from the 
mall door, making sure you take your dog for a longer 
walk or doing a little extra house cleaning. The key is to 
move!

Conclusion
Portion control is critical to maintaining a healthy weight. 
You need to recognize your own behavior toward food, 
become aware of everything you eat and learn some key 
tips for managing portion size and food choices. Practice 
these portion control tips until they become automatic. 
This will make meal and snack planning much easier so 
you can reach and maintain the healthy weight you desire. 
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Learn to recognize “normal” portion sizes 
Standard portion sizes include: 2 tablespoons of salad dressing (ping pong ball-sized), 1 cup of pasta (baseball- 
sized), 6 ounces of meat (two decks of cards), ½ cup of vegetables (6 asparagus spears, 7-8 baby carrots), and  
5 ounces of wine (much less than a full glass). Most restaurants serve portions far larger than this, which 
conditions us to overserve ourselves at home, too. Some people find it helpful to ask for a “to-go” box at the 
start of a restaurant meal and immediately set aside a portion for lunch the next day.

Easy Portion Measures for Women
Men’s portions are about 50% larger

Protein portions should be about the size  
and thickness of your palm.  

Vegetable portions should be  
about the size of your fist.  

Nut portions should be about the size  
and length of your thumb.  

Grain portions should be  
about the size of your cupped palm.  
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