
Portion Sizes: Small Changes, Big Impact

Why Portion Sizes Matter -The Hidden Portion Problem
Portion sizes have gradually increased at home, in cafés and in packaged foods. What seems “normal” is often more than 
our bodies need, making it easy to eat extra calories without noticing even when choosing foods we think are healthy.

Portion distortion happens when:

	A Large plates and bowls make servings look smaller

	A Multi-serve packs are eaten in one sitting

	A Eating out normalises oversized servings

	A We follow visual cues instead of hunger signals

The result? Extra calories can add up daily, contributing to gradual weight gain.

Perception vs Reality
Many people are surprised how their usual portions compare with recommended guidance. A serving of pasta, cereal, 
cheese or even cake is often smaller than expected and small daily extras can add hundreds of calories over a week.

This isn’t about restriction or less enjoyment. It’s about eating enough for your needs, not what the plate, packet or habit 
suggests.

Pasta Portion Size: Recommended vs Reality

Recommended portion:  
75g dry pasta (~1 tennis ball)

	A Cooked weight: ~180g

	A Calories: ~270 kcal

Average reality:  
180–200g dry pasta (fist-sized mound or small bowl)

	A Cooked weight: ~450g

	A Calories: 650–700 kcal

Difference: The average portion adds ~380–430 extra calories.

Chips/French Fries Portion: Recommended vs Reality

Recommended portion:  
~150g cooked (a small handful, or 10–12 chips)

	A Calories: 280–300 kcal

Average reality:  
300-400g cooked (typical takeaway/restaurant portion)

	A Calories: ~800-1000 kcal

Difference: The “average” portion can add 400–600 extra calories — roughly a full meal’s worth.

Cake Portion Size: Recommended vs Reality

Recommended portion:  
~80g slice (about the size of a matchbox / two fingers wide)

	A Calories: ~400 kcal

Average reality:  
140–160 g slice (coffee-shop or celebration-cake slice)

	A Calories: ~480–550 kcal

Difference: The larger slice adds 200–250 extra calories — about a chocolate bar or a packet of crisps.
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Cheese Portion Size: Recommended vs Reality

Recommended portion:  
~30g (about the size of a matchbox or two dice)

	A Calories: ~120 kcal

Average reality:  
60–80g (thick slice, generous grating, or “eye-ball” portion)

	A Calories: ~240–320 kcal

Difference: The larger portion adds ~120–200 extra calories — often without feeling noticeably more filling.

            Simple Ways to Manage Portions
No scales or strict rules needed. Small, practical changes can make a big difference:

	A Use your hands as a guide: palms for protein, fists for veg, cupped hands for carbs, thumbs for fats

	A Downsize your dishware: smaller plates and bowls reset visual expectations

	A Pause and check hunger: eat slowly and notice fullness cues

	A Plate, don’t pick: serve onto a plate rather than eating from the packet

	A Balance the plate: include veg, protein and carbs for better satisfaction

            Build Knowledge, Not Guilt
Portion awareness isn’t about perfection; it’s about being informed. Needs vary by age, activity and health, so flexibility 
matters.

For clear, evidence-based guidance on portions and balanced meals, the British Nutrition Foundation (BNF) offers practical, 
easy-to-follow tools and visuals.

Explore Trusted Resources
	A BNF Portion Size Guides

	A Healthy Eating Plate

They translate nutrition advice into realistic everyday choices, supporting long-term habits rather than short-term fixes.

Remember: Portion awareness isn’t about eating less; it’s about eating right for you. Small, consistent changes can have a 
powerful impact on health and wellbeing over time.
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https://www.nutrition.org.uk/media/pwdjfvj5/your-balanced-diet_16pp_final_web.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/5bbb790de5274a22415d7fee/Eatwell_guide_colour_edition.pdf

