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Get Ready for a Menu Makeover
You want to eat well, choose 
“clean” and safe food, and get 
more fruits and veggies on your 
plate—and we’re here to help.
Consumer Reports’ team 
of M.D.s, Ph.D.s, dietitians, 
recipe developers, editors, 
and researchers is on your 
side, sharing the simplest, 
easiest-to-follow health and 
nutrition advice based on the 
latest studies from the most 
respected experts (including 
our own). 

Need some shopping advice? 
Our taste testers, nutritionists, 
and engineers run exhaustive 
tests on thousands of products—
from nut butters to fridges to 
gas grills—to help you choose 

the very best. And our food-
safety scientists share the 
best ways to keep your family 
from getting sick. 

You can trust our advice 
because we’re nonprofit and 
independent: We buy all the 
products we test, and we accept 
no ads. Shopping, cooking, 
and eating with peace of mind—
now that’s a recipe for success.

—The Editors of 
Consumer Reports

From the Editors

RATINGS Overall Scores are 
based on a scale of 0 to 100. 
We rate products using  
these symbols:
1 POOR  2 FAIR  3GOOD    

4VERY GOOD  5 EXCELLENT

CR.ORG  EAT HEALTHY 1

P
H

O
T

O
: F

O
O

D
 S

T
Y

L
IN

G
 B

Y
 J

A
M

IE
 K

IM
M

; P
R

O
P

 S
T

Y
L

IN
G

 B
Y

 K
A

IT
LY

N
 D

U
 R

O
S

S
 W

A
L

K
E

R
 F

O
R

 H
O

N
E

Y
 A

R
T

IS
T

S



EATING PLANS THAT WORK

10 Easy Ways to Eat 
Healthy Now
Making small diet changes 
can have a big health impact.

16 Semi-Vegetarian, 
Totally Rewarding
Pile on the plant-based foods 
and reap great rewards.

20 Should You Cut the 
Fat or the Carbs?
We help make sense of often 
confusing diet advice.

24 Not-So-Sweet Surprises
Use these smart, simple tips 
to cut back on sugar.

28 The Truth About Gluten
Understand what going 
gluten-free really means.

SUPER FOODS

34 The Amazing Avocado
This fruit is full of nutrients 
and heart-healthy fat.

36 Power Plants
Meet the crucifers: bok choi, 
broccoli, caulifl ower, and 
their delicious cousins.

38 Fruit Face-Off
We compare nutrition notes 
on six produce picks.

42 Going With the 
(Whole) Grain
Forget low-carb. Eating more 
whole grains is a wise idea.

44 Nutty for Nut Butters
Spread the News: Nut butters 
are good and good for you.

50 Too Much of a 
Good Thing?
Fortifi ed foods aren’t always 
a great choice. Here’s why.

52 Creams of the Crop
Our milk primer will help 
you navigate the dairy aisle.

54 Hot & Healthy Drinks
Your favorite warm-ups can 
be surprisingly benefi cial.

58 Go Ahead and Wine
Learn how a glass of wine 
can help your heart.

60 Healing Solutions 
From Your Kitchen
Find out which favorite foods 
have healing powers.
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GOOD-FOR-YOU COOKING

68 Quick & Easy Recipes
These six dishes from our in-
house nutrition team make 
home cooking a snap.

70 Salad for Supper
Fresh greens are e a great 
base for a healthy recipe. See 
our ideas for turning a salad 
into a satisfying meal.

72 Meatless Marvels
Check out CR’s tests of 15 
veggie burgers, or make 
one of our easy all-vegetable 
burgers yourself.

76 Fresh From the Farm
Enjoy summer’s bounty with 
these quick combos, all 
starring seasonal produce.

80 Kitchen Upgrades 
That Really Cook
Use CR’s exclusive ratings to 
shop for your healthy home.

EATING OUT & ORDERING IN

88 Dinner on Your Doorstep
Find out which meal-kit 
delivery service is the best.

98 Meals From the 
(Super) Market
Prepared foods are handy, 
but are they good for you? 
We put them to the test.

106 What to Eat 
(and Not) at the Mall
Our nutrition pros help you 
pick smart shopping snacks. 

SMART & SAFE SHOPPING

114 How to Avoid Pesticides
Get the lowdown on when 
it’s essential to buy organic.

118 Do Labels Lie?
This glossary will help you 
sort marketing-speak from 
real health information. 

122 Decoding Meat Labels
Learn what terms such as 
“grass fed” really mean.

124 Beefing Up Safety
Protect your family’s health 
with our ground beef guide.

130 A Shrimp Lover’s Guide
Enjoy this favorite seafood 
safely with our expert advice.
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136 Must Haves From 
Our Experts
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Serving Up a Smarter Slice 
On any given day, pizza is on the menu for 1 in 8 Americans, according to the National 
Health and Nutrition Examination Survey. And on those days, it accounts for 25 percent  
of the average adult’s calories and a third of the sodium. Saying “no thanks” to this favorite 
food is tough—but it’s easy to opt for a smarter slice. Just remember: thin, not deep. You’ll  
get a lot more calories and fat in a deep-dish or pan-style pizza than in a regular pie.  
For instance, a Little Caesars Deep Deep pepperoni has 350 calories and 15 grams of fat  
per slice. A slice of its regular pepperoni pie has 280 calories and 11 grams of fat. On the 
other hand, opting for the thin-crust version, when available, usually saves you calories.  
At Papa John’s, you’ll cut 80 calories per large slice of a cheese pizza. At Domino’s, a large 
thin-crust slice has about 60 fewer calories than a regular hand-tossed slice. 

News Bites
Quick tips for eating well

 TIP 

Order a thin-crust 
pie and you’ll 
probably cut 
calories and fat 
without losing any 
of that irresistibly 
rich pizza flavor.

4 EAT HEALTHY  CR.ORG

Sweet Benefits
Q  | Is milk chocolate as 
good for you as dark?
Levels of beneficial flavonoids 
are generally higher in dark 
chocolate, but milk chocolate 
may pack a health punch, too. 
In an analysis of studies involving 
20,951 people, researchers at 
the University of Aberdeen in 
Scotland suggested that those 
who ate the most chocolate over 
an average of 11.3 years (most 
of it milk chocolate) had a lower 
risk of coronary heart disease 
and stroke than those who ate 
the least amount or none at  
all. But go easy; a 1.55-ounce  
bar of milk chocolate has 
235 calories and 22 grams 
of sugar. 



Go Ahead, 
Mangia!
Q  | Is pasta that 
bad for you? 
“Pasta doesn’t deserve its bad 
rap for being unhealthy and fat-
tening,” says Amy Keating, R.D.,  
a dietitian in Consumer Reports’ 
food lab. Regular pasta is made 
from durum wheat (semolina),  
a variety that has a higher 
protein content than most other 
types. It’s also a convenient and 
inexpensive food—and not 
necessarily a diet-buster. An 
analysis of 48 studies published 
in JAMA found that low-carb 
and low-fat diets (which tend to 
be higher in carbs) were equally 
effective for weight loss. 

Regular white pasta is a 
refined grain product, but it’s not 
devoid of nutrition. It has 6 to 
7 grams of protein and about 
2 grams of fiber per cooked cup, 
“Whole grains are the preferred 
choice, but there is room in 
your diet for some refined grain 
products,” Keating says. 

Cereals  
That Bowled 
Us Over

KIND VANILLA 
BLUEBERRY CLUSTERS 
WITH FLAX SEEDS $4.99

CHEERIOS TOASTED 
WHOLE GRAIN OAT 
CEREAL $3.99

Looking for a cereal to help jump-start your body and 
brain in the morning? Pick one that says “100 percent 
whole grain” on the box, contains 5 or more grams  
of fiber per serving, and 8 grams or less of sugars per 
serving. Or just grab one of our top picks.

BOB’S RED MILL OLD 
COUNTRY STYLE  
MUESLI $4.69

Snack for  
Sounder Sleep
If you’ve tried to get 
to sleep with warm 
milk, you may be  
interested to read 
that a recent review 
of studies on diet 
and sleep in the  
journal Advances in 
Nutrition suggests 
that a few other 
foods may actually 
be more effective—
notably kiwi fruit, 
malted milk, and tart 
cherry juice. The 
studies were small, 
and it’s far too  

early for definitive 
conclusions, says  
the review’s lead  
author, Marie-Pierre 
St-Onge, Ph.D., an 
associate professor of 
nutritional medicine 
at Columbia Univer-
sity’s department  
of medicine. But  
findings to date hint 
at some benefits.

Eating two kiwis 
1 hour before bed- 
time was found to 
help adults with self-
reported insomnia 

fall asleep faster and 
stay asleep longer. 

In two other  
studies, people (espe-
cially older adults) 
who had 1 to 1½ cups  
of warm Horlicks  
malted milk beverage 
30 minutes before 
bedtime were less 
restless during sleep. 
Additionally, drinking 
1 cup of tart cherry 
juice in the morning 
and at night quelled 
insomnia and  
reduced midnight 

awakenings in two 
small studies.

Even though  
the findings are  
not definitive,  
St-Onge says there’s 
no harm in giving 
any one of these 
dietary remedies  
a try. They easily fit 
into a healthy diet 
and, in fact, are a 
much safer choice 
than prescription  
and over-the- 
counter sleep aids  
or supplements. 
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Products We Love
Better home cooking (and eating!) is easier if you 
have the right equipment to work with. Here are 
a few of our experts’ favorite kitchen tools.

1  | Breville Control Grip 
BSB510XL Blender $100
Immersion blenders like our 
top-rated model from Breville 
are great for whipping up 
smoothies or for puréeing 
ingredients to create a creamy 
consistency without adding 
extra fat. breville.com

2  | Oregon Scientific 
Wireless BBQ/Oven 
AW131 $40
Cooking meat and seafood to 
the correct internal temperature 
is one key to avoiding foodborne 
illness. This thermometer can 
be used in the oven or grill and 
has a wireless remote setting. 
oregonscientificstore.com

3  | KitchenAid 5 Blade 
Spiralizer with Peel, 
Core and Slice $129
Add this attachment to our 
recommended KitchenAid 
Artisan KSM150PS stand mixer, 
$350, to make quick work of 
creating zucchini “noodles” or 
other fruit and vegetable spirals. 
kitchenaid.com 

4  | Pioneer Woman 
Vintage Speckle 
Nonstick 10-Piece 
Set $99
No need to add extra oil when 
cooking with this set: Our 
fried eggs slid out with only 
a little nudging, even after we’d 
intentionally scratched the 
nonstick surface. amazon.com

5  | Philips Viva 
Collection Digital 
Airfryer $349
Our testers were sorry to see 
this gadget, which “fries, 
bakes, roasts, and grills with 
a tablespoon of oil or less,” 
leave our labs. usa.philips.com

6  | Ninja Personal 
Blender With Auto-iQ 
BL480 $100
Small but powerful, this blender 
is perfect for a smoothie 
or whole-fruit juice. Take your 
creations to go in its 18 
and 24-ounce containers. 
ninjakitchen.com

7  | Oxo Good Grips 
Measuring Spoons $7
When you’re counting calories, 
measuring matters. This six-
piece set snaps together for 
easy storage. amazon.com

8  | Fagor Premium 
Pressure Cooker $100
Pressure cookers offer a 
shortcut to tender meats, 
perfectly cooked grains, 
and more. This one topped 
our tests of electric models. 
fagoramerica.com

2
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Plans That 
Work

What’s  
Inside 

 10
Easy Ways to Eat  
Healthy Now 
Small diet changes can 
make a big impact on your 
health. Try these simple  
tips to eat and feel better.

 16
Semi-Vegetarian,  
Totally Rewarding 
No need to cut meat out  
of your menu—just eat more 
fruits, veggies, and whole 
grains for better health.

 20
Should You Cut the  
Fat or the Carbs? 
Our experts help make  
sense of confusing  
diet advice.

 24
Not-So-Sweet Surprises 
Trying to cut back on sugar? 
It’s lurking in more places 
than you might think. Here’s 
a guide to the sweet stuff.

 28
The Truth About Gluten 
Our nutrition pros give  
you the lowdown on eating 
gluten-free (or not).
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Eating Plans That Work

Easy Ways   
to Eat 
Healthy 
Now
You don’t need to overhaul your diet.  
These changes deliver big benefits but  
take very little effort.

Setting a goal of eating better often inspires 
people to attempt a 180 on their habits.  
But those intentions fail more often than 
not. “People set unrealistic goals and 
attempt to make wholesale changes,” says 
Lesley Lutes, Ph.D., associate professor 
of psychology at the University of British 
Columbia. “That all-or-nothing behavior 
becomes overwhelming, leaves you feeling 
deprived, and sets you up for failure.”

That’s exactly why we’re advocating 
a more realistic approach: Try making  
just a few minor tweaks first. That helps 
the changes feel doable, not daunting, 
and you will still see improvements in 
your health. “You have so many diet 
choices to make every day, so even if 
you make a change only some of the 
time, the benefits add up,” Lutes says.

A recent study by researchers at the 
University of South Australia supports 
that strategy. They found that replacing 
just 25 percent of discretionary foods 
(such as dessert, snacks, and sugary 
beverages) with healthy foods resulted 
in a huge improvement in overall  
diet quality—reducing sugars intake  
by almost 21 percent and calories  
by almost 4 percent, and increasing 
protein intake by about 2 percent. 

That means that something as simple  
as trading a few cookies for a piece  
of fruit, a handful of chips for some 
fresh veggies, or a soda for a glass of 
sparkling water, can make a big differ-
ence. Read on for six strategies you can 
use to build your own personalized 
small changes diet.

10 EAT HEALTHY  CR.ORG

P
H

O
T

O
: 

C
A

N
A

N
 C

Z
E

M
M

E
L

/S
T

O
C

K
S

Y



 TIP 

Eat healthy foods 
you truly like, such 
as fresh berries. 
No need to suffer 
through another 
kale salad if you 
don’t love it.

CR.ORG  EAT HEALTHY 11



Eating Plans That Work

 TIP 

Whole grains are 
rich in nutrients 
and fiber, and 
many are high in 
protein, a help if 
you’re trying to 
eat less meat.

12 



5  | Opt For Healthy Fats
Some fats aren’t the heart-clogging evil they were 
once made out to be. An abundance of research 
shows that certain types of fats are beneficial, 
even for heart health. “If you get your fats from 
good sources like olive oil, avocados, nuts, seeds, 
and seafood, that’s not going to be a problem,” 
says Frank Hu, M.D., Ph.D., a professor of nutrition 
and epidemiology at the Harvard T.H. Chan 
School of Public Health. “Those foods contain 
polyunsaturated and monounsaturated fats, 
which are the advantageous types in terms of 
heart disease and diabetes risk.” But you should 
still avoid trans fats completely and try to eat 
saturated fat sparingly. 

1  | Eat More 
Unprocessed Whole 
Grains
Switching from 
products made with 
refined white flour 
to those made with 
whole-grain flours  
is a good start. But  
whole grains such  
as brown rice, 
buckwheat, farro, 
millet, oats, and  
wheat berries offer 
more nutrients and 
fiber. Many are high  
in protein, so they  
can replace meat if  
you want to cut back. 
See “Going With the 
(Whole) Grain,” on 
page 42.

2  | Eat Healthy  
Foods You Like
A 2016 study from Baylor 
University’s Hankamer School 
of Business found that even 
people with little self-control 
can set themselves up for 
healthy eating success  
if they switch their attention 
from what the researchers 
called “avoidance” foods to 
“approach” foods. Don’t try to 

force-feed yourself something 
healthy that you hate (such 
as kale) in place of something 
unhealthy you love (cake). “Seek 
out yummy healthy foods—
such as strawberries—and you 
might find that after enjoying 
a big bowl of fresh berries you 
no longer want that chocolate 
cake,” says Meredith David, 
Ph.D., lead author of the study.

3  | Go Meatless One  
Day Per Week
A 2016 study published in  
JAMA Internal Medicine found 
that replacing animal protein 
with an equivalent amount  
of plant protein was associated 
with a lower risk of mortality—
especially from heart disease. 
So swap your burger for a 
veggie version (see Consumer 
Reports’ top picks on page 74) 
or make a bean chili so hearty 
that no one will miss the meat.

4  | Make a Small Snack 
More Satisfying
A study by Cornell University’s 
Food and Brand Lab found that 
if you eat just a quarter of your 
usual amount (two Hershey’s 
Kisses, say, instead of eight), 
then do something distracting 
for 15 minutes (take a walk), 
you’ll feel just as satisfied as 
if you’d eaten the full amount.

Put Your Muscle Where Your Mouth Is
A balanced diet is essential for overall 
health. But vitamin D and protein seem 
to be especially important for muscle 
strength. “There is accumulating evidence 
that vitamin D plays a role in preventing 
muscle loss and increasing muscle 
strength,” says Roger A. Fielding, Ph.D.

The Institute of Medicine recommends 

600 IU of vitamin D per day until age 70 
(800 IU after) and 0.8 gram of protein daily 
for each kilogram of body weight (1 to 
1.2 daily grams after age 65). That’s 47 daily 
grams of protein for a 130-pound woman 
and 58 grams for a 160-pound man. 

Sun exposure is the best source of D but 
raises skin-cancer risk. Good food sources 

of both nutrients are salmon (preferably 
wild), sardines, and D-fortified milk. 

If you’re older than 65, rarely spend 
time outside, or eat few foods with 
vitamin D, a daily 1,000-IU supplement 
is a reasonable choice, says Marvin M. 
Lipman, M.D., Consumer Reports’ chief 
medical adviser.

Toast to Your Heart
Pair whole-grain bread 
with avocados  
and nuts.

CR.ORG  EAT HEALTHY 13
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6  | Replace One Sugary Drink  
Per Day With Water
We all know that soda isn’t the healthiest 
beverage choice, and a recent study suggests 
that exchanging one serving per day for  
a glass of water could help reduce overall 
calorie intake and subsequent risk of obesity, 
lowering your risk of developing type 2 
diabetes by 14 to 25 percent. Take a look at 
your fruit juice intake, too. Even 100 percent 
fruit juices can contribute a lot of calories 
and sugars to your diet. Limit yourself to one 
4-ounce glass per day.

7  | Enjoy More of  
the Right Kind of Fish
Oily fish such as salmon, 
sardines, mackerel, and tuna 
have the most omega-3 fatty 
acids, a type of polyunsaturated 
fat, so keep them high on your 
rotation, along with shellfish, 
which have moderate amounts. 
“There’s very solid science 
showing that omega-3s can 

help reduce inflammatory 
factors associated with  
a variety of chronic diseases, 
including heart disease,” says 
Marian Neuhouser, Ph.D., R.D., 
of the Fred Hutchinson Cancer 
Research Center in Seattle.

8  | Be Grateful
A recent study found that 
improving your mood even 

slightly may lead to healthier 
eating. How? “Right before 
they served themselves a meal, 
we asked people to think of 
one positive thing that had 
happened that day that they 
were grateful for,” says Brian 
Wansink, Ph.D., director of 
Cornell’s Food and Brand Lab 
and author of “Slim by Design” 
(William Morrow, 2014). “Those 

who did ate 9 percent fewer 
calories at that meal and chose 
a healthier mix of foods that 
included more vegetables and 
fewer processed carbs.”

9  | Start With Veggies
If you’re not eating enough 
vegetables (and most of us 
aren’t), it could be because  
you put them in a contest  
they can’t win. “Research has 
shown that when vegetables  
are competing with other—
possibly more appealing—items 
on your plate, you eat less  
of them,” explains Traci Mann,  
Ph.D., assistant professor  
of psychology at the University 
of Minnesota and author of 
“Secrets From the Eating Lab” 
(HarperCollins, 2015). “But  
when you get the vegetables 
alone, you eat more of them.” 
Mann has studied this strategy—
serving veggies solo before  
the rest of the meal—with 
college students and pre- 
schoolers, but she reasons that  
it would work for anyone.  
“Make a salad and sit down  
to eat it before you put any 
other food on the table,”  
she suggests. “You’ll not only  
eat more vegetables, you’ll  
also fill up a bit so that you  
eat less later.”

The Secret to Perfect Portion Control
“Research consistently shows that when 
we’re presented with a big portion, we eat 
more—even when we are not hungry,” 
says Lisa Young, Ph.D., R.D., author of 
“The Portion Teller Plan” (Morgan Road 
Books, 2005) and an adjunct professor 
of nutrition at New York University. But 
you can train your brain so that you feel 
satisfied on fewer calories. Here’s how:
Scoop and pour. Use measuring spoons 
and cups to dole out precise portions for  
a few weeks. You might be surprised to see 
that a serving of the cereal you eat most 
days is ¾ cup, but filling up the bowl to 

what looks like a reasonable portion puts 
you closer to 2 or 3 cups. (For a guide to 
serving sizes, go to choosemyplate.gov.)
Share with a friend. When dining out,  
start with your own healthy appetizer and 
split the entrée. It’s also wise to go halfsies 
on extras such as french fries and dessert. 
Watch portions of healthy foods, too. 
Plenty of nutritious foods, such as almonds 
and dates, are also high in calories. And 
people tend to underestimate calories 
of foods they think are good for them, 
according to a study from Cornell 
University. The researchers found that 

diners eating in a restaurant they thought 
of as healthy believed they were getting 
151 fewer calories than they really were.
Focus on fiber. Simply choosing foods  
that are rich in fiber can help fill you  
up. Fiber-rich choices include beans, fruits, 
vegetables, and whole grains.
Take smaller bites. That can help you 
keep portions in check. For example, 
research from the Netherlands found that 
people who took tinier sips of tomato 
soup ate about 30 percent less than those 
who gulped it. (The researchers said that 
the finding applies to solid food, too.)

Eating Plans That Work
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 TIP 

Eating salad or 
other vegetables 
first helps you 
fill up on the 
good stuff before 
moving on to the 
rest of your meal.
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A strong body of research supports the 
idea that a plant-centric diet can boost your 
health, decreasing the risk of heart disease, 
type 2 diabetes, and certain cancers, and 
helping you stay at a healthy weight. It can 
even lengthen your life, according to a 
recent study in JAMA Internal Medicine that 
tracked more than 70,000 people.

Semi-
Vegetarian, 
Totally 
 Rewarding
You don’t have to give up meat entirely to reap  
the rewards of a nutrient-rich vegetarian diet. 
Here’s how be the healthiest omnivore on the block.

Eating Plans That Work
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 TIP 

Think of meat 
as a condiment 
instead of the 
focus of a meal. 
Try adding just  
a few ounces to a 
grain-based dish.
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Eating Plans That Work

A Great  
Veggie Day
So you’re sold on the idea  
of shifting to a more vegetarian 
diet—if only you knew what  
to eat. Here’s a day’s worth  
of completely plant-based 
meals to mix into your normal 
routine, easy-peasy.

BREAKFAST

Avocado toast 2 slices  
whole-grain bread, mashed 
avocado, red-pepper  
flakes, sea salt; coffee with 
coconut-milk creamer.

LUNCH

Quinoa tabbouleh with 
chickpeas Cooked quinoa, 
chopped tomatoes,  

chopped cucumber, chopped 
parsley, olive oil, lemon  
juice, black olives, garbanzo 
beans (chickpeas).

AFTERNOON SNACK

1 fruit-and-nuts bar (200  
or fewer calories), such as Kind  
Plus Cranberry Almond,  
which earned top scores in 
Consumer Reports’ tests.

DINNER

Black-bean tacos Corn tortillas, 
black beans, roasted cauliflower, 
jarred corn salsa, pico de gallo, 
cumin, salad greens.

SNACK

Frozen banana “ice cream” 
Banana blended with almond 
milk until it resembles soft serve, 
topped with chopped walnuts.

For many people, however, life with-
out steak, barbecued chicken, or pork 
tacos doesn’t sound so appealing. 
Fortunately, you don’t have to make 
an all-or-nothing choice. “Just making 
a shift to a more plant-based diet can 
offer significant health benefits,” says 
Reed Mangels, Ph.D., R.D., an adjunct 
associate professor of nutrition at the 
University of Massachusetts Amherst. 
Research shows that flexitarians—those 
who make plant foods the star of their 
diet, with meat, fish, dairy, and eggs 
playing a supporting role—are healthier 
than frequent meat eaters in categories 
such as colon cancer, heart-disease 
risk, and overall mortality.

The Power of Plants
The main advantages of a vegetarian-
leaning diet seem to be more related  
to the foods you’re eating lots of  
(vegetables, fruits, whole grains, beans, 
nuts) rather than those you’re eating 
less of (meat).

“When you base your meals on 
plant foods, you’re packing your diet 
with the fiber, vitamins, minerals, and 
healthy fats that most Americans don’t 
get enough of,” says Sharon Palmer, 
R.D.N., editor of Environmental Nutri-
tion, a health newsletter. Plant-based 
diets are also full of phytochemicals, 
compounds that help keep many of 
your body’s systems running smoothly. 
For instance, the anthocyanins in ber-
ries help protect vision. And the carot-
enoids in carrots and cantaloupe, and 
the isothiocyanates in brussels sprouts 
neutralize cell-damaging free radicals.

Semi-Vegetarian Perks
How much meat can you eat and still 
get the benefits of a veggie diet? There’s 
not enough research to give a precise 
amount. “Diet is a continuum,” says 
Robert Ostfeld, M.D., director of pre-
ventive cardiology and founder and di-
rector of the Cardiac Wellness Program 
at the Montefiore Medical Center in 
New York. “But patients who more fully 
embrace a whole foods, plant-based 
diet have the best outcomes.”

Still, research shows that avoiding 
meat all of the time isn’t necessary. In a 
recent preliminary study of more than 
450,000 adults, those who followed a 

diet that was 70 percent plants had  
a 20 percent lower risk of dying  
from heart disease or stroke than those 
whose diets centered on meat and 
dairy. And a Harvard study that tracked 
more than 120,000 people for 30 years 
found that those who ate the most red 
meat tended to die younger during the 
study period, but that swapping just 
one daily serving of beef for nuts could 
cut the risk of dying early by as much 
as 19 percent.

One possible reason for these ben-
efits is that a plant-focused diet can 
improve blood lipid levels. Making the 
change from a typical American diet to 
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Don’t Miss 
These  
Nutrients
Going veggie? Reed Mangels, 
Ph.D., R.D., suggests that  
you take care to get enough  
of these four key nutrients.

Vitamin B12, crucial for the 
brain and nervous system, is 
mainly found in animal foods. 
But many adults over 50 have 
difficulty absorbing B12 from 
the usual sources. So look for 
fortified almond or coconut 
milk, breakfast cereals, and 
meat alternatives, like tempeh.

Iron in its plant-based form 
(“nonheme”) isn’t absorbed as 
well as iron in meats (“heme”).
Iron needs drop for women 
after menopause (men’s needs 
stay consistent), but getting 
enough can be a challenge  
for plant-based eaters of all 
ages. Pair iron-rich foods—
lentils, soybeans, Swiss 
chard—with sources of vitamin 
C like oranges and red bell 
peppers. Doing so helps boost 
iron absorption.

Protein needs may be higher 
for older adults than when 
they were younger, though 
not all experts agree on that. 
Hedge your bets: Include 
a muscle-boosting protein 
source such as beans, nuts, 
quinoa, or tofu at every meal.

Calcium requirements increase 
for men once they reach  
70 and women 50 and older. 
Cut back on dairy products 
and your intake of the bone-
building mineral will probably 
take a hit. Include foods such 
as almonds, broccoli, collard 
greens, kale, fortified soy or 
other plant milks, and tofu to 
meet your needs.

a plant-based (including some meat) or 
vegetarian one was associated with a 10 
to 15 percent decrease in total and LDL 
“bad” cholesterol, according to a review 
of 27 studies in the American Journal of 
Cardiology. Shifting to a vegan diet led 
to even more significant change.

A “less meat, more plants” style of 
eating can also help improve the qual-
ity of your life. In addition, it’s associ-
ated with higher levels of short-chain 
fatty acids in the gut, and research 
suggests that it lowers the risk of heart 
disease, inflammatory diseases, and 
type 2 diabetes. 

A Mediterranean-style diet, based on 
produce, legumes, grains, and healthy 
oils, with small amounts of fish and 
meat, is connected with better brain 
health in older adults, according to  
a study in the journal Neurology. Those 
who favored fruits and vegetables along 
with some fish had less brain shrink-
age—linked to a reduced risk of cogni-
tive decline—than those who ate more 
meat. Eating no more than 3.5 ounces 
of meat daily may help prevent the loss  
of brain cells equivalent to about three 
or four years of aging, researchers say.

But can changing your diet after  
age 50 still make a difference? Abso-
lutely, according to experts. “It’s  
never too early or too late to embrace  
a healthier lifestyle,” Ostfeld says.  
“The benefits come quickly and continue  
to accrue with time.” In one study, 
women in that age group who ate a 
mostly plant diet were 34 percent more 
likely to be free of chronic diseases, 
like type 2 diabetes and heart disease, 
15 years later than women whose diets 
included more meat.

How to Make the Switch
Any step you take will help, but the 
more plants and fewer animal foods, 
the better. Try these easy tips: 
1. Step up your vegetable and fruit 
intake. Even if you don’t actively cut 
back on meat at first, adding more pro-
duce will help you develop a taste for 
plant foods and transition to a higher-
fiber diet. “I recommend including 

vegetables at just about every meal and 
snack, even breakfast,” Palmer says. 
“Try sliced radishes on your toast or 
have a side of baked tomato halves.”
2. Redesign your plate. Fill at least 
half of your plate with produce, grains, 
or beans, and downsize your meat  
serving. Think of a stir-fry heavy on 
the veggies and grains with thinly 
sliced strips of beef rather than a big 
steak with a spear of broccoli. Swap  
in chopped mushrooms or tofu for half 
of the ground meat you’d use in meat-
loaf, tacos, chili, or pasta sauce.

Or try veggie-based dishes like bur-
ritos or hearty bean soups. 
3. Pick the healthiest meats. You 
might want to focus first on decreas-
ing the amount of processed meat you 
eat—bacon, deli meats, hot dogs, and 
sausage. A Harvard study linked a daily 
serving equal to one hot dog or two 
slices of bacon to an increased risk of 
early death from heart disease and 
cancer. Recently, a group of 22 experts 
from 10 countries convened by the 
World Health Organization categorized 
that type of meat as “carcinogenic to 
humans.” Each 1.8 ounces of processed 
meat eaten daily raises the risk of 
colorectal cancer by 18 percent, their 
report says. Red meat has also been  
associated with heart disease and can- 
cer risk, but the evidence is less clear. 
When you do eat red meat, it’s best to 
stick to small amounts and choose lean 
cuts, such as pork tenderloin and top 
sirloin steak. And eat fatty fish such as 
salmon, which is high in inflammation-
busting omega-3 fatty acids. 
4. Find your semi-veg style. Plant-
based meals once every seven days in 
the style of Meatless Monday—a cam-
paign that encourages people to start 
each week with a day of vegetarian 
eating—are a great way to begin. You 
can try replacing your meat ounce-for-
ounce with tempeh or tofu, Palmer 
says. More restrictive but also forgiving 
is the VB6 approach, where you eat 
vegan—no meat, fish, dairy, or eggs— 
before 6 p.m. You’re free to have meat, 
fish, eggs, or dairy at dinner.
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Eating Plans That Work

Should 
You Cut 
 the Fat  
or the 
Carbs?
What you should know before starting  
a low-fat or low-carb diet.

Widely publicized diets, such as low-fat  
or high protein and low carbohydrates, 
seem so promising. It’s no wonder so many 
of us have tried—or considered—them.  
But does science support the claims? We 
spoke with doctors and dietitians and read 
the research. Here’s what you need to know 
before starting either of these popular 
eating plans.

Low-Fat Diets
If you’ve tried a low-fat or no-fat diet to 
optimize your health and perhaps  
lose a few pounds, you’re not alone. But  
an eating plan that treats fat as the 
enemy, cutting out everything from 
beef to dairy to avocados, might not 
live up to its promises, in part because 
our bodies need fats. 
THE PROMISE Proponents say these 
plans can prevent or ease heart disease, 
lower cholesterol levels, control blood 
pressure, and help you lose weight and 
keep it off. 
THE TRUTH Without some dietary 
fat, you can become deficient in 
essential fatty acids and have trouble 
absorbing fat-soluble vitamins. And 
unsaturated fat actually helps protect 
your heart and reduce the risk  
of type 2 diabetes. A 2012 review of 
studies by the independent Cochrane 
Collaboration found that replacing 
saturated fat (found in animal products 
such as butter and ground beef) with 
unsaturated fat (found in fatty fish, 
avocados, nuts, and plant oils like olive 
oil) lowered the risk of heart attacks 
and strokes.

If weight loss is your goal, be aware 
that low- and no-fat foods aren’t  
always lower in calories. “Sometimes  
the reduced-fat or nonfat version  
of a product has added sugar and starch 
to boost the flavor and texture,” says 
Maxine Siegel, a registered dietitian 
(R.D.) who heads Consumer Reports’ 
food testing.
THE BOTTOM LINE Stay away from no- 
or very low-fat diets; they can ultimately  
be harmful. But if you’re like most 
Americans and have been consuming 
more than a third of your calories as 
fat, reducing your overall intake and 
picking good-for-you fats is probably 
wise, says David Seres, M.D., director 
of medical nutrition at the Columbia 
University Medical Center in New York 
and a member of Consumer Reports’ 
medical advisory board. A plant-based 
diet, which includes plenty of good 
fats, is healthy and associated with a 
decreased risk of disease.
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 TIP 

A plant-based 
diet with plenty 
of good fats is 
associated with  
a decreased risk 
of disease.
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Eating Plans That Work

High-Protein, 
Low-Carbohydrate Diets
Remember the Scarsdale diet and the 
Stillman diet? Those high-protein, low-
carb diets may be out of vogue, but 
Atkins is still hot. Protein-rich products 
and diets—Paleo, Zone, and more— 
seem to be ubiquitous. 
THE PROMISE All claim that you’ll lose 
pounds, feel peppier, and reduce your 
risk of heart disease.

THE TRUTH People lose weight on 
high-protein plans because they take 
in fewer calories, not because they 
focus on protein. “Diets only work by 
lowering calories,” Seres says. “Where 
the calories come from doesn’t matter.”

Many of these plans also recommend 
cutting back on or eliminating carbs. 
Get less than 50 grams of carbs per day 
(the amount in two apples) for three  
to four days in a row and your body will 
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start tapping its own fat and muscle 
for fuel instead of its usual source: glucose  
derived from carbohydrates.

This can have serious health 
consequences. “You’re altering your 
metabolism away from what’s normal 
and into a starved state,” Seres says. 
“People in starved states experience 
problems with brain function.”

A high-protein diet also overworks 
the kidneys. That’s especially worrisome 
for people with kidney disease and  
can predispose those with healthy 
kidneys to kidney stones. Over time, 
excessive protein intake leaches calcium 
from your bones, which can lead  
to osteoporosis.

Far from increasing energy, that 
eating style might leave you fatigued and 
nauseated. Constipation can also be a 
problem, because animal-based protein 
sources provide little or no fiber.

The saturated-fat-laden red meat that’s 
part of many high-protein diets may 
actually boost your risk of heart disease. 
According to a Harvard study of  
more than 120,000 people who were 
followed for more than 20 years,  
a meat-based low-carb diet raised  
the risk of dying from heart disease  
by 14 percent.
THE BOTTOM LINE Steer clear. These diets 
have no proven long-term benefits  
and are linked to a host of potential 
health problems.

 TIP 

Eating too much 
protein can cause 
a range of health 
problems including 
kidney stones and 
osteoporosis.
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15 Healthy Eating Tips for Weight Loss
How to eat right and shed pounds without going to extremes

Get Ready 
1. Talk with an expert. Have  
a conversation with your doctor 
about your weight, nutrition, 
and fitness goals, says Andrea  
Spivack, R.D., with the Stunkard  
Weight Management Program  
at the University of Pennsylvania 
in Philadelphia. And consider 
making an appointment  
with a registered dietitian  
for a personalized assessment 
of your nutrition needs  
and habits.
2. Change your perspective. 
Instead of thinking of yourself 
as someone who is dieting, 
consider yourself a “weight 
manager,” Spivack advises.  
A pedometer or activity tracker 
and a calorie-counting app 
to help you develop a daily 
calorie budget and keep on 
top of food intake can be 
valuable tools. 
3. Set reasonable goals.  
Just as it takes time to put on 
extra pounds, it takes time 
 to lose them. Gradual, steady 
weight loss of 1 to 22 pounds 
per week is associated with 
more success at maintaining 
that loss, according to the 
Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention’s Division of 
Nutrition, Physical Activity, and 
Obesity. Your doctor and an 
registered dietitian can help 
you develop appropriate and 
attainable weight-loss goals.

Start Deliberately
4. Make changes gradually. 
“Changing habits is not easy, 
so start slowly and have 
realistic expectations,” says 
Maxine Siegel, R.D., who 
heads Consumer Reports’ food 
testing. You might try adding 
just a couple of healthier habits 

to your life, such as resolving 
to eat fruits and vegetables 
at every meal or to swap 
green tea for sugary drinks. 
5. Understand how to put 
together a healthy plate of 
food. For a sufficient volume of 
food to keep you satisfied, as  
well as for a well-balanced 
diet, try to make your plates 
50 percent produce, 25 percent 
whole-grains, such as brown 
rice and whole-wheat pasta, 
and 25 percent lean protein 
such as grilled chicken or fish. 
Add a serving of low-fat or 
fat-free dairy, such as 8 ounces 
of skim or 1 percent milk, or a 
cup of Greek yogurt. For more 
specifics on ideal portions for 
you, go to choosemyplate.gov.
6. Plan ahead. Try tracking 
your food intake before meals 
(include drinks, dressings, 
and condiments). “Like any 
budget, you have to see what 
fits into your calorie budget, 
what is worth it, and what is 
negotiable,” Spivack says.
7. Be ready for challenges. 
Use a calendar to mark social 
events for the month ahead. 
This will give you perspective 
on how many situations may 
test your willpower. Strive  
to stay on track the rest of the 
time. Note on the calendar 
when you plan to exercise.

Make Healthier Choices
8. Cook at home more often. 
In fact, a study of almost 
100,000 people, presented at 
the American Heart Association’s 
recent Scientific Sessions, 
found that those who ate 11  
or more homemade lunches 
and dinners per week had 
a 12 percent lower risk of 
developing type 2 diabetes 

than those who ate six or fewer 
home-prepared meals per 
week. (And being overweight 
or obese increases your risk for 
type 2 diabetes.) Home-cooked 
meals may help because they’re 
usually lower in calories, fat, 
and sodium, and contain more 
nutrient- and fiber-rich produce 
than restaurant fare, fast food, 
and takeout meals. 
9. Avoid processed foods. “Cut 
down on packaged foods with 
lots of ingredients,” Siegel says. 
“Eat whole foods, and think 
variety and freshness.” 
10. Anticipate cravings. For 
example, if it’s pasta you want,  
Spivack says, a spiralizer can 
help you transform veggies  
like zucchini into low-calorie 
“spaghetti.” And if you must have 
French fries or other crispy 
foods, consider an air fryer. Keep 
a bowl of fruit handy so when 
hunger strikes, you can grab  
a piece instead  
of something less nutritious.
11. Be a sugar sleuth. Scan 
ingredients lists for the names 
of products you may not think 

of as sugars, such as agave, 
dextrose, fruit-juice concentrate, 
fructose, and malt syrup. 

Adopt These 4 Habits 
12. Eat more slowly. Try putting 
your fork down between each 
bite. This gives your brain more 
time to receive the message 
that you’re full.
13. Shorten your eating 
hours. At the Salk Institute in 
California, when 156 people 
snapped photos of all they ate 
for three weeks, half grazed  
for 15 hours or more most days.  
But when eight overweight  
study subjects cut that to  
10 to 11 hours per day, they  
lost an average of 7 pounds  
in 16 weeks.
14. Weigh yourself daily. A 
daily weigh-in can motivate you 
to make changes in your diet 
or level of physical activity. Try  
weighing yourself at the same 
time every morning, under the 
same conditions. 
15. Be kind to yourself.  
You’re seeking improvement, 
not perfection. 
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Get Expert Advice
A nutritionist can help 
you develop a plan.
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Eating Plans That Work

Not-So-
Sweet 
Surprises
Trying to eat less sugar? You may be getting  
more than you think—and that could be  
harming your health. Here, smart and easy  
ways to cut back.

It’s no secret that foods such as soda and 
doughnuts are packed with added sweeteners. 
But would you think that a frozen stir-fry dinner 
could have the same amount of sugars as 16 gummi 
bears? Food companies toss added sugars into 
almost three-quarters of all packaged products, 
including nutritious-sounding items such as instant 
oatmeal and foods that aren’t meant to be sweet, 
like tomato sauce. 
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The trouble with sneaky sugars may 
go beyond excess calories. When 43  
obese children ate the same amount  
of calories but decreased their intake of 
added sugars from 28 percent of their 
daily calories to 10 percent for nine 
days, their weight stayed steady. But 
their cholesterol, triglyceride, blood 
pressure, and fasting blood sugar and 
insulin levels dropped, according to  
a study in the journal Obesity. The 
study needs to be replicated with a 
larger test group and with older people, 
but there’s no apparent reason that 
adults would respond differently, says 
Rachel K. Johnson, Ph.D., R.D., a profes-
sor of nutrition at the University of  
Vermont and a member of the Institute 
of Medicine panel that made dietary 
guidelines recommendations to  
the federal government for sugars  
and carbohydrates. 

Previous research has linked an  
overload of added sugar to an increased 
risk of type 2 diabetes, heart disease, 
and obesity. For example, a recent 
study found that people who got 17 to 
21 percent of their calories from added 
sugars had a 38 percent higher risk of 
dying from cardiovascular disease than 
those who kept their intake of sugars  
to 8 percent. 

Natural vs. Added Sugars
But how do foods that naturally con-
tain sugars, such as fruit, milk, and 
“sweeter” veggies like sweet potatoes, 
carrots, or beets, affect our health? 
“The sugars found in dairy and fruit 
come in smaller doses and are pack-
aged with fiber, protein, vitamins, and 
minerals, which means they don’t  
affect your blood sugar as drastically,” 
Johnson says. Added sugars, on the 
other hand, are what some experts re-
fer to as “empty calories” because they 
lack nutrients. 
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7 Smart Swaps
In every aisle of the 
supermarket, you’ll 
find added sugars in 
packaged foods  
and beverages—even 
in products that sound 
healthy—sometimes 
where you least 
suspect them and in 
shocking amounts.

The most added sugars you 
should have in a day is 6 to 
11 teaspoons (24 to 44 grams), 
so even a few grams here 
and there can add up fast. 
Check labels. When you 
compare similar foods—
sometimes even within the 
same brand—as we’ve  
done here, you may find  
that the sugars and calorie 
counts vary widely.

CHEERIOS 
PROTEIN
Sugars 17 g 
(4 tsp.),
Calories 210 
per 1¼ cup 
(55 grams)

CHEERIOS
Sugars 1 g 
(¼ tsp.),
Calories 125 
per 1¼ cup 
(35 grams)

Cheerios Protein sounds 
healthy, but the Cinnamon 
Almond flavor has 13 
times the sugars of regular 
Cheerios. And comparing 
1¼-cup servings, the protein 
difference is minor: 4 grams 
in the regular version vs. 
7 grams in the protein 
version. There are four 
sources of sugars in the 
Cheerios Protein ingredients 
list. In fact, it has about 
as much sugars as Apple 
Cinnamon Cheerios and 
more than any other 
variety, including Chocolate, 
Frosted, and Honey Nut. 

BERTOLLI 
TOMATO & 
BASIL 
SAUCE
Sugars 12 g 
(3 tsp.),
Calories 70 
per ½ cup

VICTORIA 
MARINARA 
SAUCE
Sugars 4 g 
(1 tsp.),
Calories 70 
per ½ cup

Yes, tomatoes do have 
natural sugars, as do 
veggies such as beets, 
butternut squash, carrots, 
corn, and sweet potatoes. 
That’s where the 4 grams 
of sugars in the Victoria 
sauce come from. But 
Bertolli’s contains added 
sugars—figure about 
8 grams, or 2 teaspoons, 
when you compare  
the two. 

ALMOND 
BREEZE 
VANILLA
Sugars 13 g 
(3 tsp.), 
Calories 80 
per cup

ALMOND 
BREEZE 
VANILLA 
UNSWEET-
ENED
Sugars 0 g, 
Calories 30 
per cup

Nut milks and soy milks 
usually have added sugars, 
even in the plain versions. 
But there’s a big difference 
in sugar content between 
the two here, which  
shows you that it’s a 
good idea to compare 
the unsweetened to the 
sweetened version of a 
product. If you find the 
unsweetened version 
unpalatable, you can add 
a small amount of sugar  
on your own. 

SCHWEPPES 
TONIC 
WATER
Sugars 32 g 
(8 tsp.),
Calories 130 
per 8 ounces

SCHWEPPES 
CLUB SODA 
Sugars 0 g,
Calories 0 
per 8 ounces 

It’s called tonic water,  
but it’s really soda—ounce  
for ounce it has more 
calories and grams of 
sugars than regular Coke. 
If you’d rather skip the 
artificial sweetener in the 
diet version, try making 
your gin and tonic with 
club soda—which, despite 
the name, has zero calories 
and no sugar or other 
sweeteners—and a twist 
of lime.

MOTT’S 
ORIGINAL 
APPLE-
SAUCE
Sugars 22 g 
(5½ tsp.),
Calories 90 
per ½ cup

MOTT’S 
NATURAL 
APPLE-
SAUCE
Sugars 11 g 
(3 tsp.),
Calories 50 
per ½ cup

Apples are sweet, but some 
types of applesauce—like 
many packaged fruit 
products—contain added 
sugars anyway. Always 
check the ingredients list on 
canned, dried, and frozen 
fruits for different types of 
sugars. Natural Mott’s has 
no sugars added, so all of  
its sweetness comes from 
the apples. Compare it 
with the original version 
and you can see that it 
contains about 11 grams  
of added sugars.

SWEET 
BABY RAY’S 
BARBECUE 
SAUCE
Sugars 16 g 
(4 tsp.),
Calories 70 
per 2 table- 
spoons

STUBB’S 
ORIGINAL 
LEGENDARY 
BAR-B-Q 
SAUCE
Sugars 4 g
(1 tsp.),
Calories 25  
per 2 table- 
spoons

Condiments can contain 
a surprising amount of 
added sugars. If you 
choose Sweet Baby Ray’s 
sauce, you’ll come close  
to your daily allotment  
for added sugars by having 
just a tiny 2-tablespoon 
serving. In addition to 
barbecue sauce, check 
ingredients lists on bottles 
of ketchup, mustard,  
salad dressings, teriyaki 
sauces, and the like  
for added sugars. 

Eating Plans That Work

vs. vs. vs.
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As Sweet by Any Other Name
Dozens of types of sugars can be found on ingredients lists under a variety of names. 
Here are some of the more common types to look for: 

 Agave Nectar
 Agave Syrup
 Barley Malt
 Beet Sugar
 Brown Rice 
Syrup

 Brown Sugar
 Cane Juice 
Solids

 Cane Sugar
 Caramel
 Coconut Sugar
 Corn Sweetener
 Corn Syrup
 Date Sugar
 Dextrose
 Evaporated 
Cane Juice

 Fructose
 Fruit Juice 
Concentrate

 Glucose
 High Fructose 
Corn Syrup 

 Honey
 Invert Sugar 
Syrup

 Malt Syrup
 Maltodextrin
 Maltose
 Maple Syrup
 Molasses
 Sorghum Syrup
 Sucrose
 Treacle

Sugar Sleuthing
Your mission, then, seems simple 
enough: Avoid those unnecessary  
added sugars. But it’s not as easy as  
it sounds. The current version of  
the Nutrition Facts label lumps added 
and naturally occurring sugars to-
gether under “total sugars.” 

As a result, “consumers have no  
way of knowing how much added sug-
ars are in a food,” Johnson says. “For 
other nutrients, the Nutrition Facts 
label lists the percentage of the daily 
intake a serving of a food supplies, 
but that’s not the case for sugars.” 

To make it easier for consumers  
to keep track, the Food and Drug Ad-
ministration has proposed that added 
sugars have their own line on food 
labels, similar to the way total fat and 
saturated fat are listed separately. The 
percent daily value—how much of your 
daily limit a serving of a food contains—
should be given as well. 

The FDA is also recommending that 
no more than 10 percent of our daily 
calories come from added sugar. That’s 
45 grams, or about 11 teaspoons for 
someone on a diet of 1,800 calories.  
(A teaspoon is equal to about 4 grams.) 
About 70 percent of adults get that  
and more every day. The American 
Heart Association suggests an even 
lower limit: 24 grams for women 
(about 6 teaspoons) and 36 grams 
(about 9 teaspoons) for men. Until food 
labels change, use these tips for esti-
mating the added sugars in your diet.

Consider the food. If a product doesn’t 
contain fruit, milk, sweet veggies,  
or yogurt, and more than 3 grams is 
listed in the total sugars column,  
you can assume that most of the sugars 
are added.
Know the code words for sugar.  
Ingredients on the list that end in 
“ose”—fructose, maltose, sucrose—are 
added sugars. (The main exception is 
the artificial sweetener sucralose.) But 
food labels have a variety of terms for 
sugars (see “As Sweet by Any Other 
Name,” below). And don’t be fooled: 
Healthier-sounding sugars such as 
brown rice syrup or honey aren’t any 
better for you than other types.
Scan the entire ingredients list.  
Ingredients are listed in order of 
weight; the higher up a substance, the 
more of it the food contains. But many 
manufacturers use more than one  
type of sugar in a product. They’re  
allowed to list them separately, which 
may give the impression that a food 
has less sugar than it really does. 
Compare nutrition labels. Find  
the “plain” version of foods, such  
as yogurt or oatmeal, and compare  
the Nutrition Facts label with the  
same brand’s sweetened versions. 
“The difference in the amount of sug-
ars between the two products is  
added sugars,” Johnson says. Here’s 
another sweet tip: Buy plain or regular  
versions, and then add fresh fruit for 
sweetness instead of buying foods that 
are presweetened. 

What Does  
100 Calories  
of Candy  
Look Like?
Keeping an eye on sugars  
but still want a treat? Practicing 
portion control when eating 
candy is a great idea, and 
buying “fun size” packages  
can make that easier. But you 
still have to keep track of  
how much you’re eating. Use  
this visual guide to stay 
accountable.

HERSHEY’S KISSES  
4.5 Kisses

SKITTLES SOUR  
23.3 pieces

SNICKERS FUN SIZE BARS 
1.25 bars

STARBURST 
5 pieces

REESE’S PEANUT  
BUTTER CUPS SNACK SIZE 
91% of one cup
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Eating Plans That Work

 The Truth 
 About 
 Gluten
The biggest trend in the food world shows no signs of 
slowing down. But will going gluten-free really make you 
healthier? Here’s the reality behind the labels.

Just as fat was vilified in the 1990s and carbs 
have been scorned more recently, gluten— 
a protein found in barley, rye, and wheat—has 
become the latest dietary villain. It’s blamed 
for everything from forgetfulness to joint 
pain to weight gain. Some people must avoid 
it because they have celiac disease or another 
gluten sensitivity. But less than 7 percent of 
Americans have those conditions. So why the 
enthusiasm for going gluten-free?

According to a survey of more than 
1,000 Americans by the Consumer 
Reports National Research Center, 
63 percent thought that following  
a gluten-free diet would improve their 
physical or mental health. About a 
third said they buy gluten-free products 
or try to avoid gluten. Among the top 
benefits cited were better digestion and 
gastrointestinal function, weight loss, 
increased energy, lower cholesterol, 
and a stronger immune system. 

Yet there’s very limited research to  
substantiate any of those beliefs, 
notes Alessio Fasano, M.D., director 
of the Center for Celiac Research at 
Massachusetts General Hospital in 
Boston. Unless you have celiac disease 
or another gluten sensitivity, there’s 
no clear medical reason to eliminate it, 
Fasano says. In fact, you might be doing 
your health a disservice. “When you 
cut out gluten completely, you can cut 
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 TIP 

Beware: If “gluten-
free” foods are  
stored or prepared  
near wheat 
products, they 
may not be 
gluten-free at all. 
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Eating Plans That Work

Gluten may actually be good for you. 
There’s some evidence that the protein 
has beneficial effects on triglycerides 
and may help blood pressure. The 
fructan starches in wheat also support 
healthy bacteria in your digestive system, 
which in turn may reduce inflammation 
and promote health in other ways.  
One small study found that healthy 
people who followed a gluten-free diet 
for a month had significantly lower 
levels of healthy bacteria.

You’ll Probably Increase Your 
Exposure to Arsenic
About half of the gluten-free products 
Consumer Reports purchased 
contained rice flour or rice in another 
form. In the past we’ve reported on 
our tests of more than 60 rices and 
packaged foods with rice (such as pasta, 
crackers, and infant cereal). We found 
measurable levels of arsenic in almost 
every product tested. Many of them 
contained worrisome levels of inorganic 
arsenic, a carcinogen. 

A 2009-10 study from the 
Environmental Protection Agency 
estimates that 17 percent of an average 
person’s dietary exposure to inorganic 
arsenic comes from rice. That  
may be an underestimate, especially  
for people on a gluten-free diet.

You Might Gain Weight
More than a third of Americans 
think that going gluten-free will help 
them slim down, according to our 
survey. In fact, the opposite is often 
true. In a review of studies on nutrition 
and celiac disease published in the 
Journal of Medicinal Food, researchers 
said that a gluten-free diet “seems to  
increase the risk of overweight or 
obesity.” The authors attributed that  
to the tendency of gluten-free foods to 
have more calories, sugars, and fat  
than their regular counterparts. 

What about those who say they got 
rid of their belly when they ditched  
the wheat? There’s no evidence that it’s 
due to cutting gluten. “If people lose 
weight on a gluten-free diet, it might 

Gluten-Free, 
Tastes Great
Our pro tasters gave 
these a thumbs-up. Still, 
be mindful of nutrition. 

FLAX 4 LIFE WILD  
BLUEBERRY MUFFIN
Calories 300 (1 muffin)   
Fat 14 g | Sodium 420 mg 
Fiber 10 g | Sugars 22 g
Moist, dense, and dark brown. 
Flavorful and fairly complex, 
with oats, apple, cinnamon, 
and nutmeg. Denser and less 
cakelike than you might expect 
of a blueberry muffin; more  
like an apple-cinnamon muffin 
than a blueberry one. 

ABSOLUTELY GLUTEN-FREE 
ORIGINAL CRACKERS 
Calories 60 (9 crackers)
Fat 2 g | Sodium 50 mg
Fiber 1 g | Sugars 0 g
With nicely browned edges,  
this product looks and tastes like 
a typical water cracker. Toasted 
grain notes and moderate 
saltiness are well-balanced in 
this crispy and crunchy snack. 

LUCY’S GLUTEN-FREE 
CHOCOLATE CHIP COOKIES  
Calories 130 (3 cookies)  
Fat 5 g | Sodium 170 mg  
Fiber 2 g | Sugars 12 g
Toasted oatmeal flavors give 
them more of an oatmeal cookie 
taste. On the salty side, with 
slight-to-moderate sweetness; 
very light and crispy texture. 
Sodium is a bit high.

out foods that have valuable nutrients,” 
he says. Before you decide to ride 
the wave of this dietary trend, consider 
why it might not be a good idea. 

Gluten-Free Isn’t More Nutritious 
(and May Be Less So) 
A quarter of the people in our 
survey thought gluten-free foods had 
more vitamins and minerals than 
other foods. But a recent Consumer 
Reports review of 81 products free  
of gluten across 12 categories revealed  
that they’re a mixed bag in terms  
of nutrition. “If you go completely  
gluten-free without the guidance of  
a nutritionist, you can develop 
deficiencies pretty quickly,” warns 
Laura Moore, R.D., a dietitian at the 
University of Texas Health Science Center 
at Houston. Many gluten-free foods  
aren’t enriched or fortified with 
nutrients such as folic acid and iron, as 
are products that contain wheat flours. 

And it may come as a surprise to 
learn that ditching gluten often means 
adding sugar and fat. “Gluten adds 
oomph to foods—wheat, rye, and barley 
all have strong textures and flavors,” 
says Angela Lemond, a registered 
dietitian nutritionist in Dallas and 
spokeswoman for the Academy of 
Nutrition and Dietetics. Take it out of 
food that usually contains it and you 
might find that extra fat, sugar, or 
sodium have been used to compensate 
for the lack of taste. For example, the 
Walmart regular blueberry muffins we 
looked at had 340 calories, 17 grams 
of fat, and 24 grams of sugars. Gluten-
free blueberry muffins from Whole 
Foods had 370 calories, 13 grams of fat, 
and 31 grams of sugars. Thomas’ plain 
bagels had 270 calories and 2 grams  
of fat; Udi’s plain gluten-free bagels had 
290 calories and 9 fat grams.

We found similar differences in all 
12 food categories. It may not seem  
like much, but a few grams here and 
there can add up. A gluten-free bagel for  
breakfast and two slices of gluten-free 
bread at lunch means 10 to 15 additional 
grams of fat. 
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be because they’re cutting calories, 
eating less processed food or sweets, 
or cutting portions of starchy foods 
like pasta and bread,” says Samantha 
Heller, R.D., senior clinical nutritionist 
at the NYU Langone Medical Center. 
“Instead of a cookie, they’re eating an 
apple. Instead of pasta, they’re eating a 
high-fiber, gluten-free whole grain, like  
quinoa. Eating more fiber helps satiety 
and may aid in weight loss.”

You’ll Pay More
Our research found that in every 
category except ready-to-eat cereal,  
the gluten-free versions were  
more expensive than their regular 
counterparts, about double the cost, 
and in some cases considerably more. 
Why are these foods more expensive? 
“One factor in the price differential 
may be attributed to the added costs 
incurred by the manufacturer to meet 
certification and labeling regulations,” 
explains Andrea Levario, executive 
director of the American Celiac Disease 
Alliance, a nonprofit group. 

You Might Miss a Serious
Health Condition
If you’re convinced that you have 
a problem with gluten, see a specialist 
to get a blood test to check for certain 
antibodies associated with celiac 
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disease. You need to be eating 
gluten when the test is done to get a 
proper diagnosis, notes Peter Green, 
M.D., director of the Celiac Disease 
Center at Columbia University’s medical 
school. If it’s positive, you should  
have an endoscopic biopsy of your  
small intestine to check for damage. 

Your symptoms may also be a 
reaction to something other than 
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gluten in your diet. It often turns out 
that symptoms aren’t due to celiac 
disease or even gluten sensitivity at all 
but another condition, such as irritable 
bowel syndrome. 

You Might Still Be Eating
Gluten Anyway
“Cross-contamination can occur,” 
Levario explains. “Gluten-free products 
may be manufactured on the same 
equipment used for wheat or other 
gluten-containing products.” That can 
also happen when wheat is grown  
next to other grains. 

There’s no way to completely protect 
yourself, but you can call manufacturers. 
“They should be transparent about  
what tests they use to determine whether 
a product is gluten-free,” says Tricia 
Thompson, M.S., R.D., founder of the 
Gluten Free Watchdog. 

Some products that carry a no-gluten  
claim, like chips and energy bars, 
contain malt, malt extract, or malt syrup,  
which are usually made from barley. 
For people with celiac disease, inaccurate  
claims can be damaging. So always 
read the ingredients list. 

Common-Sense Guide to Gluten-Free
If you must cut out gluten, be sure to do it the healthy way

1. Get your grains. 
Whether you’re on a 
gluten-free diet or  
not, eating a variety  
of grains is healthy, so 
don’t cut out whole 
grains. Replace wheat 
with amaranth, corn, 
millet, quinoa, teff, and 
the occasional serving  
of rice. 

2. Shop the grocery  
store perimeter.  
Stick with naturally 
gluten-free whole foods: 
fruit, vegetables, lean 
meat and poultry, fish, 
most dairy, legumes, 
some grains, and nuts. 

3. Read the label! 
Minimize your intake of 
packaged foods made 
with refined rice or potato 
flours; choose those  
with no-gluten, nonrice  
whole grains instead. 
Whenever you buy 
processed foods, keep  
an eye on the sugar, fat, 
and sodium content of  
the product.
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Super  
Foods
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What’s  
Inside 

 34
The Amazing Avocado 
Nutrient-rich and full of  
heart-healthy fat, avocados 
are back on the menu.

 36
Power Plants 
Cruciferous veggies like 
cauliflower and its cousins  
are nutrition superstars.

 38
Fruit Face-Off 
Which produce varieties are 
best? We share the winners 
and the even bigger winners.

 42
Going With the (Whole) Grain 
Barley, bulgur, quinoa, and 
more are an important part  
of a heart-healthy diet.

 44
Nutty for Nut Butters 
They’re good for you! Get  
the nutty news and see our 
top-rated choices.

 50
Too Much of a Good Thing? 
Eating fortified foods may 
lead to nutrient overload. 
Here’s how to crunch your 
nutrition numbers.

 52
Creams of the Crop 
There are more types of milk 
than ever in the “dairy” aisle. 
Use this guide to decide which 
is the white stuff for you.

 54
Hot & Healthy Drinks 
Your favorite warm beverages 
have plenty of health benefits. 
But there are some caveats 
if you’re watching calories, 
caffeine, or sugar.

 58
Go Ahead and Wine 
Raise a glass to your heart: 
Wine may have some benefits, 
but moderation is key.

 60
Healing Solutions From  
Your Kitchen  
Learn which foods can  
help you eat your way to 
wellness.
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For decades, the Food and Drug 
Administration’s definition of  
“healthy” has been synonymous  
with low fat, which avocados  
decidedly are not. But the FDA is  
currently re-evaluating the term’s  
meaning on packaged food labels.  
Right now, a food can be labeled  
healthy if its fat content is predominately 
mono- or polyunsaturated. That’s  
because the most recent scientific evidence 
suggests that eating more of those types 
of fat and less of artery-clogging saturated 
and trans fats can help your health.

Super Foods

The 
Amazing 
Avocado
This nutrient-rich fruit makes for more than just  
a delicious dip. And you don’t have to fear its fat.
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Avocados aren’t packaged foods, 
but whether high-fat food can be called 
healthy is still confusing to many.

So, are avocados good for you? Yes,  
and there are many reasons why.

 
Vitamins Never Tasted So Good
Half of a medium avocado has 114 calories 
and 10 grams of fat. “That’s a lot of fat  
for a fruit or vegetable, but it is the type  
of fat we want people to eat,” says Lisa  
Sasson, M.S., R.D., a clinical associate pro-
fessor of nutrition at New York University.

About 64 percent of the fat in avocados 
is monounsaturated, which lowers LDL 
(“bad”) cholesterol levels, reducing the 
risk of heart attack and stroke.

And unlike junk foods, which offer little 
to no nutrition in exchange for a load of 
calories, says Sasson, avocados give you an 
array of vitamins and minerals not often 
found together in one place. These include 
folic acid and vitamins B6, C, E, and K.

Avocados are particularly rich in blood 
pressure lowering potassium and fiber, 
containing almost 5 grams of fiber in 
half an avocado—about 20 percent of the 
amount you need in a day.

They are an often overlooked source of the 
carotenoids lutein and zeaxanthin, anti-
oxidants important for eye health. These 
compounds protect against macular de-
generation by filtering out ultraviolet light, 
which can damage the cells in the retina.

Thanks to avocados’ fat content, their 
lutein and zeaxanthin are readily available 
to the body (fat boosts carotenoid ab- 
sorption). Pairing avocados with other 
fruits and vegetables helps with the uptake 
of the carotenoids in those foods, too. 

How to Enjoy an Avocado? Think Outside the Guac
Avocados’ one-two punch of fat and 
fiber makes them a particularly filling 
food. Guacamole is probably the  
most familiar avocado-based dish,  
but there are plenty of other ways 
to use these luscious fruits. “People 
claim they don’t have time to make 

breakfast or lunch,” says Lisa  
Sasson, M.S., R.D., “but all you have  
to do is cut and mash an avocado  
with a little salt and pepper, spread  
it on toast, and top with slices of 
tomato. In 3 minutes or less you can 
have a delicious, healthy meal.” Other 

ideas: Whip avocados into smoothies,  
blend into dressings, work into  
egg dishes, add to salads, use to top  
a burger or in place of mayo on a 
sandwich, fill halved avocados with 
chopped veggies and serve as a side, 
or drizzle slices with balsamic vinegar. 

 TIP 

Pick avocados 
that are firm. 
Speed the three- 
to four-day 
ripening process 
by storing them in 
a paper bag with  
a banana, away 
from direct sun.
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SlugSuper Foods

Power 
Plants
Kale’s tasty relatives 
are making a comeback 
in nutritional circles.
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Kale has had a long run as a health-food star. 
Now its cousins—such as bok choy, broccoli, 
Brussels sprouts, and caulifl ower—are being 
touted as the cool kids of the produce aisle. But 
to scientists and nutritionists, these vegetables, 
called crucifers, have always been hot.

Benefits for Your Body
“Cruciferous vegetables are among the 
most nutritious because they are rich 
in several vitamins and minerals, plus 
they contain unique disease-fi ghting 
compounds,” says Maxine Siegel, 
R.D., who heads Consumer Reports’ 
food-testing department. Cruciferous 
vegetables are the most common dietary 
sources of glucosinolates. These are 
natural chemicals that give the veggies 
their pungent fl avor and break down 
into cancer-protecting compounds. 

A study in the Annals of Oncology 
found that just one serving per week 
over a two-year period lowered the 
risk of breast, colon, and oral cancer 
by 17 percent; esophageal cancer 
by 28 percent; and kidney cancer by 
32 percent. Each type of vegetable has 
diff erent anti-cancer compounds, so 
it’s best to eat a variety.

This vegetable family stands out 
for its rich bounty of vision-protecting 
carotenoids as well as fi ber, folate, 
potassium, and vitamins C, E, and K. 
Some of these nutrients may contribute 
to that cancer-fi ghting ability, but they 
may also be part of the reason crucifers 
help control infl ammation and protect 
against heart disease. In an analy-
sis of 134,796 people, researchers in 
China found that those who ate about 
6 ounces per day reduced their risk 
of heart disease by about 20 percent 

compared with those subjects who 
ate an ounce or less.

Cooking and Serving Tips
Steam or stir-fry. These cooking 
methods preserve the most 
glucosinolates. Aim for an al dente 
texture. Overcooking not only turns 
these vegetables an unappetizing color 
but also makes them mushy, gives them 
a stronger fl avor than you might like, 
and diminishes the nutrient content.
Try Brussels sprout chips. Remove 
the leaves from the base. Toss with 
olive oil and bake at 350° F for about 
20 minutes or until crispy, turning 
every 5 minutes.
Make a slaw. Season thinly sliced 
raw cabbage with rice-wine vinegar 
and olive oil. Use as a side dish or 
as a topping for fi sh tacos. Test-tube 
studies suggest that cabbage’s sulfur 
compounds make the selenium 
in fi sh a more potent cancer fi ghter. 
Hang on to broccoli leaves and 
stems. Peel stalks and slice into coins 
to use in pasta dishes or as a dipper 
for hummus. Sauté greens with garlic 
in olive oil. 
Use watercress for more than 
a garnish. Mix it with milder greens 
such as baby spinach and pair 
with sweet and creamy fl avors like 
lemon juice, avocado, and apple slices 
to balance out the strong fl avor.

TRADER JOE’S (BAGGED FRESH)
16 cents per ounce
Raw, it had a strong flavor. 
Cooked, it had a firm texture 
and a milder flavor.

GREEN GIANT (FROZEN)
27 cents per ounce
Had uniform rice-sized pieces 
and a firm texture. Didn’t 
get mushy when cooked. Had 
a mild cauliflower flavor.

HOMEMADE
11 cents per ounce
Less-uniform pieces than 
in the packaged products, 
but the food processor’s were 
closer to rice size and the 
method was easier. Flavor 
was similar to packaged.

Crazy for 
Cauliflower
Riced cauliflower—raw 
cauliflower that has been 
grated to resemble rice—
is a low-carb, lower-calorie 
swap for pasta, rice, and 
even pizza crust. Our test-
kitchen team microwaved 
and sautéed store-bought 
fresh and frozen, and 
homemade cauliflower (riced 
on a box grater and in a food 
processor). All were similar 
nutritionally (20 to 38 calories, 
4 to 6 grams carbs, 2 to 
3 grams fiber per cup) and in 
quality. So choose by price 
and convenience.
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Super Foods

With more and more 
varieties available at the 
grocery store, you might 
find yourself wondering 
about the best choices. 
Really, you can’t go 
wrong—for your body 
and your palate—no 
matter which ones 
you pick. Just try  
to eat a mix of 
types of produce. 
Here’s a closer 
look at a few of the 
contenders you’ll 
find in the fruit and 
vegetable aisles.

Fruit
 Face-Off

 All fruits and vegetables are  
good for you, but some are just  
a little better than others.
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GO FOR Sweet Potatoes
Both supply potassium, a mineral 
that blunts the impact of sodium 
on your blood pressure, and white 
potatoes pack a quarter of your 
daily need of vitamin C. If you must 
choose, pick the orange option.

Being “sweet” doesn’t make 
them significantly higher in 
carbohydrates or sugars than white
potatoes, says Maxine Siegel, R.D., 
who heads Consumer Reports’ 
food testing. (A small 4-ounce 
white potato has 20 grams of carbs 
and 0.93 grams sugars; the same 
size sweet potato has 23 grams of 
carbs and 4.7 grams of sugars).

And the nutrients you get in 
exchange are well worthwhile. One
serving provides 12 percent of 
your daily fiber needs and enough 
carotenoids to supply more 
than three times your daily dose 
of vitamin A.

White Potatoes                          

Sweet Potatoes

vs.

GO FOR Acorn Squash
In a neck-and-neck race, acorn squash 
is the champion in this showdown.

It edges out butternut squash in terms 
of fiber, magnesium, potassium, thiamin, 
and vitamin B6. Butternut is higher in vision-
protecting vitamin A in the form of beta 
carotene and other carotenoids (supplying 
76 percent of your daily need per cup vs. 
17.5 percent for acorn) and slightly lower 
in calories (82 vs. 115 per cup) and carbs.

Still, the nutritional extras you get from 
acorn squash make the trade worthy. Just 
be sure to choose either of these over low-
cal spaghetti squash. Its texture and flavor 
won’t work the same way in recipes, and it 
won’t add as much to your diet nutritionally. 

Butternut Squash

Acorn Squash  

vs.
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Super Foods
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GO FOR Red Grapes
If you’ve heard about the heart-health
benefits of red wine, then it should 
come as no surprise that red grapes 
also surpass their less colorful counter-
parts. They contain a heart-health 
booster, resveratrol, as well as health-
promoting anthocyanin pigments, 
says Jean-Xavier Guinard, Ph.D., a 
food scientist at UC Davis.

GO FOR Walnuts
Chestnuts are not your typical nut. 
With only about a third of the calories, 
these fall favorites outpace walnuts if 
weight loss is your goal. But chestnuts 
have none of the omega-3 fats that 
make walnuts a heart-healthy pick. 
“Walnuts are rich in alpha-linolenic 
acid, a plant-based omega-3 that 
has been shown to reduce the risk of 
cardiovascular disease,” Siegel says.

GO FOR Either
Both types of “nature’s candy” make for 
a super selection. Figs have a little more 
of two crucial minerals: bone-building 
calcium and iron, nutrients that can be 
tough to come by for vegans and others 
who don’t eat much dairy or meat. But 
the fiber and calorie counts are similar. 
Chop either and use as a sweet addition 
to salads and muffins, or stuff with soft 
cheese as a salty/sweet snack. 

Dried Figs     

Dried Dates

vs.

Red Grapes                          

Green Grapes

Walnuts     

Chestnuts

vs.vs.

What About White Vegetables?
“Eat a variety of brightly colored 
veggies.” That’s been the mantra 
of dietitians for many years. But 
if that advice has led you to 
bypass white vegetables, you’re 
missing out on some powerful 
health perks.

For example, when 
researchers compared the 

vegetable and fruit intake of 
more than 20,000 men and 
women with the chances of 
having a stroke over a 10-year 
study period, they found that 
only white produce was linked 
to a lower risk. That’s not to 
say that colorful veggies aren’t 
worth eating. But you should 

also include white in your 
produce rainbow. Why?

Cauliflower and turnips 
are high in compounds called 
glucosinolates, which may 
have a protective role against 
cancer. Mushrooms, especially 
enoki, maitake, and oyster, 
may have anticancer and 

immune-boosting benefits. 
Onions and garlic contain 
antioxidant compounds called 
polyphenols, which may help 
control chronic inflammation. 
And protein-rich white beans 
supply B vitamins, potassium, 
iron, calcium, and cholesterol-
lowering soluble fiber.
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Oranges 

Red Grapefruit

vs.

GO FOR Either
In the citrus showdown, both fruits 
have similar amounts of calories, 
magnesium, and potassium. 
Oranges have the edge in fiber, 
folate, and thiamin, and vitamin C 
(78 percent of your daily need in 
a medium orange compared with 
53 percent in half a grapefruit).  
But red grapefruit is one of the few  
foods that supply the cancer-
fighting antioxidant lycopene, and  
it has more beta carotene.
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Adding more barley, bulgur, and quinoa to your diet has significant health benefits.

Going With the 
 (Whole) Grain

Super Foods

 TIP 

Create a hearty, 
protein-packed 
salad by mixing 
in quinoa with 
your greens, 
vegetables, and 
vinaigrette.
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You know you should be eating more 
whole grains for the fi ber and other nutrients 
they provide. For many people that means 
eating whole-wheat bread and pasta in place 
of the regular versions. Though switching from 
products made with refi ned white fl our to those 
made with whole-grain fl ours is a good start, 
focusing on eating actual whole grains in their 
natural forms is better for your health.

“They’ve been tied to so many health 
benefi ts, including reducing the risk of 
cardiovascular disease, stroke, diabetes, 
and cancer,” says Frank Hu, M.D., Ph.D., 
a professor of nutrition and epidemiol-
ogy at the Harvard T.H. Chan School 
of Public Health.

Brown rice, buckwheat, farro, millet, 
oats, wheat berries, and other grains 
are considered “whole” because they 
contain the entire kernel—the endo-
sperm, bran, and germ—so they provide 
a variety of phytonutrients and fi ber, 
which may reduce your risk for certain 
conditions. (Amaranth and quinoa 
count as whole grains, too, even though 
they’re actually seeds.) 

All three components of the kernel 
are also found in some processed whole-
grain foods. But the data suggest that 
we should be eating most of our serv-
ings of whole grains in their whole form, 
Hu says. In some cases, whole-grain 
processed foods contain food additives, 
sodium, and sweeteners. Ingredients 
like those may cancel out the benefi t 
you get from the whole grain.

And grains have a lower glycemic 
index (GI) in their whole form than they 

do in their processed form. That means 
they’re digested more slowly, so they 
don’t cause your blood sugar levels to 
spike, Hu says. Steel-cut oats, for ex-
ample, have a lower GI than rolled oats, 
which have a lower GI than instant 
oatmeal. Bulgur, or cracked wheat, has 
a lower GI than whole-wheat bread.

How to Work Whole Grains 
Into Your Diet
Cooking whole grains takes a while, 
but they can be made in big batches and 
refrigerated so that you can use them 
in meals all week. Cooked whole grains 
freeze very well, too—freeze single 
servings and they’ll be at the ready for 
meals—and they’re versatile. You can 
use them in a variety of ways. Toss them 
with beans and vegetables, add them to 
soups or salads, incorporate them into 
muffi  n and cookie batter, or serve them 
as a side dish. If you like oatmeal for 
breakfast, try a porridge made with 
amaranth, barley, or millet for a change 
of pace. Many grains are high in protein, 
so they can replace meat if you’re try-
ing to cut back. Combine quinoa with 
mashed chickpeas for a tasty burger.

Brown Rice vs. 
Ancient Grains—
Which Is Better 
for You?
Farro and Kamut are types of 
wheat often referred to as 
“ancient grains,” and nutritionally, 
they outperform brown rice and 
whole-grain pasta.

These tasty ancient grains 
deliver about the same number 
of calories (roughly 100 per ½-cup 
cooked) as more traditional 
choices. But when it comes to 
protein and fiber, farro and Kamut 
(the brand name of a grain also 
known as Khorasan or Oriental 
wheat) are the clear winners. Per 
½-cup serving, farro delivers more 
protein and fiber (about 3.5 grams 
each) than brown rice. So does 
Kamut, providing almost 5 grams 
of protein and 3.7 grams of fiber 
per ½ cup. Whole-grain pasta, 
which might be enriched with 
added nutrients, contains about 
4 grams of protein and 2.9 grams 
of fiber. Farro and Kamut also 
deliver a number of vitamins and 
minerals, including calcium, iron, 
magnesium, niacin, and zinc.

Farro and Kamut might also be 
better choices than brown or 
white rice because many types 
of rice have been found to 
contain arsenic, a potent human 
carcinogen. Consumer Reports’ 
research has found that 
brown rice tends to 
have more arsenic 
than white rice of 
the same type. 

Mix It Up
Eat a variety of 
whole grains such 
as Kamut to get
a range of benefits.
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Super Foods

Nutty for 
Nut Butters
Are almond and cashew butters healthier than plain  
peanut butter? We put a dozen to the test.

Your choices in nut butters are  
a lot more interesting these days;  
no longer are creamy and crunchy  
peanut butter your only options.  
In the past six months, 28 percent of 
consumers said they had purchased 
spreads made from almonds, cashews,  
or other nuts or seeds, according  
to Mintel, a market research firm.
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 TIP 

Build the 
healthiest nut 
butter-and-jelly 
sandwich by 
choosing whole-
grain bread and 
all-fruit jelly.
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Super Foods

One reason for the interest is that people 
tend to assume that the other butters 
are a better source of filling protein than 
pedestrian peanut varieties. But they’re 
not. Two tablespoons of peanut butter 
have 7 grams of protein; the same-sized 
serving of cashew or almond butter has 
4 grams or 7 grams, respectively. 

Are there other nutritional reasons to 
step out of your culinary comfort zone 
when it comes to nut butters? Abso-
lutely. All nuts (and peanuts, which  
are legumes) have similar amounts of  
calories and fat, but each one has a 
 different health benefit. 

Cashews, for instance, have more 
copper—which supports the immune 
system—than other nuts. One-fourth 
cup of whole cashews provides about 
38 percent of the mineral you should 
 get per day. Almonds are rich in vitamin 
E, a potent antioxidant that helps pro-
tect the body from the type of cell  
damage that could lead to cancer and 
heart disease. They’re also a decent 
source of bone-strengthening calcium. 
Just 2 tablespoons of almond butter 
provide 8 percent of your daily need. 

A Long and Nutty Life
Research supports making any type 
of nut a regular part of your diet. In 
a study of almost 120,000 men and 
women, those who ate about an ounce 
of nuts every day were 20 percent less 
likely to die of any cause during the  
30-year study period—and 29 percent 
and 11 percent less likely to die from 
heart disease and cancer, respectively—
compared with people who didn’t eat 
nuts. Other research has linked nut 
consumption with a lower risk of type  
2 diabetes and obesity. 

What’s more, the fat in nuts is mostly 
the healthy kind. “The unsaturated 
fatty acids in nuts lower inflammation 

and reduce LDL [bad] cholesterol, 
which is beneficial in preventing  
heart disease,” says Ying Bao, M.D.,  
an assistant professor of medicine  
at Harvard Medical School. They sup-
ply antioxidants that may help reduce 
cancer risk. And they provide nutri-
ents that boost heart health, such as 
cholesterol- lowering fiber; potassium, 
which helps control blood pressure; 
and arginine, an amino acid that helps 
your body make nitric oxide, a com-
pound that relaxes blood vessels.  
“The nutrients work together, enhanc-
ing the benefits of each.”

Some research has concluded that 
nuts and nut butters offer similar ben-
efits. But a study from Maastricht Uni-
versity in the Netherlands that looked at 
peanuts and nuts separately from pea-
nut butter found that nut intake was  
linked with lower mortality but that 
eating peanut butter wasn’t. The study 
said that might have been because  
of the sodium and artery-clogging trans 
fat content of the Dutch peanut butter. 

A high calorie count—about 160 to 
200 per ounce—is the one drawback 

Finding That Sweet Spot
With the surge in popularity of Nutella, the chocolate-hazelnut 
spread, Biscoff Cookie Butter, and other sweetened spreads  
from Europe, it’s no wonder many big brands are getting in on  
the action. 

Consumers see these 
products as a permis-
sible indulgence,” says 
Mimi Bonnett, director 
of food and drink re-

ports at Mintel, a market  
research firm. In our  

review of 12 chocolate- and 
honey-flavored nut spreads, 

all but four hit that sweet-but-
not-too-sweet spot. 

On the whole, the honey-
flavored spreads struck a nice 
balance of sweet and salty. 
The Bee’s Knees from Peanut 
Butter & Co. had a distinct 

honey flavor and was among 
the lowest priced of the six 
products we tested (36 cents 
per 2-tablespoon serving). It 
did have the most sugars,  
with 2 teaspoons per serving. 

Three products had  
1 teaspoon of sugars or less per 
serving. Justin’s Honey Almond 
Butter and Justin’s Honey 
Peanut Butter Blend had good 
roasted nut flavor with a hint  
of honey. Barney Butter Al-
mond Butter Honey + Flax had 
just ½ teaspoon of sugars but 
not very much honey flavor.

If you’re looking for a 
chocolate-infused spread with 
less sugar, we found three that 
stood out for taste. Saratoga 
Peanut Butter Company’s 
Chillin’ Chocolate had 
1 teaspoon per serving. It was 

peanutty and mildly sweet.  
Justin’s Chocolate Hazelnut 
Butter Blend and Dark 
Chocolate Dreams from 
Peanut Butter & Co. were also 
good choices. 

The nutrition clunkers were 
chocolate spreads from the 
big brands: Hershey’s Spreads 
Chocolate with Almond, 
Nutella Hazelnut Spread, 
and Reese’s Spreads Peanut 
Butter Chocolate. They each 
had about the same amount 
of sugars as (and more 
calories and fat than) Duncan 
Hines chocolate frosting, 
about 20 grams—that’s 
5 teaspoons—in a serving of 
2 tablespoons. Our experts 
say that’s too much, and those 
brands aren’t tasty enough to 
be worth the extra calories. 
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Beyond the Sandwich
There’s a simple, sublime  
pleasure in spreading nut butter 
on a piece of bread—and  
let us suggest fig jam on toasted  
seven-grain—but there are  
many other culinary uses:
 Whisk almond butter with warm water 

and spicy Sriracha for a zesty veggie dip. 
 Blend unsalted, unroasted cashew butter 

with lemon juice, fresh garlic, water, salt, 
and pepper to make a rich and completely 
plant-based Alfredo sauce. 
 Whisk it into soups and stews as a 

thickener. Try a traditional African peanut 
stew recipe or almond butter in your favorite 
chicken or pumpkin soup.
 Swirl it into cooked oatmeal to add 

creaminess and make your cereal an even 
more stick-to-your-ribs, protein-powered 
breakfast treat. 
 Make a Chinese takeout favorite, sesame 

noodles, at home using peanut butter. 
Combine it with soy sauce, sesame oil,  
a sprinkle of sugar, a little hot water, and a 
pinch of red-pepper flakes. Toss with whole-
grain spaghetti, chopped vegetables, and 
chopped chicken or tofu, then garnish with 
sesame seeds and chopped scallion.

of nuts. And in butter form, it’s easy 
to spread or spoon on more than you 
should. But nuts help you feel full, and 
if you stick with the recommended 
1½ ounces of nuts or 2 to 3 tablespoons 
of nut butter per day, you’ll get the  
benefits without too many calories. 

Alternative nut butters can often 
replace the “P” in a PB&J sandwich for 
people allergic to peanuts. You should 
check with your doctor, but “not every-
one with a peanut allergy is allergic to 
tree nuts, and they often can be safely 
brought into a peanut-free school,” 
says Todd D. Green, M.D., an associate 
professor of pediatrics at the Children’s 
Hospital of Pittsburgh of UPMC. Of the 
one-third of U.S. schools that restrict 
the type of food that can be brought in, 
97 percent prohibit peanuts, according 
to the School Nutrition Association.  
But 60 percent allow other nuts. 

Read nut-butter labels carefully. If 
a product contains peanuts, the Food 
and Drug Administration requires the 
manufacturer to note it on the label. 
You may also see a warning such as 
“may contain peanuts” or “produced  
in a facility that processes peanuts.” 

We Crunched the Nut Numbers 
To see whether there were considerable 
differences among brands, Consumer 
Reports evaluated a dozen almond and 
cashew spreads for nutrition, taste,  
and price. The two types were similar 
in calories and fat, but sodium and pro-
tein varied. And the best ones had the 
fewest ingredients and tasted just  
like the nuts themselves. Some had  
a consistency that was somewhat 
runny and thin. Certain nut butters 
separate, so you have to stir before you 
spread. To prevent that separation  
and create a creamy texture, some man-
ufacturers add hydrogenated vegetable 
oil, or palm or palm fruit oil. These 
are mostly saturated fats that keep the 
butter together because they’re solid 
at room temperature. Six of the butters 
we tested have one of those oils. The 
amount was small, but too much satu-
rated fat can be bad for your heart.
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Super Foods

For the Love of 
Peanut Butter
Americans eat about 4 pounds of 
peanut butter per person per year. 
But can something so rich and 
indulgent be good for you? Yes!

“We all grew up with it, and we 
loved it, and guess what—it really 
is good for you,” says Joan Salge 
Blake, Ed.D., R.D., clinical associate 
professor of nutrition at Boston 
University. Peanut butter is a good 
source of protein, and it offers a 
bonus that is rare for protein foods: 
fiber, about 2 grams per 2-tablespoon 
serving. This nutrient can help  
you feel fuller longer, helps keep your 
digestive system in good working 
order, and may lower cholesterol and 
improve cardiovascular health.

Peanut butter also packs additional 
heart-health benefits thanks to the 
monounsaturated fat it contains. 
Monounsaturated fat can help lower 
“bad” LDL cholesterol. That’s one 
reason you might want to stay away 
from low-fat peanut butter—you’re 
cutting back on the very nutrient that 
makes peanut butter so good for 
you. These products also often have 
added sugars and can pack as many 
calories as regular peanut butter.

Peanut butter is also a decent 
source of magnesium, with 14 percent 
of your daily need in 2 tablespoons. 
Research shows that people who 
have higher intakes of magnesium 
have a significantly lower risk for 
diabetes. Increasing magnesium may 
also help reduce stroke risk and build 
bone density in older women.

Remember that the benefits of 
peanut butter come from the nuts 
themselves. Ingredients such as 
sugars and hydrogenated or palm oil 
to keep the product from separating 
displace some of the nutrients from 
the peanuts. Nuts-only products are 
best—but it’s okay if you only like 
the brand you grew up with. “Take 
comfort in knowing that ingredients 
like salt, sugars, and oils are used  
in very small amounts,” Blake says.
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JIF ALMOND BUTTER 
CREAMY €
80 cents per 2 tbsp. 
Calories 190 | Fat 16 g 
Sat. Fat 2 g | Sodium 110 mg 
Fiber 3 g | Sugars 3 g 
Protein 7 g
Slightly salty and sweet; 
moderate roasted and 
mild nut flavor. Smooth; 
no need to stir.

BARNEY BUTTER ALMOND 
BUTTER BARE SMOOTH €
71 cents per 2 tbsp.  
Calories 180 | Fat 16 g 
Sat. Fat 1 g | Sodium 0 mg 
Fiber 4 g | Sugars 1 g 
Protein 7 g
Mild flavor; not very 
salty or sweet. Thick and 
smooth. Needs stirring.

OVERALL  
SCORE 

MARANATHA ALMOND 
BUTTER CREAMY
73 cents per 2 tbsp. 
Calories 190 | Fat 16 g 
Sat. Fat 2 g | Sodium 60 mg 
Fiber 3 g | Sugars 3 g 
Protein 6 g
Roasted nut flavor with 
honeylike note; slightly 
salty and sweet. Smooth 
and thick. No need to stir.

OVERALL  
SCORE 

ONCE AGAIN AMERICAN 
CLASSIC ALMOND BUTTER 
CREAMY
87 cents per 2 tbsp.  
Calories 190 | Fat 17 g 
Sat. Fat 3 g | Sodium 0 mg 
Fiber 3 g | Sugars 1 g 
Protein 6 g
Moderate roasted nut 
flavor; slight earthy note. 
Thick and a bit coarse.  
No need to stir.

365 EVERYDAY VALUE  
[WHOLE FOODS] ALMOND 
BUTTER CREAMY ⁄
57 cents per 2 tbsp. 
Calories 190 | Fat 17 g 
Sat. Fat 1.5 g | Sodium 0 mg  
Fiber 3 g | Sugars 2 g 
Protein 7 g
Distinct roasted nut flavor; 
slightly fruity. Very finely 
ground. Thin and slightly 
sticky. Needs stirring.

KIRKLAND SIGNATURE 
[COSTCO] ALMOND BUTTER 
CREAMY ⁄ €
50 cents per 2 tbsp. 
Calories 210 | Fat 18 g 
Sat. Fat 1.5 g | Sodium 0 mg  
Fiber 3 g | Sugars 2 g 
Protein 6 g
Almondy, with a roasted 
note and natural sweet-
ness. Thin and slightly 
sticky. Needs stirring.

TRADER JOE’S RAW 
ALMOND  
BUTTER CREAMY ⁄ €
57 cents per 2 tbsp. 
Calories 190 | Fat 16 g 
Sat. Fat 1 g | Sodium 0 mg  
Fiber 4 g | Sugars 1 g 
Protein 7 g
Big raw almond flavor. 
Very finely ground.  
Thin consistency; sticky.  
Needs stirring.

JUSTIN’S CLASSIC  
ALMOND BUTTER
79 cents per 2 tbsp.  
Calories 190 | Fat 16 g 
Sat. Fat 2 g | Sodium 0 mg  
Fiber 3 g | Sugars 2 g 
Protein 7 g
Big roasted nut flavor; hint of 
sweetness and salt. Slightly 
thick. Coarser than others, 
with crunchy nut pieces. 
Some jars need stirring.

Almond Butters

The Best of the Butters
The 12 almond and cashew butters we tested are organized below according to their taste score.  
Nutritionally, the best nut butters are those that contain only nuts. A little bit of salt is  
okay, too. But when choosing one, keep the other ingredients, including sugars, to a minimum. 

365 EVERYDAY VALUE 
[WHOLE FOODS] CASHEW 
BUTTER CREAMY 
64 cents per 2 tbsp. 
Calories 190 | Fat 17 g  
Sat. Fat 3 g | Sodium 0 mg  
Fiber 1 g | Sugars 1 g  
Protein 4 g
Roasted nut flavor with 
little sweetness or saltiness. 
Needs stirring; thickens 
with refrigeration.

JIF CASHEW BUTTER 
CREAMY €
85 cents per 2 tbsp. 
Calories 200 | Fat 17 g | Sat. 
Fat 3.5 g | Sodium 105 mg  
Fiber 0.5 g | Sugars 3 g 
Protein 4 g
Smooth and creamy, with  
a slightly roasted nut 
flavor; slightly salty. No 
need to stir.

TRADER JOE’S CASHEW 
BUTTER CREAMY SALTED €
57 cents per 2 tbsp. 
Calories 190 | Fat 16 g 
Sat. Fat 3 g | Sodium 100 mg 
Fiber 1 g | Sugars 1 g 
Protein 4 g
Slight to moderate roasted, 
salted flavor. Needs 
stirring; thickens with 
refrigeration.

ONCE AGAIN ORGANIC 
CASHEW BUTTER CREAMY
90 cents per 2 tbsp. 
Calories 180 | Fat 16 g 
Sat. Fat 3 g | Sodium 0 mg 
Fiber 1 g | Sugars 0 g 
Protein 5 g
Roasted nut flavor; not 
very salty or sweet. Very 
finely ground. Slightly thick 
and sticky. Needs stirring.

Cashew Butters

OVERALL  
SCORE 

OVERALL  
SCORE 

OVERALL  
SCORE 

OVERALL  
SCORE 

OVERALL  
SCORE 

OVERALL  
SCORE 

OVERALL  
SCORE 

OVERALL  
SCORE 

OVERALL  
SCORE

OVERALL  
SCORE 

⁄Nuts are the only ingredient. €According to the manufacturer, the product doesn’t contain peanuts,  
isn’t made in a facility that processes peanuts, or isn’t made on equipment that processes peanuts. 

1      2      3      4      5
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Super Foods

Too Much of 
 a Good  Thing?
If you’re taking a daily multivitamin or other supplements, eating  
fortified foods can lead to an excess of calcium, iron, and more.

 TIP 

Check nutrition 
labels to see  
how your favorite 
foods add up.
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Browse the cereal, bread, and snack-bar 
aisles and it may be difficult to find products 
that don’t contain added calcium, folic acid, 
and iron. In fact, some packaged products 
are loaded with more than a day’s worth of 
those nutrients. But consuming a lot of food 
fortified with vitamins and minerals along 
with taking dietary supplements may put 
you well over the recommended limits.

Most American adults already get 
enough calcium, folic acid, and  
iron without eating fortified food or  
taking dietary supplements. 

“For healthy people eating varied  
diets adequate in calories, there is little 
or no evidence that fortification  
improves health,” says Marion Nestle, 
Ph.D., M.P.H., a professor of nutrition, 
food studies, and public health at  
New York University. Here’s how to get 
just the right amount of those nutrients. 

Calcium 
Adults generally need 1,000 to 1,200 mg 
of calcium per day, which is plentiful  
in dairy and also found in beans, greens, 
fruits, and nuts. But don’t routinely 
exceed 2,000 to 2,500, particularly of 
added or supplemental calcium, which 
research suggests our bodies handle  
differently than the calcium from food.

Too much added calcium can increase 
the risk of kidney stones. (By contrast, 
food that’s naturally rich in calcium 
seems to lower that risk.) Calcium dietary 
supplements can also interact danger-
ously with some heart and thyroid drugs.

Consider this: A ¾-cup serving of  
Total Whole Grain cereal, for example, 
has 1,000 mg of calcium, and a Special K 
French Vanilla Protein Shake has 
350 mg. Add two Nature’s Way Alive 
Calcium Gummies (1,000 mg) and 
you’ve doubled the daily requirement. 

Folic Acid and Folate
The Institute of Medicine (IOM) 
recommends that most adults consume 
400 micrograms (mcg) of folic acid per 
day, a vitamin you’ll find in dark leafy 
greens, fruits, beans, and eggs. But don’t 
get more than 1,000 mcg of folic acid 
per day, a form of folate used in dietary 
supplements and fortified foods. 

Too much can mask vitamin B12  
deficiency, most likely among people  
50 and older, and in vegetarians. “Un-
treated, that can lead to nerve damage, 
cognitive trouble, and even psychiatric 
problems,” says Consumer Reports’ 
medical director, Orly Avitzur, M.D. 

Research suggests that daily folic acid 
supplements of 300 to 800 mcg can 
hide the symptoms of B12 deficiency.

In a study of more than 2,500 older 
adults, consumption of more than 
400 mcg per day was linked to cogni-
tive decline. Many manufacturers add 
folic acid to such products as enriched 
bread, cereal, flour, pasta, and rice. 

If you snack on a Luna bar and take 
a One A Day Men’s 50 Plus Healthy Ad-
vantage supplement, you’ve consumed 
double the amount that your body 
requires and hit the government’s safe 
upper limit.

Iron
In general, 8 to 18 mg of iron per day 
is sufficient unless you have a condition 
such as iron-deficiency anemia. The 
IOM says healthy people shouldn’t  
exceed 45 mg. More than that can  
increase the likelihood of diabetes and 
heart problems for those with hemo-
chromatosis, a surprisingly common  
genetic condition that causes the body 
to deposit excess iron in vital organs.  

Most adults can get sufficient amounts 
of iron by eating foods that naturally 
contain it, including red meat, beans, 
broccoli, and eggs. 

Cereal, pasta, and bread are often  
fortified with iron, so you might get more 
than you need without even realizing it.  
One serving of Total Raisin Bran pro-
vides 18 mg; one GNC Ultra Iron supple-
ment contains 65 mg. 

TOTAL WHOLE GRAIN CEREAL
A ¾-cup serving (without milk) 
contains 100 percent of the daily 
value of calcium, folate, and iron.

SPECIAL K PROTEIN SHAKE
Ten fluid ounces have 35 percent 
of the daily value of calcium, 
30 percent of folic acid, and 
10 percent of iron.

LUNA BAR 
One bar supplies 35 percent of  
the daily value of calcium, 15 percent 
of folate, and 20 percent of iron.

Do the Math
If you take supplements 
and eat foods like  
these, you could overdose  
on some nutrients.
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Creams of 
the Crop
There are more kinds of milk out there than ever—soy, almond, 
coconut. But just as dizzying is the array of choices for plain  
old cow’s milk. Our milk primer, covering organic milk, omega-3-
fortified milk, UHT milk, and more, can help.

Super Foods
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Q  | Should I opt for  
organic milk?
If you can afford the extra $1 or  
so per half-gallon, yes, says 
Maxine Siegel, R.D., who heads 
Consumer Reports’ food testing. 
Department of Agriculture  
rules require organic dairy farms  
to use 100 per cent organic 
feed, no growth hormones, 
and no antibiotics. Buying 
organic also supports healthy 
agricultural practices. Organic 
milk from grass-fed cows costs 
a little more but has slightly 
more conjugated linoleic acid, 
which may protect against 
cancer and heart disease, and 
omega-3 fatty acids. 

Q  | Is omega-3-fortified 
milk a smart choice?
Milk fortified with omega-3 
fatty acids has 32 to 50 mg 
of “good” fat per glass—a 
fraction of the 500 mg per day 
suggested for heart health. 
Plus the omegas are added 
in the form of flavorless fish 
oil or algae oil, so it’s like 
swallowing a mini-supplement 
with your milk. That’s not 
ideal. Research suggests that 
omega-3 supplements may 
not be as effective as the real 
thing. It’s better to have two 
servings of fatty fish per week, 
Siegel notes.

Q  | Are milks made 
from almonds or other 
nuts better for me than  
cow’s milk? 
Almond milk and other nut 
milks are made from ground 
nuts and water. They’re lower 
in calories than even nonfat 
cow’s milk but have the same 
amount of fat (about 2 grams 
per cup) as 1 percent milk.  
Most of the fat in nut milks is 
the healthier monounsaturated 
kind, though, and the fat in 
cow’s milk is mostly saturated 
fat. And you’ll get plenty of 
calcium and vitamin D from 
nut milks because most of 
them are fortified.

Almond milk and other nut  
milks do have some nutritional 
shortfalls. For example,  
a cup of 1 percent fat cow’s 
milk contains 8 grams of 
protein, but hazelnut milk 
has only 2 grams, and 
cashew and almond milk 
might contain 1 gram or 
less. (Low-fat plain soy milk, 
by comparison, has 4 to 
6 grams of protein.) Another 
potential downside is added 
sugar. Certain sweetened 
cashew and almond milks 
contain almost 2 teaspoons 

of added sweeteners per cup. 
Unsweetened nut milks are  
a healthier choice.

Coconut milk is slightly 
different. Not to be confused 
with the thicker, fattier stuff in 
cans, coconut milk is watered 
down to match cow’s milk 
consistency and fat content.  
It is usually fortified with 
calcium and vitamin D, but 
it has zero protein and 4 to 
5 grams of mostly saturated fat. 

Q  | What makes 
“creamy” skim  
milks such as Skim  
Plus so creamy?
Manufacturers can make “fat-
free” cream either by adding 
milk solids or by filtering to 
remove water and some of 
the milk sugar. Eight ounces 
of such products have about 
40 more calories, 3 extra 
protein grams, and 100 mg 
more calcium than regular 
skim but the same amount 
of fat. 

Q  | What does “UHT” 
mean on my milk label, 
and does it matter?
That stands for ultra-high- 
temperature processing. Milk 
processed that way has been 
heated to at least 275° F for 
1 to 2 seconds. That kills even 
more than the 99.9 percent of 
bacteria destroyed by high-
temperature, short-time (HTST) 
pasteurization, which is used 
for most conventional milk. 
UHT helps milk last more than 
a month—six months for shelf-
stable boxes. (The cartons are 
sterile and keep out oxygen 
and light.) UHT changes milk 
proteins, giving milk a “cooked” 
flavor, and can slightly reduce 
B vitamin levels.

How to  
Get Calcium 
Without 
Milk
Milk has about 300 mg  
of calcium per cup, a little 
less than a third of the 
amount you need daily. 
But you can get calcium 
from other sources.

If you just don’t do 
dairy. To get 1,000 mg 
of calcium daily without 
dairy, you’d have to  
eat a cup of frozen, 
cooked spinach (292 mg); 
a cup of frozen, cooked 
collard greens (356 mg); 
3 ounces of canned 
salmon with the soft little 
bones (181 mg); and a cup 
of white beans (192 mg) 
every day. 

If you’re lactose-
intolerant. Lactose-free 
milk is treated with 
lactase, the enzyme that 
breaks down lactose (milk 
sugar), so it won’t cause 
gas and diarrhea. Or try 
yogurt. With less lactose, 
it is usually well-tolerated.

If calcium pills seem 
easier. Add up the 
calcium in your diet, and 
use supplements only to 
reach your recommended 
daily intake. More 
calcium isn’t better and 
may raise heart-disease 
risk without providing 
extra bone benefits.

Q  | Nonfat, 1 percent, 2 percent milk— 
what’s the difference?
More than you think. Eight ounces of 2 percent 
(reduced-fat) milk has 122 calories and 5 fat grams, 
3 saturated; 1 percent (low-fat) has 102 calories 
and 2 grams of fat, mostly saturated. Nonfat (skim) 
milk is the skinniest: 83 calories and close to 0 grams 
of fat. Plus it actually has slightly more calcium than 
whole milk. And getting enough calcium, especially 
from food, is important for bone health.
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Super Foods

Hot & 
Healthy 
Drinks
Tea, coffee, hot cocoa—your favorite warmups  
can be surprisingly good for you.

Sometimes there’s nothing better  
than relaxing with a mug of something  
hot, whether it’s a flavorful coffee or a 
comforting herbal tea. And if you’re dealing 
with a cold, hot drinks help to replace fluids 
lost from fever and loosen mucus. Read  
on to learn more about the health benefits 
of some favorite warm drinks.
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Super Foods

Research suggests that certain bev-
erages could actually help your health. 
Consider the benefi ts of these popular 
hot drinks:

Coffee
BENEFITS Java’s caff eine can make you 
feel more alert, boost your mental and 
physical performance, and elevate your 
mood. Both regular and decaf are rich 
in polyphenols, those antioxidants 
that might help regulate blood sugar, 
prevent blood clots, and neutralize 
DNA-damaging free radicals.
NEED TO KNOW Eight ounces of coff ee 
usually has about 100 mg of caff eine. 

Limit yourself to 400 mg per day: More 
than that might make you feel jittery, 
interfere with your sleep, or cause heart-
rhythm or blood pressure problems.

Tea
BENEFITS Tea’s antioxidants and other 
compounds may protect against 
cancer, heart disease, osteoporosis, 
and memory decline. And researchers 
at Penn State University found that 
people who drank multiple cups of hot 
tea each day had a body mass index 
3 points lower, on average, than non-tea 
drinkers. To get the most antioxidants, 
let this tea steep for at least 3 minutes.

NEED TO KNOW Adding milk to your tea 
could block the absorption of some 
of the antioxidants.

Herbal Tea
BENEFITS Herbal teas aren’t really 
teas; they’re caff eine-free infusions of 
fl owers, roots, barks, and berries. 
Some people use slippery elm tea for 
coughs and sore throats because it is 
viscous and coats the throat.

Chamomile tea has been shown to 
have anti-infl ammatory properties, 
according to Case Western Reserve 
University researchers. (Infl ammation 
is a factor in many diseases.)
NEED TO KNOW Some common herbal 
teas may help with minor problems, 
such as sore throats and mild stomach 
woes. But before trying to use them 
for more serious medical conditions, 
consult a doctor.

Hot Cocoa
BENEFITS Cocoa contains fl avanols, 
antioxidants that might lower blood 
pressure, reduce stroke risk, and 
protect against diabetes by improving 
insulin sensitivity. Drinking two cups 
per day could also boost cognitive 
function in people with impaired blood 
fl ow to the brain, Harvard researchers 
reported in the journal Neurology.
NEED TO KNOW Indulging too often 
could expand your waistline. Sugar 
is fi rst on the ingredients list of 
individually packaged mixes, such as 
Swiss Miss (each serving has 8 grams 
of sugar, or about 2 teaspoons, and 
90 calories).

Hot Toddy
BENEFITS This cold-weather drink 
of warm bourbon or rum, plus 
antioxidant-rich honey, lemon, and 
cloves, can’t prevent a cold or the fl u. 
But it might help soothe a sore throat or 
make you feel more comfortable.
NEED TO KNOW Don’t mix alcohol with 
cold and fl u drugs. Remember that the 
healthy limit for alcohol consumption is 
one drink per day for women and two 
for men. And a hot toddy counts.

Reading the Tea Leaves
All varieties of tea offer a 
no-calorie way to up your 
intake of disease-fighting 
plant compounds. “In 
the U.S., tea drinkers 
have the highest 
flavonoid intake,” says 
Jeffrey Blumberg, Ph.D., 
professor of nutrition at 
Tufts University, referring 
to the antioxidants re-
sponsible for many of 
tea’s health benefits. Just 
be sure to balance your 
intake with your tolerance 
for caffeine (or favor 
decaffeinated teas). 

Green
How it’s made Fresh 
leaves are picked and 
immediately steamed 
so that they retain their 
green color. Oolong tea 
is briefly exposed to 
oxygen before steaming. 
Benefits Green tea gets 
a lot of attention for 
being a good source of 
the plant compound 
epigallocatechin gallate 
(EGCG), found in studies 
to decrease LDL (bad) 
cholesterol. EGCG 

might also counter 
inflammation in the 
body. Squeezing a slice 
of lemon into green tea 
may help its beneficial 
compounds survive 
digestion,  according to 
research from Purdue 
University. 

White 
How it’s made Young 
tea buds are rapidly 
steamed and dried after 
picking to inactivate 
the enzymes that cause 
browning.
Benefits White teas con-
tain the most catechins, 
a type of flavonoid 
that might help keep 
blood vessels open and 
help the body break 
down fat. 

Black 
How it’s made Tea 
producers roll or crush 
leaves, releasing an 
enzyme that oxidizes 
the catechins. The fer-
mentation creates the 
rich flavor and color. 
Benefits Postmeno-
pausal women who 
regularly drank black tea 
had higher bone mineral 
density in the lumbar 
spine and hip, according 
to a Japanese study 
that tracked 498 women 
over five years. Just 
try to skip the splash of 
milk—its proteins can 
bind with some of the 
beneficial compounds in 
black tea, reducing your 
body’s ability to absorb 
them, researchers say. 

Green

Black

White
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A Wake-Up  
Call About  
Coffee Calories 
Depending on what you  
add, the amount in your cup 
can add up.
You probably don’t think of the coffee 
you sip at the end of your meal as a 
fattening treat. But maybe you should. 
Though it has some health benefits, 
coffee can have quite a few calories—
even if you skip the flavored drinks at 
coffee shops. 

Two cups, each with 2 ounces of cream 
and 2 teaspoons of sugar, contain about 
300 calories and 24 grams of fat.

Let’s say you drink two daily cups of 
coffee. Simply adding cream to both 
of them adds up to 87,600 calories and 
8,760 grams of fat in a year.

Add sugar and you tack on an addi-
tional 23,360 calories in a year.

Though whole milk is a little less 
caloric than cream, it’s still no weight-
loss bargain; pour it in two cups of coffee 
per day and you’ll add 27,740 calories 
and 1,460 grams of fat to your diet over 
the course of a year.

And that can easily lead to unexpected 
weight gain: 3,500 calories equals about 
a pound of body fat.

Does all this mean you have to drink 
your coffee black? Not at all. But a few 
simple adjustments, such as switching 
to 2 percent or nonfat milk or wean-
ing yourself off sugar, can make a big 
difference in the number of calories 
in coffee—and maybe even on the 
numbers on your scale. 

To figure out how many calories and 
grams of fat you’re adding to your cup, 
remember these figures:
 2 ounces of nonfat milk has 22 calories  

and 0.1 grams of fat 
 2 ounces of 2 percent milk has 30 

calories and 1.2 grams of fat 
 2 ounces of whole milk has 38 calories 

and 2 grams of fat 
 2 ounces of cream has 120 calories and  

12 grams of fat 
 1 teaspoon of sugar has 16 calories  

and 0 grams of fat 

Bold Beans
COUNTER CULTURE 
LA GOLONDRINA
$18.75 per 12-ounce 
bag; 59 cents per  
6-ounce cup
Complex and 
intensely flavorful, 
with fruit and citrus 
flavors, and traces 
of berries and 
chocolate. Pricey 
but less than a cup 
at the coffeehouse.

Loose Beans
ALLEGRO (WHOLE 
FOODS) COLOMBIA 
AGUSTINO FOREST
$9.99 per 12-ounce 
bag; 23 cents per  
6-ounce cup
Bright, tangy, and 
complex, with 
citrus, honey, milk 
chocolate, and 
vanilla notes. It’s sold 
as loose beans, so 
you can buy as much 
or as little as you like. 

Magic Beans
Try these Colombian coffees that impressed our expert tasters.

Ground Beans
DUNKIN’ DONUTS 
COLOMBIAN
$18.75 per 12-ounce 
bag; 25 cents per  
6-ounce cup
Solid cup with some 
fruity and chocolate 
notes. Impressively, 
it tasted better than 
many of the coffees 
we made from 
whole beans.

�
OVERALL  
SCORE

88 �
OVERALL  
SCORE

80 �
OVERALL  
SCORE

67

Swift Single-Server
DELONGHI NESCAFÉ 
DOLCE GUSTO 
GENIO EDG455T 
$130
Brewing speed and 
size consistency 
were excellent, and 
the unit was fairly 
easy to operate. On 
the minus side, it 
uses only Nescafé 
“flavor capsules.” 

Perfect for a Party
CUISINART COFFEE  
ON DEMAND  
DCC-3000 
$100
The 12-cup machine 
has top-notch 
brewing and a 
dispenser that 
allows guests to 
serve themselves. 
Water and coffee 
reservoirs are 
removable for 
cleaning, and an 
indicator tells you 
when it’s time to 
clean the machine.

Full of Features
KENMORE  
ELITE 76772 
$100
The 12-cup model 
is easy to use, 
and its carafe is 
comfortable to 
hold, pour from, 
and empty. It has a 
small-batch setting 
and lets you control 
brew strength. It also 
has a permanent 
filter, a removable 
reservoir, and an 
indicator to tell you 
when the machine 
needs cleaning. 

Dream Machines
These drip and pod coffee makers rose to the top of our ratings.

�
OVERALL  
SCORE

76�
OVERALL  
SCORE

78 �
OVERALL  
SCORE

78

CR.ORG  EAT HEALTHY 57

1      2      3      4      5
POOR EXCELLENT



Super Foods

 Go Ahead 
 and Wine
Research suggests that pouring yourself a glass now and then  
can be beneficial to your health—but moderation is key.
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What 5 Ounces  
Looks Like
When health experts say a glass 
of wine is good for your health, 
they’re talking about a 5-ounce 
serving. Depending on the size and 
shape of the glass you choose, that 
amount can look very different. 

15½-oz.
glass

15½-oz.
glass

21½-oz.
glass

If you have seen the headlines touting the 
health benefits of wine—and you’re among 
the 31 percent of drinkers who prefer a glass 
of wine to other alcoholic beverages—you’ve 
probably been thrilled to watch a former 
vice morph into virtue. But before you get 
too carried away celebrating, there are a few 
facts you should know about how alcohol 
consumption really affects your health. 

The Benefits 
No matter which studies you look at, 
any purported benefits associated with 
drinking are related specifically to 
“moderate” consumption: one drink 
per day for women and up to two for 
men. (Men are allowed more to account 
for their generally larger size and 
differences in the way they metabolize 
alcohol.) For wine, one drink is 
5 ounces. See what that looks like  
in three glass sizes, at right. 

If you stick to those amounts, the 
evidence is pretty clear that alcohol 
can boost your heart health. “The 
association between moderate alcohol 
intake and lower risk of myocardial 
infarction [heart attack] has been 
studied in well-designed observational 
studies for nearly 50 years,” says 
Kenneth Mukamal, M.D., M.P.H., a 
professor of medicine at Harvard 
Medical School. 

The Risks
Alcohol has been linked to a small 
increased risk of cancer. A 2015 study 
published in the British Medical  
Journal (BMJ) found that compared  
with nondrinkers, moderate drinkers 
had a 2 to 6 percent higher risk.

But the association between moderate 
alcohol intake and the risk of breast 
cancer was stronger. Women who drank 
the amount of alcohol in one-third 

to one glass of wine per day had a 
13 percent increased risk of cancer, 
mostly driven by breast cancer.

The body metabolizes alcohol into 
various substances. “Acetaldehyde, the  
first and most toxic alcohol metabolite, 
is considered a cancer-causing agent,” 
says Yin Cao, Sc.D., an instructor of 
medicine at Massachusetts General 
Hospital and Harvard Medical School, 
and lead author of the BMJ study. “And 
breast tissue may be more susceptible 
to alcohol than other organs.” Alcohol 
might damage the DNA in breast cells. 
It also increases the amount of estrogen 
circulating in the body, and higher 
levels of that hormone are associated 
with some types of breast cancer.

Once drinking goes beyond the small  
amounts defined as moderate, the risks 
quickly start to outweigh any potential 
cardiovascular benefits. Higher levels of 
alcohol intake are linked to increases in 
heart disease, high blood pressure, heart 
attack, and stroke, as well as various 
types of cancer.

The Unknowns
The data on alcohol is very consistent, 
but most of the studies don’t  
prove cause and effect. Many are 
observational—that is, they look  
at what people do in their real lives 
rather than randomly assign people  
to drink or abstain from alcohol, then  

follow them to see the effects on their 
health. The latter type of study would be 
ideal, but creating a placebo for alcohol 
to give to a control group is tricky. And 
attempting to separate large groups of 
subjects and randomly instruct them to 
drink or not drink for several years has 
proved to be almost impossible.

Without that clinical evidence, some 
experts are reluctant to recommend 
moderate drinking as a health tactic. 
“The observational data is good, but  
what limited experimental evidence 
we have shows no benefit to moderate 
drinking,” says Michael Criqui, M.D., 
M.P.H., a professor in the division of 
preventive medicine at the University of 
California at San Diego. Therefore, the 
American Heart Association and other 
health organizations advise that if you 
do drink alcohol, do so in moderation. 
And if you don’t, you shouldn’t start.

Bottom line: As long as you raise just  
one glass of wine (or two if you’re a guy),  
the health risks are small. But rather 
than kid yourself that you’re doing 
something super-healthy, just sip and 
enjoy—in moderation. 
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Super Foods

Healing  
 Solutions  
From Your  
 Kitchen
Health benefits for ailments from  
headaches to insomnia may be as close as  
your pantry. Here’s what to eat and when.

A healthy diet—one with plenty of produce 
and whole grains, and moderate amounts 
of “good” fats and lean protein—can help 
prevent and control chronic conditions such 
as diabetes and heart disease. But certain 
foods can have a more immediate benefit 
and could help tame ills such as headaches 
and insomnia. So the next time you’re ailing, 
consider heading to your kitchen before  
you open your medicine cabinet.

Calm Nausea With a Spice
Ginger has been extensively studied 
as a potential remedy for nausea, 
espe cially during chemotherapy and 
pregnancy. A 2016 review of research, 
published in the journal Integrative 
Medicine Insights, found ginger to 
be effective and safe. It seems to help 
by moving food out of the stomach 
quickly and possibly turning off neuro-
transmitters such as serotonin that  
can contribute to nausea. 

To make yourself some ginger tea, 
steep 1½ teaspoons of freshly grated 
ginger in 1½ cups of boiling water  
(add honey if you like). Let it sit for 
10 minutes, then strain the ginger  
out before drinking. 

And don’t think you have to stick  
with rice and dry toast after a bout of  
nausea. William Chey, M.D., a gastroen-
terologist and professor of medicine  
and nutrition at the University of  
Michigan in Ann Arbor, says evidence 
doesn’t support long-standing advice  
to eat only bland foods. He recom-
mends small, frequent meals rich in 
protein, especially chicken and fish, 
and vegetable proteins. “Red meat 
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 TIP 

Ginger can help 
quell nausea. 
Follow the 
recipe at left to 
make your own 
stomach-settling 
ginger-root tea.
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Super Foods

some relief, the National Headache 
Foundation says. 

For certain people, however, caffeine 
can set off a headache, so if that  
happens to you, skip the java. But if you  
experience migraines, be aware that  
food reputed to trigger those head-
aches—aged cheese, cured meats, choc-
olate, artificial sweeteners, MSG, and 
soy—are to blame much less often than 
you might think.

“The prevalence of food triggers 
is really overstated, but people who 
have them tend to figure it out pretty 
quickly,” says Mark W. Green, M.D., 
director of the Center for Headache and 

of headaches, so water may address  
the pain right away.” 

Having a snack with a combination 
of carbohydrates, protein, and healthy 
fat could also help because it prevents 
blood sugar dips, which can trigger 
headaches, Foroutan adds. A good 
combo snack is an apple with a handful 
of walnuts. 

Consider, too, whether you’ve had 
your usual dose of caffeine in the past 
couple of days because caffeine with-
drawal can cause headaches. In addi-
tion, blood vessels may enlarge during 
a headache and caffeine can constrict 
them, so coffee or tea might offer  

Superfood or Super Hype? 
You may have heard them called superfoods, power foods, or miracle cures. But the research  
is still out on exactly how beneficial they are—and some may have a downside. 

Apple Cider Vinegar
THE CLAIMS Drinking it 
regularly fights bacteria, 
lowers cholesterol, controls 
blood sugar levels, and aids 
weight loss. It also fights 
heartburn, because low acid 
causes heartburn and vinegar 
is an acid. 
THE REALITY It makes for a 
great salad dressing, but 
the health benefits of apple 
cider vinegar are overblown. 
Gastroenterologist William 
Chey, M.D., says there’s no 
solid evidence that low acid 
levels lead to reflux. And Chey 
says he has treated several 
patients who have damaged 
their esophagus by overdoing 
it on this vinegar.

Bone Broth
THE CLAIMS It fights 
inflammation, makes skin look 
younger, and boosts energy. 
THE REALITY Bone broth is 
simply stock, which is made  
by simmering animal or  
fish bones. “It’s been used  
as a traditional medicine  
for hundreds of years, so  
there are likely benefits, but  
there isn’t much published 
research,” says integrative 
nutritionist Robin Foroutan, 
M.S., R.D.N. It might help  
with inflammation. But a small 
study found that chicken  
broth made with bones had 
higher lead levels (but still 
below the Environmental 
Protection Agency’s  
limit of 15 parts per billion). 

Coconut Oil
THE CLAIMS This saturated  
fat doesn’t raise cholesterol 
levels the way other sat- 
urated fats do. It also promotes 
weight loss and prevents  
Alzheimer’s disease.
THE REALITY Certain small 
studies suggest that coconut 
oil might be less unhealthy 
than other saturated fats, such 
as those in red meat and full-
fat dairy products. Adding a 
small amount of coconut oil to 
your diet might be reasonable 
if you use it to replace other 
oils or fats, but its purported 
health benefits haven’t been 
proved. And like other oils, it 
contains about 120 calories 
per tablespoon. 

Turmeric
THE CLAIMS It kills cancerous 
tumors and reduces 
inflammation.
THE REALITY Studies have 
shown that curcumin, a 
compound in this golden-hued 
spice, can kill and prevent  
the growth of various types  
of cancer cells in the lab.  
And another study suggested 
that extract of turmeric  
worked as well as ibuprofen  
in treating knee osteoarthritis. 
In both cases more research is 
needed. There’s probably  
no harm in adding turmeric 
to your food, but it can poten-
tially interact with certain 
medications, such as blood 
thinners, so check with  
your doctor.

is hard to digest,” Chey says. “There 
are other proteins that seem to move 
through the stomach more quickly. 
Plus they don’t cause the same gastric 
sensations that fats do,” he adds. Fats 
can make the stomach overly sensitive, 
leading to pain, fullness, and nausea.

Sip Away Headaches
Whether you have headaches fre-
quently or only occasionally, “the first 
thing to do if you get one is drink a tall 
glass of water or two,” says Robin Fo-
routan, M.S., R.D.N., a spokeswoman 
for the Academy of Nutrition and Dietet-
ics. “Dehydration is a common cause  
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Pain Medicine and a neurology profes-
sor at the Icahn School of Medicine at 
Mount Sinai in New York City. “Alcohol 
is the one exception; it’s more likely  
to cause a headache than other foods, 
especially if it’s heavily fermented,  
such as red wine.” And if you suspect 
that certain foods bring on your head-
aches, keeping a food diary can help 
you pinpoint dietary culprits. 

Eat Fermented Foods for Your Belly
Your gut does more than digest food. 
It’s home to trillions of bacteria, fungi, 
and yeasts that make up your gut  
microbiome. Some of those bugs can 
cause disease, but most are good, help-
ing your GI tract run smoothly by digest-
ing food and metabolizing nutrients. 
And some research, mostly in animals, 
hints that the bacteria may also ward  
off infections, control weight, and  
protect against heart disease.

The research is early, but it’s worth 
keeping your belly bacteria healthy. 
How? They thrive on high-fiber foods  
as well as fermented foods such as  
sauerkraut or plain yogurt with live  
active cultures, says Gail Cresci, Ph.D., a 
registered dietitian at the Cleveland Clinic.

Certain drugs can harm your mi-
crobiome, especially antibiotics. They 
can kill good bacteria in your gut 
along with the bad. That’s one reason 
you shouldn’t take those drugs unless 
they’re really needed. 

Zap Heartburn With Fruit
The typical dietary advice for fighting 
heartburn and gastroesophageal reflux 
disorder (GERD) is to eat smaller,  
more frequent meals, skip spicy foods, 
and avoid eating or drinking within  
3 to 4 hours of bedtime. The problem  
is that it only helps reduce the likeli-
hood of future attacks. Once the burn-
ing sensation strikes, try having a 
banana. Some research suggests that 
the fruit might act as a natural antacid. 
Another remedy: Chew sugarless  
gum. Studies have found that it might 
decrease reflux after a meal.

Long term, consider cutting back on 

Immunity Boosters That Really Work
Countless supplements, 
alternative remedies,  
and foods have been 
touted as immune-system 
boosters. But a single 
solution for a flagging 
immune system in 
otherwise healthy people 
has eluded us. “The proof 
of any purported immune 
booster is whether it can 
increase your resistance 
to infections,” says 
Marvin M. Lipman, M.D., 
chief medical adviser 
to Consumer Reports. 
Vaccines can help, but 
“no dietary supplement or 
alternative remedy has so 
far been shown to do so.” 

There are, however, 
some simple steps you 
can take. “The strength 
of the immune system is 
tied to a healthy lifestyle, 
exercise, good nutrition, 
and sufficient rest,” says 
Janko Nikolich-Zugich, 
M.D., Ph.D., chairman  
of the department  
of immunobiology at the 
University of Arizona in 
Tucson. So get plenty of 
sleep and exercise, enjoy 
stress-relieving activities, 
and try these diet tweaks:

1. Eat for Variety. 
“Our immune system 
depends upon having all 
the essential nutrients 
in the right balance for 
its optimal function,” 
says Walter Willett, M.D., 
Dr.P.H., chairman of the 
department of nutrition 
at the Harvard School 
of Public Health. For 
example, people whose 
diets are low in iron; 
selenium; vitamins A, C, 
and D; and several of 
the B vitamins may have 

fewer white blood cells—
our immune system’s first 
line of defense against 
disease. And the white 
blood cells they do have 
may be less active. Cover 
your bases by eating  
as many types of 
produce as you can, 
along with whole grains, 
lean protein, low-fat 
dairy, and healthy oils. 

2. Drink in Moderation. 
Though a modest 
amount of alcohol 
appears to improve the 
immune response, too 
much “turns off genes 
that help defend us 
against microbes and 
turns on genes that 
make us vulnerable,” 
says Ilhem Messaoudi, 
Ph.D., associate professor 
of biomedical sciences 
at the University of 
California, Riverside. In 
a study in the journal 
Alcohol, binge drinkers 
(women who consume 
four drinks within 2 hours 
or men who consume 
five) had fewer disease- 
fighting cells. They also 
had higher levels of 
cells that encourage the 
immune system to be less 
active. So stick to one 
drink per day for women 
or two for men.

3. Try a D Supplement. 
Because some studies 
have shown that vitamin 
D plays a key role in  
the immune system  
and older adults may  
be at risk of developing  
an insufficiency, a  
daily supplement of  
800 international  
units (IU) of vitamin D3  
could be considered,  
especially if one rarely  
gets out in the sun.  
But unless your doctor 
has suggested other- 
wise, skip supplements  
of other nutrients un- 
less you have  
a diagnosed deficiency.

4. Don’t Megadose  
on Supplements. 
Large doses of supple-
ments such as vitamin  
A, iron, and others  
can actually hamper 
the immune system. 
For example, more than 
400 micrograms  
per day of folate, a B  
vitamin, may impair our 
natural killer cells.  
And though we might  
have some difficulty  
getting enough zinc in 
our diets—and trouble 
absorbing it properly  
as we age—100 mg or 
more per day can weaken 
the immune system.
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Super Foods

TIP 

Honey may help 
ease a cough  
and can make 
a hot drink even 
more soothing to 
a sore throat.
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Can You Cure a Cold With Chicken Soup?
We look at the evidence behind 5 popular home remedies. 

If you’re dealing with a cold, 
you might hope that a home 
remedy will help you feel 
better. We spoke to experts 
and examined the research to 
find out which are worth trying. 

Spoon Up Chicken Soup?
Evidence suggests that the 
soup may ease your discomfort. 
The best-known research, 
from Nebraska pulmonologist 
Stephen Rennard, M.D., found 
that chicken-vegetable soup 
inhibited the movement of white 
blood cells that trigger cold 
symptoms such as a stuffy nose. 
TRY IT? Yes. “When your 
mucous membranes are 
inflamed, your nose can get 
crusty and dry,” says infectious-
disease expert William 
Schaffner, M.D., professor of 
preventive medicine at the 
Vanderbilt University School of 
Medicine. Soup helps loosen 
mucus so that you can expel it. 

Sip a Hot Drink? 
When the University of 
Cardiff’s Common Cold Centre 
in Wales gave 30 cold  

sufferers drinks that were 
either hot or tepid, those who 
sipped hot beverages reported 
more relief from runny nose, 
coughing, chills, and sneezing. 

Those results were probably 
due to a placebo effect, study 
authors say, but hot drinks do 
appear to have benefits for sore 
throats. “The taste promotes 
salivation and secretions 
that lubricate and soothe the 
throat,” says center director 
Ronald Eccles, Ph.D., D.Sc. “Any 
hot, tasty drink, soup, or hot 
meal is likely to be effective.” 
TRY IT? Sure. “With a little 
honey, hot tea can be 
particularly soothing to a 
sore throat,” says Marvin 
M. Lipman, M.D., Consumer 
Reports’ chief medical adviser.

Have Honey for 
a Cough? 
A 2014 review by The 
Cochrane Collaboration 
looked at three studies that 
compared honey with one 
or more of the following: 
the over-the-counter cough 
drugs dextromethorphan 

and diphenhydramine, no 
treatment, and a placebo. 
Honey proved more effective 
than no treatment  
and placebo, and it might 
be slightly better than 
diphenhydramine at reducing 
cough frequency and severity. 
TRY IT? Maybe. Coughing helps 
clear excess mucus, so you don’t 
want to stop it completely, and 
the reviewed studies involved 
only children. But if you’re 
considering using OTC cough 
meds, note that the Cochrane 
Collaboration found little 
evidence that such drugs were 
effective, and the American 
Academy of Pediatrics says 
they don’t work for young 
children and may pose a risk.

Use a Nasal Rinse?
In 2015 Cochrane researchers 
looked at five studies on 
the value of cleaning nasal 
passages with salt water. Just 
one found that doing so eased 
nasal secretion and stuffiness. 
TRY IT? It might have some 
value, says Orly Avitzur, M.D., 
Consumer Reports’ medical 

director, noting that the 
sensation can be strange.  
“I warn people it’s like the feeling 
you get walking into a big wave. 
But you get used to it.” And 
steer clear of over-the-counter 
products labeled “hypertonic”; 
certain studies have found 
that those more concentrated 
solutions can irritate nasal 
passages. And if you use a neti 
pot, use distilled or sterile water 
and clean it between uses.

Pop a Supplement? 
Many supplements, including 
echinacea, ginseng, vitamin 
C, and zinc, have been touted 
for cold prevention and relief. 
Research results on their value 
have been mixed. 
TRY IT? No. Supplements are 
not thoroughly regulated 
by the FDA, and as a result, 
researchers can’t draw firm 
conclusions from data. Some 
might interact with other 
medications. Avoid zinc-based 
nasal sprays. The Food and 
Drug Administration says that 
they may permanently destroy 
your sense of smell.

your consumption of sugars. A 16-week 
study of obese women, published this 
year in the journal Alimentary Phar-
macology and Therapeutics, found that 
reducing refined carbohydrates, espe-
cially sucrose (table sugar), eliminated 
symptoms in those who complained of 
GERD at the start of the trial. 

“The diet resolved reflux in all 
43 women who had it by week nine or 
10, and it wasn’t just because of the 
weight loss,” says Heidi Silver, R.D., 
Ph.D., a research associate professor 
of medicine at Vanderbilt University 
Medical Center and one of the study’s 
authors. In particular, it found that 

every additional teaspoon of sugars 
increased the odds of having GERD by 
13 percent. 

Ease Into More Fiber 
to Fight Gas
A diet rich in fiber is tied to many 
health benefits, including reducing the 
risk of cardiovascular disease, stroke, 
diabetes, and cancer—not to mention 
aiding digestion. 

But sometimes eating high-fiber foods 
can cause unpleasant side effects such 
as flatulence and belching. If you’re 
belching, cut out gum chewing, smok-
ing, drinking carbonated beverages, 

and gulping down food and liquids.  
(All of those can cause you to swallow 
air.) If you wear dentures, make sure 
they fit correctly.

If you have gas or bloating from eat-
ing foods such as broccoli, cauliflower, 
and beans, introducing small amounts 
into your diet over time can help your 
digestive system adapt. 

Any time you increase fiber-rich 
foods—such as vegetables, beans, and 
fruit—in your diet, you should drink 
more water, too, suggests Samantha 
Heller, M.S., a registered dietitian  
at the NYU Langone Medical Center  
in New York City. 
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Slug

Quick  
& Easy
Recipes
Creating your own healthy meals can be 
fast and fun. Here are six delicious dishes 
simple enough to whip up in a snap.

Good-for-You Cooking

68 



BREAKFAST LUNCH DINNER

Scrambled Egg and 
Veggie Wrap
Sauté ½ red pepper and  
¼ onion in 1 tsp. olive 
oil until tender. Whisk 
2 eggs in bowl with 
1 tbsp. water; add to 
veggies and cook over 
medium heat until eggs 
are completely cooked. 
Spoon onto whole-wheat 
tortilla. Top with 1 tbsp. 
shredded Monterey Jack 
cheese and ½ c. spinach; 
roll up.
Calories 370 | Fat 19 g  
Sat. Fat 5 g | Protein 19 g  
Fiber 4 g | Sodium 310 mg 

Morning Quinoa
Bring ¼ c. quinoa, ½ c. 
skim milk, ¼ tsp. vanilla, 
and ¼ tsp. cinnamon  
to a boil. Simmer, 
covered, until  quinoa 
is tender and liquid 
is absorbed, 10 to 12 
minutes. Let sit for  
5 minutes. Mix in ¼ c. 
unsalted cashews and  
½ c. blueberries. Drizzle 
with 1 tsp. honey.
Calories 460 | Fat 19 g  
Sat. Fat 3.5 g | Protein 16 g  
Fiber 6 g | Sodium 60 mg

Americans are eating out more than ever 
before. We’ll spend an estimated $720 billion 
at restaurants this year, up 19 percent from 
2012. That’s almost half of every food dollar we 
spend. And this shift may be having an impact 
on more than just our wallets.

A study by Johns Hopkins University 
found that people who make their own  
meals as infrequently as twice a week 
consume fewer calories, fats, and 
sugars, and more fiber than those who 
cook once per week or less. That’s 
probably because they have more 
control over ingredients and portion 
sizes than they do when they dine out. 
So if you’re watching your weight, 
cooking for yourself whenever you  
can is a smart strategy.

It may also cut diabetes risk. In a 
study involving more than 99,600 
people, those who ate 11 or more 
homemade lunches and dinners per 
week had a 12 percent lower risk of 
developing type 2 diabetes than those 
who ate six or fewer home-prepared 
meals weekly.

Of course, finding the time to cook  
at home can be a challenge. To make it  
a little easier, we asked the experts  
in CR’s test kitchen for two days’ worth 
of recipes for fast, filling meals. Mix 
and match these ideas as you like. 
Each makes one serving; double the 
ingredients to serve two. 

Farro With Grilled 
Chicken, Butternut 
Squash, and Kale
Combine 2 c. shredded 
kale; ½ c. cooked farro; 
½ c. roasted butternut-
squash cubes; ½ fresh 
pear, chopped; 2 tbsp. 
crumbled feta cheese; 
and 2 tbsp. pumpkin 
seeds. Top with 3 oz. 
grilled chicken cut into 
pieces. Toss with  
1 tbsp. olive oil, 2 tsp. 
balsamic vinegar, and 
½ small garlic clove, 
minced.
Calories 640 | Fat 28 g  
Sat. Fat 7 g | Protein 42 g  
Fiber 11 g | Sodium 260 mg

Penne With 
Asparagus and Peas 
Cook 1 c. of whole-
wheat penne. Add ½ c. 
asparagus pieces in  
the last 3 minutes of 
cooking and ¼ c. frozen 
peas during the last 
minute. Drain, saving  
¼ c. cooking water.  
Mix ½ c. small-curd  
2% cottage cheese, 2 tsp. 
olive oil, 2 tbsp. grated 
Parmesan cheese,  
and a pinch each of 
nutmeg and black 
pepper. Stir in pasta, 
using reserved pasta 
water if needed. Top with 
1 tbsp. chopped parsley 
and 1 tsp. lemon zest.
Calories 620 | Fat 20 g  
Sat. Fat 5 g | Protein 35 g  
Fiber 20 g | Sodium  
630 mg

Make-It-Yourself Menu

Easy Salad Nicoise
Top 2 c. baby lettuce 
with 3 oz. drained light 
canned tuna; 1 yellow 
pepper, thinly sliced;  
½ c. blanched green 
beans; 6 grape 
tomatoes, halved;  
1 hard-boiled egg, sliced; 
¼ c. chickpeas; 1 tbsp. 
nicoise (or other) olives; 
and ¼ c. basil leaves. 
Toss with 1 tbsp. olive oil, 
2 tsp. red-wine vinegar, 
and 1 tsp. Dijon mustard. 
Top with ½ c. croutons.
Calories 510 | Fat 23 g  
Sat. Fat 4 g | Protein 33 g  
Fiber 10 g | Sodium  
640 mg

Turkey and Brie 
Sandwich With Apple 
Butter
Spread 2 tbsp. apple 
butter on both sides of 
a whole-wheat pita. Top 
with 3 oz. roasted turkey; 
1 oz. Brie cheese;  
½ apple, thinly sliced; 
and red-leaf lettuce. 
Serve remaining apple 
on the side.
Calories 500 | Fat 11 g  
Sat. Fat 5 g | Protein 39 g  
Fiber 9 g | Sodium 500 mg
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Good-for-You Cooking

Though “superfoods” come and go, salad never 
seems to fall out of favor. Sure, you hear about 
the occasional bad apple (one of the Southwest 
salads at McDonald’s has nearly as many calories 
as a Big Mac). But usually a bowl of greens  
is the perfect base for a nutrient-packed meal.

In a study by the Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention that calculated 
nutrient density for almost 50 fruits 
and vegetables, 17 of the top 20 were 
leafy greens. And having a high intake  
of vegetables like arugula, kale, ro-
maine lettuce, and watercress cuts the 
risk of some cancers, dementia, stroke, 
type 2 diabetes, and more. 

Fortunately, the produce section 
now has more types of greens than 
ever—spinach, kale, mustard greens, 
arugula, to name a few—so it’s easy  
to find textures and flavors you like  
and vary your intake. 

Here’s what you need to know before 
you toss your next salad.

Blend Your Greens 
Each different type of green has unique 
nutrients, flavor profiles, and texture. 
Romaine lettuce, for instance, has a 
subtle flavor, adds appealing crunch, 
and is packed with vision-protecting 
vitamin A. 

Arugula imparts a spicy kick along 
with a dose of a major cancer-fighting 
isothiocyanate. 

And spinach may help curb your 
hunger. It contains compounds called 
thylakoids that slow fat digestion  
and promote the release of hormones 
that make you feel full, according  
to a study published in the Journal  
of the American College of Nutrition.

Not Organic? Don’t Panic 
Organic is best for lowering pesticide 
exposure and supporting a sustainable 
agriculture system. But your primary 
goal is to eat a lot of produce every  
day. When Consumer Reports scientists 
analyzed 12 years of Department of 
Agriculture data, greens including kale, 
lettuce, and spinach were generally low 
in pesticides (see page 116 for details). 

Know When to Wash 
Rinse unpackaged greens to get rid 
of any dirt or grit. “Wash just before 
serving, since wet produce will support 
the growth of bacteria,” says Luke 
LaBorde, Ph.D., an associate professor 

Salad 
for Supper
Leafy greens are tops in nutrition and make  
a great starter for a healthy meal. Here’s how  
to make the most of your salad days.
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Where’s  
the Kale?
Kale has become 
synonymous with health, 
so it’s no surprise that the 
produce aisle is packed 
with salad blends that boast 
their kale content. But they 
may not be the best option 
if your goal is to work more 
of that green into your diet. 
We measured the amount 
of kale in three samples 
of three Dole salad blends 
with a kale claim. They all 
contained plenty of healthful 
greens, but in our test,  
not much kale. To get 
kale’s benefits—it has more 
calcium, fiber, potassium, 
and vitamins A, E, and K 
than many other greens—
buy a bunch or package  
of it alone and make your 
own salad blend.

DOLE SUNFLOWER 
CRUNCH SALAD KIT
Package size: 9.5 ounces*
Average amount of kale: ¼ ounce
Average price paid: $3.66

DOLE POWER UP GREENS  
SPRING MIX & GREENS
Package size: 4.5 ounces
Average amount of kale: ¾ ounce
Average price paid: $3.47 

DOLE POWER UP GREENS 
BABY KALE & GREENS 
Package size: 4.5 ounces
Average amount of kale: 1 ounce
Average price paid: $3.69

*Total weight of greens. Kit also includes 
bacon, sunflower seeds, and dressing.

of food science at Penn State University. 
The odds of “pre-washed” or “triple 
washed” greens being contaminated 
with bacteria are low, but Consumer 
Reports’ food-safety experts say that 
it’s a good idea to wash them anyway.

Get Creative 
Veggies and chicken aren’t your only 
topping options. Beans, eggs, fruit, 
canned tuna or salmon, nuts and seeds, 
and whole grains can turn a simple 
salad into a satisfying meal. 

Add Fresh Herbs and Citrus 
They’re flavorful—so you may use less 
dressing—and healthy. Parsley and 

chives were in the top 20 of the CDC’s 
produce ranking, but any herb works. 
Lemon or lime juice or zest adds 
brightness and balances acid without 
the need for extra dressing.

Toss In Some Healthy Fat 
It helps us absorb the nutrients from 
greens and other veggies, a study by 
Purdue University found. If you use  
a good source of monounsaturated fat, 
you don’t need much—just 3 grams. 
That’s ¾ teaspoon of olive oil, ⅛ of  
an avocado, or five almonds. You can  
add a little more for flavor or satiety,  
but remember that along with more  
fat comes more calories. 
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Good-for-You Cooking 

 TIP 

Top your veggie 
burger with even 
more goodness: 
sharp red onion, 
crunchy slaw, and 
tangy tzatziki.
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The veggie burger renaissance is part of 
a trend toward eating more plant-based 
foods. Almost three-quarters of meat eat-
ers substitute nonmeat protein in a meal at 
least once weekly; 22 percent say they do 
so more often than they did in the previous 
year, according to a 2015 survey in Meating-
place, a meat industry trade publication. 

But what about supermarket veggie burg-
ers? Consumer Reports’ dietitians and 
professional food tasters put 17 widely sold 
veggie patties to the test. They come in 
two broad types: meatlike, and grain- and/
or vegetable-based. The meatlike offerings 
usually have soy or pea protein as a main 
ingredient. The grain- and vegetable-based 
options are made with ingredients such 
as sunflower seeds, beans, vegetables, 
and grains, and don’t resemble meat at 
all. We looked at both types, rating them 
for nutrition and taste, then combining 
those scores to give them an overall rating. 
Our nutritional ratings system gave extra 
points to veggie burgers with mostly “real” 
ingredients such as vegetables, grains, and 
seeds rather than artificial flavorings, ad-
ditives, and chemical ingredients.

More than half of the burgers received  
a Very Good score for taste. The others 
rated Good, though some had bitter notes 
or harsh garlic flavors, or were mushy. (See 
specifics, starting on page 74.) Our tasters 
noted that the meatlike burgers were bet-
ter on a bun with condiments and that the 
top grain and vegetable burgers were tasty 
enough to stand on their own. 

Our nutritional analysis revealed some 
surprises. First, not all veggie burgers are 
low in calories. The counts ranged from 100 
to 360. By comparison, a 3-ounce 93 per-
cent lean beef burger has 164 calories. 

Sodium was another shocker; four of the 
burgers had more than 400 milligrams. 
Though protein doesn’t factor into our 
nutrition rating algorithm (because most 
Americans get enough), vegans and oth-
ers who count on plant protein might be 
surprised to find that some of the burgers 
contain as little as 4 or 5 grams.

Note that with some of the burgers 
weighing as little as 2¼ ounces, you might 
eat two, so keep that in mind when you’re 
checking nutritional information.

Have you ever been at a cookout, eating 
your perfectly grilled hamburger,  
pitying your meat-eschewing friend  
who has to settle for a veggie burger? 
Maybe you’re the one missing out.  
That’s because many of today’s veggie 
burgers are actually delicious, bearing 
little resemblance to the rubbery,  
flavorless discs you may have tasted  
once and vowed never to try again. 

Meatless 
Marvels
 The best ‘burgers’ at your summer barbecue may  
 not have a shred of meat in them. Welcome to the  
 veggie burger revolution.
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LIGHTLIFE SMART  
PATTIES ORIGINAL 
BURGER WITH QUINOA ⁄€

$1.30 per 2½-ounce patty.  
Calories 100 | Fat 2.5 g 
Sodium 300 mg 
Fiber 3 g | Protein 10 g
Soft, with big browned 
and onion flavors. Slightly 
bitter.

MORNINGSTAR FARMS 
GARDEN VEGGIE ⁄

$1.20 per 2-ounce patty.  
Calories 110 | Fat 3.5 g 
Sodium 350 mg  
Fiber 3 g Protein 10 g
Chewy, with chopped 
veggies, but still 
reminiscent of a chicken-
sausage patty. Spicy.

MORNINGSTAR FARMS 
GRILLERS ORIGINAL ⁄
$1.20 per 2¼-ounce patty. 
Calories 130 | Fat 6 g 
Sodium 260 mg 
Fiber 2 g | Protein 15 g
Grilled flavors with onion 
and garlic notes. Closest 
to real meat.

Good-for-You Cooking 

⁄Contains soy. €Non-GMO or contains non-GMO ingredients. 

The Best Veggie Burgers
We tested these all-vegetable patties for taste and nutrition. See which ones scored best overall.

BEYOND MEAT 
BEAST BURGER €  
$3 per 4-ounce patty. 
Contains pea protein. 
Calories 260 | Fat 16 g 
Sodium 480 mg 
Fiber 4 g | Protein 23 g
Tastes of garlic, onion, salt, 
and smoke. Chewy, with  
a spongy interior.

Meatlike

BOCA ALL AMERICAN 
FLAME GRILLED ⁄
$0.90 per 2½-ounce patty. 
Calories 120 | Fat 4.5 g 
Sodium 350 mg 
Fiber 4 g | Protein 15 g
Tastes grilled, with cheesy 
and fat flavors.

GARDEIN THE ULTIMATE 
BEEFLESS BURGER ⁄€

$1.25 per 3-ounce patty.  
Calories 130 | Fat 4.5 g 
Sodium 320 mg 
Fiber 2 g | Protein 15 g
Slightly chewy. 
Caramelized onion and 
grilled flavors, with a 
slight bitterness. 

Grain-Based and Vegetable-Based

AMY’S CALIFORNIA LIGHT 
IN SODIUM 2
$1.45 per 2½-ounce patty. 
Calories 110 | Fat 4 g 
Sodium 250 mg 
Fiber 3 g | Protein 5 g
Big mushroom and nutty 
flavors, slight onion 
and garlic notes. Crispy 
exterior and chewy grains.

TRADER JOE’S QUINOA 
COWBOY WITH BLACK 
BEANS & ROASTED CORN
$0.90 per 3-ounce patty. 
Calories 180 | Fat 8 g 
Sodium 280 mg 
Fiber 6 g | Protein 5 g
Moist and flavorful, with 
spicy “south of the border” 
style seasonings.

GARDENBURGER  
THE ORIGINAL ⁄
$1.20 per 2½-ounce patty.  
Calories 110 | Fat 3 g 
Sodium 490 mg 
Fiber 4 g | Protein 5 g
Moist and chewy, crispy 
exterior. Tastes of 
mushrooms, cheese, and 
nutty grains. Salty.  

HILARY’S WORLD’S BEST €
$1.80 per 3¼-ounce patty.  
Calories 210 | Fat 9 g 
Sodium 340 mg 
Fiber 4 g | Protein 5 g
Mild and sweet cornmeal-
like flavor. Hints of onion 
and garlic. Crispy.  

ENGINE 2 TUSCAN KALE 
WHITE BEAN €
$1.70 per 2-ounce patty.  
Calories 130 | Fat 1.5 g 
Sodium 15 mg 
Fiber 4 g | Protein 4 g
Crispy outside and 
dry overall. Strong  
garlic flavor. Less salty 
than most. 

AMY’S CALIFORNIA €
$1.40 per 2½-ounce patty.  
Calories 150 | Fat 5 g 
Sodium 500 mg 
Fiber 4 g | Protein 6 g
Big mushroom and nutty 
flavors. On the salty side. 

OVERALL  
SCORE 

OVERALL  
SCORE 

OVERALL  
SCORE 

OVERALL  
SCORE 

OVERALL  
SCORE 

OVERALL  
SCORE 

OVERALL  
SCORE 

OVERALL  
SCORE 

OVERALL  
SCORE 

OVERALL  
SCORE 

OVERALL  
SCORE 

OVERALL  
SCORE 
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Go Ahead  
and Grill It!
Veggie burgers tend to be 
cooked on a stovetop or in 
a microwave, but that’s not 
convenient—or fun—when 
you’re hosting a barbecue. 
These patties can be softer 
and more delicate than 
those made with meat, so 
we wanted to see how they’d 
hold up on a grill. In short, the 
answer is pretty well, with a 
little care. Here are some tips 
from our grilling tests:
 Don’t thaw frozen veggie 

burgers—they can go straight 
from the freezer to a clean grill.
 Set the grill to medium  

heat and don’t oil the  
grates. Preheat the grill for  
10 minutes. 
 If the veggie-burger 

package has grilling 
instructions, follow them. If 
no instructions are provided, 
cook burgers for about  
5 minutes per side. 

 Flip burgers carefully and 
just once, halfway through 
cooking, to keep them from 
falling apart. 

Overall, we found that 
grilling improved the veggie 

burgers’ texture, giving both 
the meatlike and the grain- 
and vegetable-based patties 
a crisper exterior. Grilling also 
can add deeper browned 
flavor notes. 

AMY’S ALL  
AMERICAN ⁄€

$1.40 per 2½-ounce patty. 
Calories 140 | Fat 3.5 g 
Sodium 390 mg 
Fiber 4 g | Protein 13 g
Flavorful, with spicy heat 
and onion, garlic, chili 
powder, and cumin. 

DR. PRAEGER’S 
CALIFORNIA ⁄€

$1 per 2¾-ounce patty. 
Calories 110 | Fat 5 g 
Sodium 250 mg 
Fiber 4 g | Protein 5 g
Lots of vegetable pieces; 
tastes mostly of edamame 
and pea. Moist, but a  
bit mushy.

SUNSHINE BURGERS 
QUARTER POUND 
ORIGINAL €
$2.60 per 4-ounce patty. 
Calories 360 | Fat 21 g 
Sodium 300 mg 
Fiber 6 g | Protein 12 g
Tastes of grains, sunflower 
seeds, and vegetables. 
Slightly sweet and salty. 

OVERALL  
SCORE 

OVERALL  
SCORE 

OVERALL  
SCORE 

An Easy Homemade Option
Our recipe starts with a simple base that you can make into two  
types of burgers: black bean and corn or carrot and parsley. 

 1. Make the base.  
Heat 1 teaspoon 
olive oil in nonstick 
skillet over medium 
heat. Sauté ¼ cup 
each finely chopped 
onion and red pepper 
and 1 clove minced 
garlic until soft, 4 to 5 
minutes. Place in large 
bowl and add 1¼ cup 
cooked quinoa, ½ cup 
panko breadcrumbs, 
1 egg, ½ cup grated 
sharp cheddar or 
Monterey Jack cheese, 
and ⅛ teaspoon each 
salt and black pepper. 

2. Choose  
your style.  
Black bean and corn: 
Add ½ cup black 
beans, ½ cup corn, 
¼ cup chopped 
cilantro, and  
½ teaspoon chili 
powder. 
Carrot and parsley: 
Add 1 cup grated 
carrot, 1 tablespoon 
tahini, 2 teaspoons 
fresh lemon juice, 
½ teaspoon cumin, 
¼ cup chopped 
parsley.

3. Chill and cook. 
With wet hands 
gently form six 
patties. Refrigerate 
uncovered until 
firm, at least  
30 minutes or up  
to 4 hours. Heat  
1 tablespoon olive 
oil in nonstick skillet 
over medium heat. 
Cook until browned 
on one side, about 
5 minutes. Flip  
and cook about  
5 minutes more. 

4. Top and serve. 
Top black bean 
burgers with salsa 
and avocado.  
Top carrot burgers 
with tzatziki. 

NUTRITION  
PER BURGER 
Black bean:  
Calories 180 | Fat 8 g   
Sodium 210 mg  
Fiber 3 g | Protein 7 g  
Carrot:  
Calories 170 | Fat 9 g   
Sodium 150 mg  
Fiber 2 g 
Protein 6 g
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Fresh From
the Farm
Ripe and delicious summer fruits and vegetables are the  
stars of these scrumptiously simple recipe ideas.

Burgers, barbecued ribs, hot dogs, ice 
cream, potato salad. These summer classics 
taste good but aren’t always so healthy 
because of their high fat and calorie content. 
But this season brings an abundance of 
fresh, flavorful fruits and vegetables—and 
there are many ways to serve them that 
require minimal prep time. These five 
simple and delicious dishes will help you 
“healthy up” your warm-weather menus.

1 | Tomatoes and
Fresh Mozzarella 
A red tomato’s hue comes from 
lycopene, an antioxidant that 
may reduce the risk of cancer, 
heart disease, and stroke. A 
review of studies in the journal 
Medicine found that men who 
ate 9 to 21 mg of lycopene per 
day (a medium tomato has 
almost 4 mg) were less likely to 
develop prostate cancer. Fresh 
mozzarella is lower in calories 
and fat than some other cheeses, 
and the fat it contains aids 
lycopene absorption. 

TRY IT Serve sliced tomatoes 
topped with cheese and fresh 
basil, perhaps with bread. 
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 TIP 

Pair thick tomato 
slices with thinner 
pieces of fresh 
mozzarella to 
keep fat and 
calories in check.
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Good-for-You Cooking

 TIP 

Add zest to basic 
guacamole with 
add-ins like red 
onion, tomato, 
peppers, parsley, 
cilantro, cumin, or 
chili powder.
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Check Your Pulses
Pulses—more commonly 
known as beans and lentils—
are as well-suited to summer 
salads as they are to hearty 
soups. Every serving packs an 
array of nutrients, including 
antioxidants, folate, iron, 
potassium. And they’re an 
especially good source of 
protein and fiber: 9 grams of 
protein and about 8 grams  
of fiber per half-cup, cooked. 

Numerous studies have 
established a link between 
increased pulse consumption 
and weight loss. In fact, a  
review of findings from 
21 randomized controlled  
trials published in the American 
Journal of Clinical Nutrition 
concluded that eating more 

beans and lentils leads  
to weight loss, even for  
people who weren’t actively  
cutting calories. Higher 
pulse consumption has also 
been linked to better blood 
sugar (glucose) regulation, 
lower blood pressure, lower 
cholesterol levels, and a 
reduced risk of diabetes, heart 
disease, and certain cancers.

And there’s more good news: 
Pulses are a sustainable crop, 
requiring only about 43 gallons 
of water per pound to produce, 
compared with 800 to 1,800 
gallons to produce a pound of 
animal protein. They have a 
low carbon footprint, serve as 
a natural fertilizer by enriching 
the soil in which they’re grown, 

and can withstand drought 
and frost. And a serving of 
protein-rich pulses costs only 
about 10 cents to produce;  
it’s almost $1.50 for a serving 
of beef. 

Ready to eat more pulses? 
Cynthia Sass, R.D., the author 
of “Slim Down Now: Shed 
Pounds and Inches With 
Pulses—The New Superfood,” 
(Harper Collins, 2016), has 
some ideas. Add black beans 
to tacos or gazpacho, make 
a lentil salad with chopped 
veggies and vinaigrette, 
replace half the regular flour 
in your favorite chocolate-chip 
cookie recipe with chickpea 
flour, or add white beans  
to your favorite smoothie mix.

2  | Grilled Fruits and Vegetables 
You can grill almost any produce—even  
lettuce. It brings out the sweetness. 
TRY IT Nectarines, peaches, and plums are 
particularly tasty when grilled. And they’re a 
healthy way to satisfy your sweet tooth, alone  
or with a dollop of ice cream or whipped cream. 
Slice them in half, remove the pit, and place 
on the grill, cut side down. Or make kebobs by 
threading skewers with vegetables or fruits. 

3  | Bean and Corn Salad
This duo is low in fat and high  
in filling fiber, which can help you 
manage cholesterol and blood 
sugar. For more on the many 
delicious nutrition benefits of 
beans (and lentils), see “Check 
Your Pulses,” below.
TRY IT Toss beans and corn  
in a little dressing and any fresh 
herbs you like. You can add other 
ingredients, such as avocado, 
peppers, and tomatoes. Many 
recipes call for black beans,  
which have 8 grams of fiber  
per half-cup.

4  | Gazpacho 
Tomatoes star in this high-fiber 
chilled soup. Other ingredients 
can include cucumbers, garlic, 
onions, and fresh herbs. Some 
recipes even call for watermelon. 
The soup has lycopene and the 
amino acid citrulline, which some 
evidence suggests may improve 
blood circulation.

TRY IT Blend fresh tomatoes  
and the other ingredients in a 
food processor or blender;  
for creaminess, add avocado.  
Stir in cooked corn, fish, or  
shrimp if you like. 

5  | Guacamole 
Avocados are packed with 
healthy monounsaturated  
fat, fiber, and vitamins C  
and K. A review of 10 studies  
in the Journal of Clinical 
Lipidology found that using 
avocado instead of other  
fats appears to reduce total  
and LDL (bad) cholesterol  
and triglycerides. 
TRY IT Instead of tortilla chips,  
try pairing guacamole  
with healthier dippers such as 
vegetables, whole-grain crackers 
or pita bread, or shrimp.  
Use it as a side dish or topping  
for sandwiches and turkey 
burgers. You can also add it to 
eggs, salads, and soups.
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Kitchen 
Upgrades 
That Really 
Cook
The right appliances can make it easier to enjoy fresh foods 
and home-cooked meals. Here’s our expert advice on buying 
all the kitchen essentials, plus our top product picks.

The kitchen is often referred to as the heart of 
the home. Indeed, it affects the health of that 
organ—and the rest of your body—in ways you 
might not expect. A well-appointed kitchen can 
definitely promote healthy eating habits, from 
supplying your diet with fruits and vegetables 
to making it easier to prepare more meals 
yourself instead of going out to eat or ordering 
in. If you’re in the market for a new refrigerator, 
range, cooktop, oven, or gas grill, Consumer 
Reports can help you make the best choices for 
your home and your health. Read on for our 
experts’ buying advice and top product picks.
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Our lab tests have confirmed 
that the refrigerators that 
are best at preserving food 
are those that maintain 
steady temperature and 
humidity. And one feature 
does more than any other 
to create optimal climate 
conditions. It’s called dual- 
evaporator cooling.

Typical refrigerators use a 
single evaporator, or cooling 
coil, in the freezer section, 
alongside a circulating fan. 
When a cooler temperature 
is needed in the refrigerator 
section, additional air is 
diverted into the fridge from 
the freezer section through a 
damper positioned between 
the two compartments.

Single evaporators come 
with two big trade-offs. First, 
the evaporator must operate 
at cold temperatures to 
keep food frozen. But that 
removes moisture from the 
air, and the cold, dry freezer 
air lowers humidity levels 
in the refrigerator section, 
which is bad for many foods. 
Second, odors can migrate 
between the two chambers, 
causing your ice cubes to 
taste like salmon or other 
smelly foods in the fridge.

Dual-evaporative models 
take care of both problems 
by creating two distinct 
climates, one for the freezer 
and one for the fridge. The 
feature used to be available 
only on top-of-the-line 
refrigerators, but now it’s 
moving to more price ranges. 

If the model you 
want doesn’t have dual 
evaporators, don’t worry. All 
our top picks keep the fresh 
food compartment at 37° F, 
which should protect most 
foods from spoilage and 
foodborne illness. 

BLOMBERG BRFT1522SS
68Hx28Wx26D $1,000

Our top-rated top-
freezer refrigerator 
shone in our tests, with 
excellent temperature 
performance and very 
good temperature 
uniformity, energy 
efficiency, and noise—but 
fell short on ice making 
and crisper performance. 
It does not have dual 
evaporators.
blombergappliances.us

LG LDC24370ST
69Hx33Wx33D $1,610

This top-rated bottom-
freezer fridge stood out, 
thanks to its excellent 
temperature performance, 
temperature uniformity, 
energy efficiency, and 
noise. Icemaking and 
crisper performance were 
good, and it has spillproof 
shelves—but no dual 
evaporators.
lg.com

GE PROFILE PSS28KSHSS
70Hx36Wx33D $2,200

Overall, this was a 
very good refrigerator, 
with excellent scores 
for temperature 
performance, noise, 
and ease of use, and 
very good temperature 
uniformity and energy 
efficiency. It includes an 
external water dispenser 
and dual evaporators.
ge.com

�
OVERALL 
SCORE

69 �
OVERALL 
SCORE

85 �
OVERALL 
SCORE
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LG LFXS32766S 
69Hx33Wx34D $3,510

Our top-rated three-
door French-door fridge 
was exceptionally quiet 
and impressed our 
testers with its excellent 
temperature performance 
and uniformity. It had 
very good energy 
efficiency and crisper 
performance and has 
dual evaporators.
lg.com

LG LMXS30746S
69Hx36Wx36D $3,330

This four-door French-
door refrigerator doesn’t 
have dual evaporators, 
but it boasts exceptional 
temperature control, 
energy efficiency, and 
quietness. The middle 
drawer has separate 
temperature settings for 
meat/seafood, drinks,  
deli meats, and wine. 
lg.com

THERMADOR FREEDOM 
COLLECTION T36BT810NS
84Hx36Wx25D $8,000

This model topped 
our ratings of built-in 
refrigerators, thanks to 
its excellent scores for 
temperature performance, 
temperature uniformity, 
and noise. Energy 
efficiency was very 
good, and it has dual 
compressors and dual 
evaporators.
thermador.com

�
OVERALL 
SCORE

87 �
OVERALL 
SCORE

84 �
OVERALL 
SCORE
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The Freshest Refrigerators
Ensure that all those good-for-you fruits and vegetables stay fresher longer by choosing a fridge with 
excellent temperature performance, like any of our recommended models, below.

Top-Freezer Bottom-Freezer Side-by-Side

Three-Door  
French-Door

Four-Door  
French-Door

Built-in  
French Door

82 EAT HEALTHY  CR.ORG



The more bells and whistles 
a range has, the higher its 
price. And more extras don’t 
necessarily mean better 
performance or reliability. 

Our advice: Zero in on the 
features that increase safety, 
save time, add convenience, 
and fit your cooking style, 
and skip the rest. Here’s a 
look at popular features, in 
order of importance:

Essential 
High-power burners and 
elements are great for 
bringing water to a fast boil 
and for speedy stir-frying. 
Control lockouts let you 
disable the oven controls 
and are recommended when 
the control panel is at the 
front of the range, especially 
in homes with young kids. 
Hot-surface warning lights 
tell you when an electric 
heating element is hot. (One 
warning light per element is 
best, though one overall light 
will probably cost less.) 

Nice to Have 
Oval gas burners or electric 
bridge elements can 
accommodate elongated 
pans. Most smoothtops have 
one or more elements that 
can be adjusted for different 
pot sizes.
Convection can speed up 
baking and roasting, and 
improve browning. 
A warming drawer helps 
during large gatherings or 
when feeding stragglers. 

Skippable 
WiFi-enabled ranges let you 
remotely preheat the oven, 
change the temperature, 
and more. But for safety’s 
sake, it’s better to be close 
by when the range is on. 

SAMSUNG NE58F9710WS
(30-inch) $1,800

Our top electric 
smoothtop range is a 
slide-in model that gives 
a built-in look. The range 
has one oven cavity and 
a single door but comes 
with a divider that splits 
the oven in two. The 
partition lets you cook  
at different temperatures 
simultaneously. 
samsung.com

KENMORE 95052
(30-inch) $1,000

This top-rated 
freestanding smoothtop 
range has four cooktop 
elements, including two 
high power. This range  
excelled at simmering  
and baking. Even self-
cleaning was superb. Oven  
capacity is large, and  
this range has convection 
and a warming drawer.
kenmore.com

KENMORE 95073
(30-inch) $1,700

Like all tested induction 
models, this superb 
Kenmore delivers fast 
cooktop heat and precise 
simmering. The large 
oven offers impressive 
baking and broiling, and 
excelled at self-cleaning. 
It has a convection option 
and a warming drawer. 
kenmore.com

�
OVERALL 
SCORE

87 �
OVERALL 
SCORE

89

SAMSUNG NY58J9850WS
(30-inch) $3,010

This slide-in dual-fuel 
range pairs a gas cooktop 
with an electric oven. It 
delivered fast cooktop 
heat and was superb at 
simmering and broiling. 
Baking was impressive. 
A slide-in partition 
converts the oven to two 
cavities with separate 
temperature controls.
samsung.com

SAMSUNG NX58F5700WS
(30-inch) $1,530

This top-rated gas range 
is stylish and, unlike 
most gas ranges tested, 
offers fast cooktop heat 
and superb baking. Even 
broiling was impressive—
not something most gas 
ranges ace. It features 
convection in the oven 
and a warming drawer.
samsung.com

KITCHENAID KDRS407VSS
(30-inch) $4,140

This 30-inch pro-style 
outperformed all others, 
making it the only 
recommended model 
of the group. A dual-
fuel range, it pairs a 
gas cooktop with an 
electric oven, delivering 
impressive performance 
overall. But the oven  
is small and broiling was 
mediocre.
kitchenaid.com

�
OVERALL 
SCORE

79 �
OVERALL 
SCORE

79 �
OVERALL 
SCORE
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Ranges of Options
The latest models have powerful burners or cooking elements to get pots boiling quickly, and many offer two 
ovens for more versatility. Here’s the lowdown on the features you really need and which pricey extras to skip.

Electric Smoothtop  
Double-Oven 

Electric Smoothtop  
Single-Oven 

Electric Induction  
Single-Oven 

Dual-Fuel  
Double-Oven 

Gas  
Single-Oven 

Pro-Style  
Dual-Fuel  

�
OVERALL 
SCORE

85
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Good-for-You Cooking

Unlike with a range, you can 
separate stovetop cooking 
from oven tasks, alleviating 
congestion in a busy kitchen. 
Adding a cooktop to an 
island lets you chat with 
guests as you prep your 
meal, and placing a wall 
oven higher on a wall makes 
it easier to move pans in and 
out. But these convenient 
options can come at a price 
because cooktop-wall  
oven combos usually cost 
more than a range.

For starters, ditching a 
range in favor of a built-in 
cooktop and wall oven  
will mean buying new 
cabinetry to accommodate 
the appliances, not to 
mention the added cost 
of running new gas or 
electric lines and installing 
a new ventilation hood or 
downdraft system for  
the cooktop.

Plan on spending $700 to 
$900 on a good gas cooktop 
or $500 to $1,000 on electric 
models (see our top picks 
at right). The price of either 
type can easily climb to 
$1,200, or up to $2,000 for 
an induction cooktop.

For a single wall oven 
you’ll want to budget up to 
$1,500 more than the cost  
of a range, and a double 
oven can cost $2,000 to 
$3,000 more. But the real 
budget blow is the cost 
of additional cabinets to 
accommodate a cooktop 
and wall oven. In addition 
to a wall oven cabinet, you’ll 
need 30 to 36 inches of 
additional base cabinets  
for the cooktop—a cost that 
can quickly climb into the 
thousands.

WHIRLPOOL WOS92EC0AH
(30-inch) $1,500

�CR BEST BUY

Superb broiling, 
impressive baking, a  
large oven, and an 
effective self-cleaning 
cycle helped put this 
model on the top of our 
ratings. Performance  
and price make it a CR 
Best Buy. 
whirlpool.com

WHIRLPOOL WOS51EC0AS
(30-inch) $1,300 

�CR BEST BUY

Though it lacks 
convection, the large 
oven evenly browned 
cakes and cookies. It  
was excellent at broiling 
and aced our self-
cleaning tests. Price  
and performance make  
it a CR Best Buy. 
whirlpool.com

WHIRLPOOL WOD93EC0AS*
(30-inch) $2,350

This double wall oven 
offers very good baking 
prowess, excellent 
broiling and self-cleaning 
performance, and large 
oven windows. Oven 
capacity is large, and the 
top oven has a convection 
option, which can speed 
up cooking.
whirlpool.com

�
OVERALL 
SCORE

80 �
OVERALL 
SCORE

72 �
OVERALL 
SCORE

80

Convenient Combinations
For design flexibility in the kitchen, you can’t beat the pairing of a cooktop and wall oven.  
Here’s what to look for in both appliances, plus our top three picks for each.

Single Electric  
Wall Oven

Single Electric  
Wall Oven

Double Electric  
Wall Oven 

*The performance of this model is based on the tested oven in the single electric wall oven category.

KITCHENAID KECC604BBL
(30-inch) $900

Fast heating and 
precise simmering put 
this KitchenAid 30-inch 
electric smoothtop 
ahead of the others in 
this group. It has four 
elements, including 
two high-powered for 
fast heating and one 
that’s expandable to 
accommodate larger  
pots and pans.
kitchenaid.com

GE CAFÉ CHP9530
(30-inch) $1,800

Top-rated, this 30-inch 
induction cooktop  
scored 99 out of 100, 
delivering precise 
simmering and fast 
heat. It has four burners, 
including three high-
power. The two left 
burners can be used as 
one large burner when 
cooking with a griddle  
or another big pan. 
ge.com

WHIRLPOOL WCG97US0DS
(30-inch) $900

Top-rated, this 30-inch 
gas cooktop has five 
burners, including one 
high power. It wasn’t  
the fastest of this group, 
but simmering was 
superb. The grates are 
hinged at the back of  
the cooktop so that you 
can lift for cleaning. 
whirlpool.com

�
OVERALL 
SCORE

80
Electric  
Smoothtop  
Cooktop

Electric  
Induction  
Cooktop 

Gas  
Cooktop �

OVERALL 
SCORE

94 �
OVERALL 
SCORE

99
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Whether you are a first-time 
buyer or a seasoned grill 
master looking to replace 
your current grill, there’s  
a gas grill to fit every 
cooking style and budget.  
So here’s the lowdown on 
high heat, plus CR’s picks 
from the 100 grills we tested. 

Shopping Smarts
When shopping, you’ll 
want to carefully check the 
construction of the grill. 
Look at—even jostle—the 
assembled grill from several 
points to test sturdiness; 
the more stable, the better. 
Check the cart, wheels, 
lid, and firebox. Stainless-
steel carts with seamless 
construction and welded 
joints are usually sturdier 
than painted-steel carts 
assembled with nuts and 
bolts. Wheels or casters  
at all four corners make a 
grill easier to maneuver.  
And wheels with a full axle 
are better than those  
bolted to the frame.

Recipe for Safety
Again, grill stability is 
important because it can 
prevent tipping. Avoid grills 
with sharp metal corners  
and edges. Test the handle: 
Your knuckles or fingers 
shouldn’t be too close to 
the hot lid. And although 
some flame flare is normal, 
the greater the distance 
between the grates and 
burners or flavorizer bars, 
the fewer the sustained 
flare-ups.

Q  | I know you 
shouldn’t char meat 
to avoid a cancer 
risk. But I just heard 
a warning about 
potatoes, too. What 
gives? 

“Cooking potatoes to 
a deep brown creates 
a compound called 
acrylamide, which, at 
high levels, has been 
shown to cause cancer 
in animal studies,” 
says Amy Keating, 
one of our registered 
dietitians. The World 

Health Organization 
considers acrylamide 
to be a “probable 
human carcinogen,” 
although it and other 
health agencies say 
that more studies are 
needed to determine 
what levels might pose 
a risk. 

To play it safe, be 
careful how you cook 
potatoes. Baking, 
grilling, and roasting 
can cause acrylamide 
to form, but frying 
produces the most. 

An easy way to 

prepare potatoes at 
a cookout is to wrap 
them in aluminum foil 
before grilling. That 
will steam them, and 
steaming doesn’t 
produce acrylamide. 
Neither does boiling. If 
you’re slicing potatoes, 
rinse the slices in 
water before cooking, 
which will also reduce 
acrylamide formation. 
And aim for a golden 
light-brown color—no 
darker—according to 
the Food and Drug 
Administration.

FROM OUR EXPERTS

Safer Grilled Potatoes

Amy Keating 
Registered Dietitian

Barbecue Champions
There’s nothing like a backyard cookout—and it’s a good way to pump up the flavor of vegetables, fruits,  
and meats without adding a lot of extra fat. But first you’ll need to pick the right gas grill.

NAPOLEON PRESTIGE  
PRO 665RSIB
$3,200

Overall this grill was 
very good, delivering 
impressive evenness, and 
superb temperature range 
and indirect cooking. 
Preheating was just good 
after 10 minutes, so you’ll 
want to preheat longer  
to speed up cooking and 
get nice sear marks. 
napoleongrills.com

NEXGRILL 720-0830H 
(Home Depot) $270

�CR BEST BUY

A CR Best Buy, this 
midsized gas grill was 
superb in preheating 
performance, meaning 
after 10 minutes you can 
toss burgers on the grill 
and they’ll start sizzling. 
The grill was also superb 
in heat evenness.
homedepot.com

HUNTINGTON 630124
$140

�CR BEST BUY

This CR Best Buy offers 
very good overall 
performance at an 
appealing price, including 
impressive evenness 
when preheating, and 
cooking on low and high. 
Temperature range  
and indirect cooking  
were impressive. 
huntingtonbbq.com

�
OVERALL 
SCORE

77 �
OVERALL 
SCORE

74
Large  
Gas Grill

Midsized  
Gas Grill

Small  
Gas Grill�

OVERALL 
SCORE

72

$ CR BEST BUY  
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Inside 

 88
Dinner on Your Doorstep 
Meal-kit delivery services 
are a popular new category. 
Check out what our experts 
found about their taste, 
value, nutrition, and more. 

 98
Meals From the  
(Super) Market 
Grocery store prepared 
foods are convenient, but 
how good—and good for 
you—are these meals? Here’s 
what our tests revealed.

 106
What to Eat (and Not)  
at the Mall 
Next time you’re hungry 
at the mall, look for these 
healthier, tasty options.
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Dinner  
on Your  
Doorstep

There you are, at the end of a long 
workday, standing in front of an open 
refrigerator that’s crammed with 
unappealing leftovers and some past-their-
prime veggies, wondering “What in the 
world am I going to make for dinner?” For 
a growing number of Americans, meal 
kit delivery services provide the answer. 
Every week, you pick several meals from 
an ever-changing list of offerings on a 
company’s website, and a few days later 
a box packed with chilled, premeasured 
ingredients and detailed cooking 
instructions arrives on your doorstep. 

Meal kit services such as Blue Apron and Plated  
are starting a quiet revolution in the way Americans  
make dinner. We put their easy, fresh, and tasty  
claims to the test. 
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Eating Out & Ordering In

It’s a trend that began in 2012, then took 
off. These services are now a $400  
million market that’s projected to 
increase tenfold in the next five years, 
according to Technomic, a research 
and consulting firm for the food 
industry. Today there are more than 
100 meal kit companies in the U.S., 
and new ones are springing up all the 
time. Just recently, Martha Stewart and 
then Ayesha Curry (wife of the NBA star 
Stephen Curry) announced they were 
getting into the delivery business. Even 
The New York Times offers one where 
you can get the ingredients for recipes 
on its cooking website.
What’s the big appeal? “The 
convenience of these kits is attractive, 
but freshness is also very important,” 
says Darren Seifer, a food and 
beverage industry analyst at the NPD 
Group. “Some consumers, especially 
millennials, are willing to spend more 
time preparing food because they value 
freshness, but they still want to get out 
of the kitchen fairly quickly.” 

So do the kits deliver on the easy, 
healthy, and fresh fronts? Our food 
and nutrition experts—all admittedly 
experienced cooks—ordered from five 
popular kit services to try them. We 
also asked 57 meal kit users (some 
of whom describe themselves as 
beginners in the kitchen) to tell us 
about their experience.

Are They Healthy?
“A lot of the marketing for these kits 
focuses on ‘freshness,’ so there’s  
a perception that the meals are also 
healthy,” says Kimberly Gudzune, M.D., 
M.P.H., an obesity-medicine expert 
and assistant professor at the Johns 
Hopkins University School  
of Medicine. The ingredients we got 
were indeed fresh, but not all of  
the services provided enough nutrition 

info for their meals. HelloFresh listed 
the most—calories, fat, saturated fat, 
carbohydrates, protein, fiber, sodium, 
and sugars—on their recipe cards.  
Others provided only calories. (See  
“Our At-a-Glance Guide,” on the facing  
page, for details.) In determining  
how healthy the meals were, our experts 
looked at calories, fat, saturated fat, 
and sodium. If a company didn’t 
provide data for one of those nutrients, 
we calculated it using a nutritional 
database program.

Most of the meals included a generous 
amount of vegetables. For example, 
Green Chef’s recipes had 2 ½ to 4 ½ 
cups (before cooking) per serving. 
But that wasn’t a given: Blue Apron’s 
Pork Tteokbokki Asparagus with Spicy 
Black Bean Sauce had just five spears 
of asparagus for two people. Plant-food 
based Purple Carrot included only 
4 ounces of raw spinach for its Spinach 
Risotto. Lesson learned: When ordering 
meals, choose those that supply a good 
amount of a variety of veggies.

Our biggest nutrition concern was 
the high sodium content of many  
of the meals. “That’s what I worry 
about,” Gudzune says, “especially 
for people who are 50 and older, who 
are at greater risk for heart disease, 
hypertension, and stroke.” 

Almost every recipe we tested called 
for seasoning the ingredients with salt 
several times—as many as five times 
for one recipe. It’s no wonder that we 
found that half of the dishes had more 
than 770 mg of sodium, or more than  
a third of the maximum recommended 
daily intake of 2,300 mg. Ten of the 

dishes had more than 1,000 mg per 
serving. We also found that using the 
salt shaker less didn’t make the meals 
any less tasty. So don’t add salt every 
time a recipe calls for it, or use just  
a dash or two. 

Of course, how much you eat of each 
meal changes the nutrition profile, too. 
If you can squeeze a third portion out 
of a meal for two, you’ll certainly cut 
calories, fat, and sodium. We found that 
some of the meals were large enough to 
allow for that, and most of the kit users 
on our panel said they were satisfied 
with the amount on their plates. But 
there were a few men who thought the 
meals were on the skimpy side. “The 
portions are just right for me but a little 
light for my husband,” said a woman  
on our user panel. 

Do They Taste Good?
Yes! Twenty-four of the 27 recipes we 
tested received an Excellent or a Very 
Good score for taste. What’s more,  
they may be a smart way to broaden 
your family’s palate.

“A meal delivery service is a great 
way to try new things,” says Amy 
Keating, R.D., who oversaw our 
testing. They offer several recipes with 
ingredients that may be unfamiliar  
to some people, such as Korean  
rice cakes, hemp herb dressing, udon 
noodles, and poblano peppers.

Some consumers, especially Gen  
Xers and baby boomers, are driven to 
use the kits to escape a cuisine comfort 
zone, according to Michael Joseph, 
founder and chief executive of Green 
Chef, one of two services with an 
Excellent rating in our testing. “They’re 
going to the same restaurants and 
making the same meals at home,” he 
says. Practically every person on our 
user panel said they liked being able to 
explore different flavors. 

When ordering 
meals, chose 
those that  
supply a good 
amount of a  
variety of veggies.
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Our At-a-Glance Guide
All of the factors below, except characteristics of note, were taken into account in determining 
our overall scores. The information in each section is based on each service’s basic plan for 
three meals per week for two people.   

Overall Score 5 5 4 4 4
Average 
price per 
portion 

$9.99
(Classic Plan)

$11.99 
plus $9 per box for ship-
ping, which adds $1.50/per 
portion (Omnivore plan).

$12 $11.33 $9.99

Number of 
recipes to choose 
from each week 

6 
Also offers Family and 
Vegetarian plans.

6 
Also offers Carnivore, 
Gluten-Free, Paleo, Vegan, 
and Vegetarian plans.

11 
Can add dessert for 
$4 per portion.

No choice of meals; 
everyone gets the same 
three recipes selected by 
the company per week. 

6
Also offers a 
Family plan.

Ingredient 
freshness

Four instances of 
produce with very minor  
blemishes.

Majority of food was 
fresh/unblemished.

Majority of food was 
fresh/unblemished.

Majority of food was 
fresh/unblemished.

Majority of food was 
fresh/unblemished. 

Nutrition 
notes

On average, lowest 
in calories, fat (tie), and 
sodium. Recipe card 
listed the most nutri-
tional information. 

Highest in fiber (tie) and 
lowest in fat (tie), on aver-
age. Recipe card listed 
calorie info; an expanded 
nutrition profile can be 
found online. Recipes had 
the most vegetables. All in-
gredients are certified 
organic. Meat and poultry 
are raised without antibiot-
ics. No GMOs or hormones.

Highest average fat (tie)
and sodium content. 
Recipe card listed calorie 
info; an expanded nutri-
tion profile is online. 
Meat and poultry raised 
without antibiotics. 

Vegan. Highest aver-
age fat content (tie) but 
lowest in saturated fat. 
Highest in fiber (tie). Rec-
ipe cards listed calories, 
carbohydrates, fat, and 
protein (nothing online).  
All recipes contained 
whole grains or legumes. 
Company claims ingre-
dients are often organic. 
No GMOs. 

Some recipes were on 
the high side for fat. 
Recipe card provided 
information only on 
calories (nothing online). 
Company claims ingredi-
ents are often organic.

Tasting 
notes 

All very appetizing. 
This service had more 
standard fare than 
the others. 

Earned second-highest 
marks for taste.

Earned the highest 
marks for taste. Our tast-
ers said they would make 
every recipe again.

Recipes were tasty but 
not as impressive overall 
as those from the higher-
rated services.

Recipes were tasty but 
not as impressive overall 
as those from the higher-
rated services.

Ease of 
preparation
(1 = very difficult, 
7 = very easy) 

6.5 6 6 6.5 5.8

Average 
number of 
cooking 
utensils used 
per recipe 

10 
Recipe card had a 
detailed but not com-
plete list of equipment 
needed up front.

12 
Recipe card had a 
thorough list of equipment 
needed up front.

10 
Recipe card had a small 
list of the equipment 
needed up front, focus-
ing mostly on pots 
and pans.  

11 
Recipe card didn’t list 
equipment needed 
up front. 

10 
Recipe card didn’t list 
equipment needed 
up front. 

Average 
time to get 
dinner on 
the table

Company claims recipes 
take 30 minutes or less, 
but three took 8-15 
minutes longer. 

Times listed on the recipe 
cards were 20-45 minutes, 
but some meals took about 
30-40 minutes.

Times listed on the 
recipe cards were 20-45 
minutes, but most meals 
took 5-10 minutes less.

Meals took 30-40 
minutes to prepare, close 
to the times on the 
recipe cards. 

Times listed on the 
recipe cards were 25-60 
minutes, but most meals 
took 5-10 minutes less. 

Characteristics 
of note

Had the fewest ethnic-
inspired dishes. Aver-
aged 31 packaging items 
per box, including 
8 plastic bags and 4 
plastic containers. 
Company claims most 
packaging is 
biodegradable, 
recyclable, or reusable.

Recipes often had pre-
made, unique, high-quality 
sauces/ingredients. Recipe 
cards didn’t list ingredient 
amounts. Averaged 
37 packaging items per 
box, including 22 plastic 
bags and 6 plastic contain-
ers. Company claims most 
packaging is recyclable, 
compostable, or reusable.

Offered descriptive tags 
on recipes (Vegetar-
ian, Quick Prep, Low-
Calorie, Test-Kitchen 
Pick, etc.). Averaged 39 
packaging items per 
box, including 22 plastic 
bags and 10 plastic 
containers. Company 
claims most packaging 
is recyclable, reusable, or 
compostable.

Averaged 29 packaging 
items per box, includ-
ing 20 plastic bags 
and 3 plastic contain-
ers. Company claims 
most packaging is 
reusable, recyclable, or 
biodegradable.

Had the most ethnic-
inspired dishes and the 
least expensive plan. 
Averaged 31 packaging 
items per box, including 
14 plastic bags and 
7 plastic containers. 
Company claims all 
packaging is biodegrad-
able or recyclable. You 
can return all materials 
to the company free. 

1      2      3      4      5
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Get the Most Out of Your Meals
Consider these six facts about meal kits before you dig in.  

 Most services let you 
select your meals. You pay 
the same price no matter 
which dishes you order, so 
choose those that center 
on pricier fare, say, salmon 
vs. a veggie pasta. 
 You need to log in 

regularly. If you don’t pick 
the meals you want, the 
service will choose for you. 
And if you’ll be away and 
forget to cancel for the 

week, a box will arrive at 
your house. 
 You need to keep some 

basic ingredients on 
hand, such as eggs, salt, 
pepper, and olive oil. 
Plated sends email weekly 
to let you know what you 
have to add.  
 Be prepared to do the 

cooking. On average, 
there were six steps 
and 10 utensils required 

per recipe, though the 
instructions and photos 
on the recipe cards make 
the dishes practically 
foolproof. Most meals 
took 30 to 45 minutes, 
start to finish.
 Meal prep is a big 

factor. You’ll be chopping, 
sautéing, and more, so 
don’t plan on there being 
downtime to help with 
homework. 

How We 
Test 

Consumer Reports evaluated 
five meal kit services that 
deliver nationally: Blue Apron, 
Green Chef, HelloFresh, Plated, 
and Purple Carrot (not included 
in the chart, opposite). Using 
our secret shoppers, we ordered 
every meal* available in each 
service’s two-person plan during 
a single week, for a total of 27 
meals. The weeks were chosen 
randomly. Our food-testing 
team then prepared the recipes 
in our test kitchen without 
using any special equipment. 
A panel of professional 
tasters sampled every dish. 
Our dietitians scrutinized the 
nutritional content for the dishes 
and reviewed the nutritional 
information for a month’s worth 
of each service’s meal options. 
Meals that were at or below 
670 calories, 22 grams of fat, 
and 770 milligrams of sodium 
were considered to be healthier 
based on one-third of a day’s 
nutrition for a 2,000-calorie diet. 
Because budgeting is important 
to every family, we also wanted 
to compare the meal kit costs 
vs. supermarket pricing if you 
shopped for everything yourself. 
So we bought the ingredients 
for five meals—one from each 
service—and calculated the 
cost of the amount of each 
ingredient used for one 
portion of a recipe. You can 
see the comparison at 
the bottom of each page.

What’s the Cost of Convenience?
All things being equal, you’ll usually 
pay much more per portion for a meal 
from one of these services than you 
would if you cooked the same meal 
with ingredients you bought yourself 
at a supermarket.  

But all things may not be equal. For 
example, if you have a cabinet full of 
spices you’ve used only once or you 
often throw away most of a bunch of 
parsley because a recipe calls for only 
¼ cup, these kits may actually be a 
good fi nancial deal because you aren’t 
buying more of an ingredient than 
you need. (Americans discard $165 
billion in food annually.)

In fact, one member of our user panel 
claimed that the meal kit service she 
subscribed to helped cut her grocery 
bill in half. And most of our panelists, 
whose annual income ranged from 
less than $25,000 to more than 
$150,000, considered meal kits to be 
a good value. 

In some cases, that value was linked 

to other factors in addition to a dollar-
to-dollar comparison. One woman 
noted, “It’s very pricey but worth it 
because I don’t have the time or the 
energy to plan meals out every week 
and grocery shop.” Another said, 
“I could get some of the ingredients for 
about $10, but the fact that I had never 
known about some of them made 
their discovery worth more.”

Perhaps the best news of all is that 
it’s pretty painless to check out one 
of these services. All of the ones we 
tested had introductory off ers. Terms 
change frequently, but as we went to 
press we found specials such as $20 
off , six meals for the price of two, and 
even a free week of meals. 

The services are fl exible, too. Most 
allow you to suspend a subscription 
for a week or more, or cancel it for 
any reason, provided you do so by a 
deadline. That fl exibility means you 
can order every other week, just one 
week per month, or on any other 
schedule that fi ts your lifestyle. 

*Except one from Green Chef.92 EAT HEALTHY  CR.ORG
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ti R

ice and A
sp

aragus

Mediterranean Butter Bean Salad with Feta

Dishes were easy to make, and the overall nutrition  
and taste were among the best.

Blackened Tilapia

Supermarket Estimated Cost Per Portion 

$5.37
Meal Delivery Service Cost Per Portion 

$9.99

price comparison

NOTES: Nutrition information was based on one portion of a recipe. Nutrition information for HelloFresh, Green Chef, and Plated was from the manufacturers. Calorie information was provided by Blue 
Apron; all other values were calculated using a nutrient database. Calories, carbohydrates, fat, and protein were provided by Purple Carrot; all other values were calculated using a nutrient database.
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Greek Chicken Bowl
price comparison

Supermarket Estimated Cost Per Portion

$10.94
Meal Delivery Service Cost Per Portion 

$13.49* 

Th
a

i C
urried S

a
lm

o
n w

ith B
ok C

hoy and R
ice N

oodle Veggie Salad

Greek Chicken Bowl with Cumin Rice

Veggie
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aj
ita
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ed
 V

eg
g
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 S

a
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d

CARBS 37 G, FIBER 14 G, SODIUM 571 MGCARBS 8

0 G, F
IBER 14

 G, SODIUM 767 MG

TA
ST

E 
SC

O
RE  

4  
CALORIES 7

96, FAT 37 G, SAT. FAT 20 G, PROTEIN 38 G, 

TA
S

T
E

 S
C

O
R

E  4
 CALORIES 711, FAT 21 G, SAT. FAT 3 G, PROTEIN 44 G,

TASTE SCORE  4  CALORIES 705, FAT 24 G, SAT. FAT 7 G, PROTEIN 64 G, 

TA
STE 

SC
O

RE 
 5

CA
LO

RI
ES

 5
47

, F
AT

 2
1 G

, S
AT

. F
AT

 8
 G

, P
RO

TE
IN

 18
 G

,

TASTE SCORE  5
 

CALORIES 645, FAT 32 G, SAT. FAT 6 G, PROTEIN 58 G,
Pr

im
av

er
a M

ac a
nd C

heese with Spinach Salad

CARBS 90 G, FIBER 9 G, SODIUM
 912 M

G

CARBS 59 G, FIBER 8 G, SODIUM 717 MG

CA
RB

S 7
1 G

, F
IB

ER
 11

 G
, S

OD
IU

M
 1,

11
9 

M
G

Steak Tapenade with Broccoli Slaw and Savory Squash
Featured all organic ingredients and creative recipes  

that were packed with vegetables.

*Includes per-portion cost of shipping.
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Best for taste, but nutritional value left  
a little to be desired.

Vietnamese-Style ‘Shaking Beef’

Supermarket Estimated Cost Per Portion 

$5.10
Meal Delivery Service Cost Per Portion 

$12

price comparison

PROTEIN 41 G
, C

ARBS 85 G, FIBER 5 G, SODIUM 1,420 MG

PR
OT

EI
N 

16
 G

, C
AR

BS
 4

7 
G,

 F
IB

ER
 14

 G
, S

OD
IU

M
 7

30
 M

G

B
lackened Fish Sandw

iches with Roasted Fingerlings
Cumin-Spiced Beef and Lamb with Long-Life Noodles

Mexican C
hicken a

nd R
ic

e 
Bow

ls
 w

ith
 T

om
at

ill
os

 

PROTEIN 21 G, CARBS 98 G, FIBER 7 G, SODI UM
 160 M

G

PROTEIN 26 G, CARBS 67 G, FIBER 11 G, SODIUM 1,680 MG
TASTE SCORE  4

CALORIES 720, FAT 39 G, SAT. FAT 7 G, 

TA
ST

E 
SC

O
R

E 
4

 C
AL

OR
IE

S 
46

0,
 F

AT
 2

5 
G,

 SA
T.

 FA
T 

3.
5 G

, 

TA
ST

E SC
O

R
E 5

 CALORIES 800, FAT 52 G, SAT. FAT 9 G,

TASTE SCORE 4 CALORIES 710, FAT 36 G, SAT. FAT 11 G, 

TASTE SCORE 4
 CALORIE

S 6
70

, F
AT

 2
8 

G,
 S

AT
. F

AT
 4

.5
 G

, 

TASTE SC
O

R
E 4

 CALORIES 760, FAT 29 G, SAT. FAT 10 G, 

TASTE SCORE 4 CALORIES 700, FAT 37 G, SAT. FAT 5 G, Vietn
amese

-Style ‘Shaking Beef’ with Brown Rice

Li
tt
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w
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h 

C
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y 

C
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 PROTEIN 49 G, CARBS 79 G, FIBER 13 G SODIUM 870 MG

PROTEIN 44 G, CARBS 77 G, FIBER 8 G, SODIUM 1,620 MG

PROTEIN 38 G, C
ARBS 8

8 G
, F
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ER

 7 
G,

 SO
DI

UM
 3

30
 M

G

C
ream

y Porcini Pa
sta w
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a
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g
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Quinoa Fried Rice with Mushrooms and Sugar Snap Peas 
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TA
S

T
E 

S
C

O
R

E 
3

CA
LO

RI
ES

 8
38

, F
AT

 4
0 

G,
 S

AT
. F

AT
 4

 G
, P

RO
TE

IN
 21

 G, C
ARBS 1

10 G, F
IBER 11 

G, SODIUM 341 MG TASTE SCORE 4  CALORIES 821, FAT 46 G, SAT. FAT 6 G, PROTEIN 35 G, CARBS 72 G, FIBER 10 G, SODIU
M

 1,587 M
G

Spinach Risotto with Spiced Chickpea Crumble

C
ri

sp
 P

ot
at

o 
an

d 
Po

bl
an

o 
Ta

co
s w

ith
 R

ed C
abbage Slaw

TASTE SCORE 4  CALORIES 598, FAT 18 G, SAT. FAT 2 G, PROTEIN 16 G, CARBS 91 G, FIBER 18 G, SODIUM 687 MG

Chinese Broccoli and Tofu w
ith Peanu

t Sau
ce

Interesting vegan recipes, but menu choices  
are preset for you.

Chinese Broccoli and Tofu

Supermarket Estimated Cost Per Portion 

$3.46
Meal Delivery Service Cost Per Portion 

$11.33

price comparison
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0 G, FIBER 18 G, SODIUM 497 MG
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Greek Pizza with Kalamata Olives and Feta Pork Tteokbokki with Asparagus a
nd Spicy B

la

ck
 B

ean 
Sa

uc
e

CARBS 109 G, FIBER 7 G, SODIU
M

 1,360 M
G

CARBS 73 G, FIBER 6 G, SODIUM 306 MG

TA
ST

E 
SCO

RE 3
 CALORIES 680, FAT 27 G, SAT. FAT 5 G, PROTEIN 12 G,

TA
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E 
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R

E 
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S 
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0,
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7 
G,
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. F
AT
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, P
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IN

 3
5 

G,

TASTE SCO
RE 4  CALORIES 740, FAT 31 G, SAT. FAT 13 G, PROTEIN 24 G, TASTE SCORE 4 CALORIES 700, FAT 36 G, SAT. FAT 12

 G, P
ROTEI

N 32
 G

,

TA
STE SC

O
R

E 4
 CALORIES 700, FAT 18 G, SAT. FAT 1 G, PROTEIN 16 G,

TASTE SCORE 3 CALORIES 740, FAT 15 G, SAT. FAT 5 G, PROTEIN 61 G,

 S
pic

ed Sw
eet P

ota
to

 and Poblano Tostadas with Guacamole

Cr
is

p
y 

C
o

d
 T

ac
o

s 
w

it
h 

C
h

ip
o

tl
e 

C
ab

b
ag

e 
Sl

aw

CARBS 73 G, FIBER 5 G, SODIUM 1,383 MG CARBS 70 G, FIBER 2.5 G, SODIUM 900 M
G

Fresh U
d

on N
o

o
d

le Stir-Fry w
ith

 A
sp

arag
u

s an
d

 Togarashi

Spring Chicken Fettuccine with Asparagus and Kale

The least expensive, with a couple of so-so recipes—and full  
nutritional information wasn’t available.

Spring Chicken Fettuccine

Supermarket Estimated Cost Per Portion 

$4.88
Meal Delivery Service Cost Per Portion 

$9.99

price comparison
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Meals 
From the 
(Super) 
Market

Barbecued pulled pork with garlicky 
greens. Spicy tuna rolls with avocado. 
Artichoke Asiago rice croquettes. Are 
they menu choices at a white-tablecloth 
restaurant? Not exactly. These days, 
you’re just as likely to find dishes like 
those available at your local supermarket. 
According to a recent survey of almost 
63,000 Consumer Reports subscribers, 
more than half buy meals at the  
fresh prepared-food counter of their  
local grocery store. 

What’s really in supermarket prepared foods?  
Are they healthy or fresh, a good deal or a  
money trap? We shopped the counters and reveal  
some unsavory truths. 
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Convenience may have fueled this 
trend, but what’s keeping it going is  
a desire for meals we think are healthier 
than traditional takeout or frozen 
entrées. “Consumers want the time 
savings they could get from a fast-food 
restaurant, but fresher, healthier  
options and more customized choices,” 
says Karen Buch, R.D.N., L.D.N., a con-
sultant to the food industry who spent  
a dozen years as a supermarket dietitian.

Consumer Reports wanted to find out 
whether this burgeoning breed of conve-
nience food is actually fresh and health-
ful. Our nutrition experts and secret 
shoppers scanned the prepared-food 
cases at five major supermarket chains  
in the Northeast. They made several  
visits over four weeks to see which 
dishes were offered regularly. With that 
information in hand, we chose 20 en-
trées and side dishes—a mix of basics, up-
scale dishes, and healthier-sounding fare. 

Then shoppers went to at least three 
locations of each chain, where they 
bought the selected dishes and asked 
counter personnel for details on where 
the food was prepared and whether 

food sold in supermarkets come from? 
Some chains use centralized kitchens 
to prepare big batches of ready-to-serve 
dishes such as soup, then deliver them 
to stores. Others “provide meal solutions 
that consumers perceive to be fresh 
but in fact have been delivered frozen 
[to the supermarket] and are reheated 
in the store ‘kitchen,’ ” according to a 
report from the consulting and research 
firms A.T. Kearney and Technomic.  

Neither option produces dishes that 
are necessarily free of preservatives  
or other ingredients you’ll find in pro-
cessed food. Some meals were actually 
made with packaged processed foods. 

Is any of this actually harmful for 
consumers? Not necessarily. But many 
people try to minimize the processed 
foods in their diet, sometimes for 
health reasons such as a sensitivity to 
preservatives. And they might assume 

1. Eat prepared foods 
today or soon after.  
You want them to be  
as fresh as possible,  
so plan to store them in 
the fridge for no more 
than three or four days. 
(That’s true for leftover 
prepared meals, too.)

2. When shopping, pick 
up prepared food last so 
that the cold items stay 

cold and the hot items 
stay hot. Buy hot food 
only if you plan to eat it 
within 2 hours, making 
sure to keep it at least 
at 140° F. Otherwise, 
it’s better to buy food 
that needs refrigerating, 
then reheat it to at 
least 165° F. No food 
thermometer? Pick 
one up so that you can 
make sure your food is 

cooked and served at 
safe temperatures. 

3. If prepared food is an 
alternative to cooking 
at home, it should 
contain the kind of 
ingredients you cook 
with, such as fresh 
vegetables and spices, 
and it shouldn’t have 
a lot of added salt. If 
something is drenched  

in gravy or slick with oil, 
for example, it’s probably 
not a healthy choice.

4. You can stretch a 
prepared dish to save 
money as well as  
calories, fat, and so-
dium. For example, 
serve a side dish from 
the deli counter over 
fresh greens from the 
produce section.

FROM OUR EXPERTS

Making the Most of Supermarket Meals

Amy Keating, 
Registered Dietitian

nutritional information was available. 
All three samples were analyzed in a lab-
oratory (see “Nutrition by the Numbers,” 
on page 104). Our testing and analysis 
revealed some surprising findings that 
smart food shoppers need to know.

‘Freshly Made’ Doesn’t Always 
Mean Fresh Ingredients
Not all stores promise that the dishes 
they sell are fresh and not processed. But 
that’s certainly the implication; by going 
to a bustling counter with chef-like per-
sonnel, you might think you’re getting 
a meal that’s something close to home-
made in the traditional sense of the word. 

But in fact, only about half of the 
dishes we purchased for our tests were 
made on the premises, according to  
the store clerks who were quizzed by 
our secret shoppers. 

None of the supermarkets we went 
to made every prepared dish they sold 
in-house. “In-store preparation”—a 
kitchen in every location—carries high 
costs. As a result, those stores that make 
dishes on site charge accordingly. 

So where does most of the prepared 

 TIP 

Pick up prepared 
foods at the end 
of your shopping 
trip, so cold items 
stay cold and  
hot ones stay hot.
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that the dish they bought is made from 
fresh ingredients. Common allergens 
such as nuts and eggs often have to be 
disclosed, but federal regulations don’t 
always mandate that stores provide an 
ingredients list unless the food has a 
health claim such as “low fat.” 

Most of the stores we went to provided 
that information. But some lists were 
missing ingredients. The salad dressing 
on The Fresh Market’s turkey meatloaf 
didn’t appear on the ingredients list, nor 
did the clearly visible avocado in some of 
the samples of another store’s spicy tuna 
roll. Omissions such as those could  
pose a problem for people with allergies 
to less common ingredients, or those who 
avoid certain ingredients because they’re 
high in fat, calories, or sodium, says Amy 
Keating, R.D., a dietitian at Consumer  
Reports who oversaw our testing.

Pass the Salt, Again and 
Again and Again
Our testing revealed that there’s loads 
of sodium hiding in the dishes you find 
in the prepared-foods department,  
Keating says. Mini turkey meatloaves 
from The Fresh Market were mini salt 
licks: 891 mg in 6 ounces. And who 
would guess that a cup of the chain’s 
lemon orzo was a salt bomb, with 
938 mg per serving? That’s about 
40 percent of the daily recommended 
limit of 2,300 mg per day. 

The health consequences of over- 
dosing on sodium are serious. Too  
much boosts the risk of high blood 
pressure, which in turn raises  
the risk of heart disease and stroke. 

Stores Can Stonewall on 
Nutritional Information
Here’s a big loophole: The Food and Drug 
Administration requires packaged foods 
to carry Nutrition Facts labels, but it isn’t 
mandatory for many fresh prepared 

information available upon request. 
So will grocery stores, but the rules won’t 
apply to all fresh prepared foods there. 

The FDA says the information will be 
required for food intended to be “eaten 
on the premises, while walking away, or 
soon after arriving at another location.” 
That covers such items as sandwiches 
prepackaged or made to order at a deli 
counter or food you serve yourself at  
a hot bar or salad bar, but not food sold  
by weight from behind a counter, says 
Lauren Kotwicki, an FDA spokeswoman. 

“It’s confusing,” Keating says. “For 
dishes that are sold at the hot bar or 
salad bar, the store will have to provide 
nutrition information. But if you buy 
the same dish by the pound from the 
deli counter, it won’t.” 

Currently, information on calories 
and other nutrients is hard to come by. 
Of the six chains we went to, only  
Wegmans and a dish from one ShopRite  
location had calorie information printed 
on packages. Wegmans also had full  
nutritional information on its website. 

Even more of a concern was that 
when nutritional information was avail-
able from a store, it didn’t always match 
our lab’s findings. Some stores provided 
sodium and fat levels that were lower 
or higher than what our lab calculated. 
We also found wide variations in some 
nutrients in the same dishes from  
store to store. 

Don’t Underestimate the Power 
of Portion Control
Unlike packaged foods, most prepared 
foods have no suggested serving size. 
With no guidance—and because you 
buy those foods either by weight or by 
the piece—a serving size is pretty  
much up to you to calculate. Another 
potential trap: Research has found that 
big containers of food translate into  
bigger portions spooned onto plates, 

The Price of 
Ready-Made
We calculated the per-pound 
cost of the ingredients required 
for making these four simple 
dishes from scratch in our test 
kitchens. What we learned: To 
make them at home cost about 
half the price of the store-bought 
version—plus about 30 minutes 
of labor. Only you can decide 
which trade-off matters most. 

THE FRESH MARKET

Lemon Orzo With  
Pine Nuts

Prepared $6.99 

Homemade $3.43 

WHOLE FOODS

Cranberry Couscous

Prepared $8.99 

Homemade $4.10 

SHOPRITE

Tuscan Kale and  
Cannellini Bean Salad

Prepared $7.99 

Homemade $3.19 

WEGMANS
Garlicky Greens

Prepared $7.99 

Homemade $2.76 

foods to have those same labels. And 
that’s not likely to change significantly 
anytime soon, even with some new FDA 
nutritional-labeling rules set to go into  
effect at the end of this year. 

The new rules will require amuse-
ment parks, coffee shops, movie 
theaters, restaurants, and vending 
machines with 20 or more locations 
to post calorie counts for the food 
they sell and make other nutritional 
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CHICKEN PARMESAN 
6-Ounce Serving Size 
(About ½ Piece)
$12.99 Price/Pound
332 Calories 
15 g Total Fat 
4.5 g Saturated Fat
17 g Carbohydrates
NA Fiber | 31 g Protein
588 mg Sodium

KIRKLAND SIGNATURE 
SEASONED  
ROTISSERIE CHICKEN
6-Ounce Serving Size 
(Meat and Skin)
$1.66 Price/Pound 
305 Calories
15 g Total Fat 
4.5 g Saturated Fat
1 g Carbohydrates 
NA Fiber | 42 g Protein
360 mg Sodium

ROASTED  
NATURAL CHICKEN
 6-Ounce Serving Size 
(Meat and Skin)
$5.04 Price/Pound
291 Calories  
12 g Total Fat
3.5 g Saturated Fat
0 Carbohydrates
NA Fiber | 45 g Protein
468 mg Sodium

VEGETABLE LASAGNA
6-Ounce Serving Size 
(About ½ Piece)
$7.99 Price/Pound
257 Calories  
12 g Total Fat
6 g Saturated Fat
22 g Carbohydrates
4 g Fiber | 14 g Protein
564 mg Sodium

CHICKEN MARSALA
6-Ounce Serving Size 
(About 1 Piece)
$7.32 Price/Pound
241 Calories
9 g Total Fat
2 g Saturated Fat
6 g Carbohydrates
NA Fiber | 34 g Protein
591 mg Sodium

BARBECUED  
PULLED PORK WITH  
MEMPHIS-STYLE 
BARBECUE SAUCE
6-Ounce Serving Size
$7.99 Price/Pound
274 Calories
10 g Total Fat
3.5 g Saturated Fat
14 g Carbohydrates
NA Fiber | 32 g Protein
835 mg Sodium

CHICKEN ALFREDO
6-Ounce Serving Size 
(About 1 Cup)
$3.99 Price/Pound
290 Calories
13 g Total Fat
8 g Saturated Fat
27 g Carbohydrates
NA Fiber | 16 g Protein
590 mg Sodium

MINI TURKEY 
MEATLOAF
6-Ounce Serving Size 
(About 1⁄3 Loaf)
$8.99 Price/Pound
414 Calories
27 g Total Fat 
8 g Saturated Fat
16 g Carbohydrates
NA Fiber | 28 g Protein
891 mg Sodium

TILAPIA WITH  
PARMESAN CRUST
6-Ounce Serving Size 
(About 1 Fillet)
$14.99 Price/Pound
389 Calories  
19 g Total Fat
3 g Saturated Fat
24 g Carbohydrates
NA Fiber | 31 g Protein
612 mg Sodium

EGGPLANT ROLLATINI
6-Ounce Serving Size
(About 1½ Pieces)
$6.90 Price/Pound
346 Calories
21 g Total Fat
8 g Saturated Fat
25 g Carbohydrates
4 g Fiber | 14 g Protein
635 mg Sodium

ARTICHOKE AND  
ASIAGO RICE 
CROQUETTE
3.7-Ounce Serving Size  
(1 Piece)
$7.86 Price/Pound
291 Calories
16 g Total Fat
3.5 g Saturated Fat
29 g Carbohydrates
NA Fiber | 7 g Protein
456 mg Sodium

MAC AND CHEESE 
4.8-Ounce Serving Size  
(1 Cup)
$2.99 Price/Pound
275 Calories 
14 g Total Fat
9 g Saturated Fat
28 g Carbohydrates
NA Fiber | 10 g Protein
374 mg Sodium

LEMON ORZO  
WITH PINE NUTS
7.2-Ounce Serving Size 
(1 Cup)
$6.99 Price/Pound
420 Calories 
22 g Total Fat
2 g Saturated Fat
46 g Carbohydrates
NA Fiber | 10 g Protein
938 mg Sodium

ASPARAGUS SALAD 
WITH JULIENNED 
VEGETABLES
4.2-Ounce Serving Size  
(1 Cup)
$9.99 Price/Pound
59 Calories 
2 g Total Fat
0.5 g Saturated Fat
6 g Carbohydrates
2 g Fiber | 3 g Protein
90 mg Sodium

MASHED POTATOES
7.9-Ounce Serving Size  
(1 Cup)
$4.99 Price/Pound
225 Calories 
9 g Total Fat
6 g Saturated Fat
30 g Carbohydrates
NA Fiber | 5 g Protein
564 mg Sodium

GARLICKY GREENS
3.5-Ounce Serving Size  
(1 Cup)
$7.99 Price/Pound
115 Calories 
9 g Total Fat
1.5 g Saturated Fat
6 g Carbohydrates
3 g Fiber | 3 g Protein
113 mg Sodium

QUINOA SALAD
5.7-Ounce Serving Size  
(1 Cup)
$4.99 Price/Pound
212 Calories 
9 g Total Fat
1 g Saturated Fat
27 g Carbohydrates
5 g Fiber | 6 g Protein
410 mg Sodium

EDAMAME- 
CRANBERRY SALAD
5.5-Ounce Serving Size  
(1 Cup)
$6.99 Price/Pound
342 Calories 
13 g Total Fat
4 g Saturated Fat
37 g Carbohydrates 
8 g Fiber | 18 g Protein
181 mg Sodium

CRANBERRY 
COUSCOUS
5.9-Ounce Serving Size  
(1 Cup)
$8.99 Price/Pound
378 Calories
17 g Total Fat
1.5 g Saturated Fat
49 g Carbohydrates
5 g Fiber | 7 g Protein
92 mg Sodium

TUSCAN KALE AND  
CANELLINI BEAN 
SALAD
6.1-Ounce Serving Size  
(1 Cup)
$7.99 Price/Pound
199 Calories 
8 g Total Fat
1.5 g Saturated Fat
22 g Carbohydrates
7 g Fiber | 9 g Protein
434 mg Sodium

Nutrition by the Numbers: What’s Really in a Prepared Meal?
We identified popular dishes sold at supermarket chains in the New York metro area in May of 2015. We picked four dishes per chain and  
sent them to a lab to be analyzed to get the kind of nutritional profile consumers can’t always find. We bought three samples of each  
dish at different store locations; the nutritional values here are averages of those samples. The overall and prepared-food scores in the chart  
on the next page are based on results from Consumer Reports’ supermarket survey, not from results of our nutritional testing. 
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says David Just, Ph.D., a professor 
at Cornell University’s Dyson School of 
Applied Economics and Management. 

When we calculated our nutritional 
numbers, we used 6 ounces as a serving  
for main dishes and 1 cup for sides. 
“Those are reasonable portion sizes,” 
Keating says, “but what you get at the 
store may be quite different. Most people 
would look at a ‘piece’ as a serving.” 
That’s why it’s important to weigh your 
food, because if your store does offer  
nutritional information, you can apply it 
to the portions you’re eating. 

Don’t want to be bothered with a scale? 
A deck of cards or the palm of your hand 
is about the same size as about 3 ounces 
of fish, meat, or poultry. Imagine a base-
ball or use your fist to judge what a cup  
of beans, grains, dried pasta, or vegeta-
bles looks like on your plate. 

Keep in mind, too, that you’re  
probably going to eat a main dish and  
a side—or two—and that even foods  
with moderate calorie counts for rea-
sonable portions can add up. 

Factor in the Cost of Convenience 
You may not want to spend your after-
work hours julienning vegetables  
or preparing slow-roasted pork, but the 
convenience of fresh prepared foods 
comes at a pretty stiff price. There  
are some good deals—rotisserie chicken 
was $1.66 per pound at Costco,  
for instance. But $9.99 per pound for 
asparagus salad at Whole Foods or 
$4.99 per pound for mashed potatoes 
at ShopRite was a bit on the high side. 
Kristen Gradney, R.D.N., L.D.N.,  
a spokeswoman for the American  
Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics, 
suggests spending on items that are the 
most time- or labor-intensive, such as 
a rotisserie chicken that can provide 
more than one meal, but make simpler 
dishes yourself. 

Store Overall 
Score Store-Prepared Food

TOP SCORES

Wegmans 90 05
Publix 87 05
Costco 84 05
Fresh Market 83 05
Whole Foods Market 81 05
Trader Joe's 87 04
Fareway Stores 85 04
Market Basket (Northeast) 85 04
Raley's 84 04
Sprouts Farmers Market 83 04
Hy-Vee 82 04
H-E-B 82 04
Fry's 81 04
Harris-Teeter 81 04
King Soopers 80 04
Hannaford 79 04
Dillons 78 04
Schnucks 78 04
County Market 78 04
QFC 77 04
Ingles 77 04
Marsh 77 04
Big Y 76 04
BOTTOM SCORES

Food 4 Less 78 02
Target/SuperTarget 75 02
Food Lion 73 02
Tops Markets 67 02
Walmart Supercenter 64 02
Aldi 81 01

Want Food Fast?  
Where to Buy Quality
In a Consumer Reports supermarket survey, almost 63,000 subscribers reported  
on 111,000 shopping trips, giving their opinion on measures from produce  
quality to cleanliness. In the chart below (and noted on the left for the stores 
where we shopped), we list the overall reader score for the markets and showcase 
their rating for consumer satisfaction with the quality of the prepared foods. 

1 2 3 4 5
WORSE BETTER
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But you’re also likely to end up picking 
up extra calories. That’s because the 
scent of cinnamon rolls or charbroiled 
burgers can lead you by the nose 
directly to the mall food court, where 
you can easily pack half a day’s worth—
not to mention loads of fat, sodium, and 
sugars—into a single meal or snack. 

Your best defense against shopping 
on an empty stomach is to have some-
thing healthy and satisfying before you 
leave the house (or stuff a snack into 
your backpack). But if you’re stranded 
and starving, there are ways to avoid 
dietary disaster at the food court. 

Though even we can’t take the sin out 
of cinnamon rolls (sorry!), you’re not 
doomed to salads sans dressing either. 
To help you make smarter choices, 
Consumer Reports’ dietitians scanned 
the menus at several popular mall food-
court chain restaurants and found bet-
ter alternatives to some dietary don’ts.

Shopping while hungry has its hazards. 
First of all, if you’re at the mall, you’ll 
come home with more stuff. Researchers 
from the Carlson School of Management 
at the University of Minnesota analyzed 
the purchases of 81 department store 
shoppers and found that those who were 
hungry bought more items and spent about 
64 percent more money than those who 
weren’t famished.

What to Eat  
(and Not)  
at the  Mall
You’re at the mall, you’re hungry, and you’re face-to-face  
with all manner of sweet confections and gooey goodies.  
Do you have to starve—or else face dietary disaster? 
We show you a third path by steering you to healthier, 
but still tasty, choices.

Eating Out & Ordering In 
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Cinnabon
The siren song of the Cinnabon 
scent makes it almost im-
possible to walk by without 
stopping, and we could swear 
that the aroma alone must  
be fattening. So if you find 
yourself tempted, choose the 
Churro over the Classic Roll,  
or the CinnaSweeties instead  
of the Stix. But say no thanks  
to the frosting cup: It adds  
210 calories, 13 grams of fat,  
6 grams of saturated fat,  
21 grams of sugars, and 120 mg 
of sodium. 

SKIP THIS . . .
Cinnabon Classic Roll

880 Calories
37 g Fat 
17 g Saturated Fat 
58 g Sugars 
820 mg Sodium 

SKIP THIS . . .
Cinnabon Stix (5)

400 Calories
21 g Fat 
9 g Saturated Fat 
16 g Sugars 
440 mg Sodium 

PICK INSTEAD
Churro

280 Calories
11 g Fat 
2 g Saturated Fat 
8 g Sugars 
375 mg Sodium 

PICK INSTEAD
CinnaSweeties (5)

260 Calories
13 g Fat 
7 g Saturated Fat 
13 g Sugars 
220 mg Sodium 

SKIP
Cinnabon 
Classic Roll
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Auntie Anne’s
Pretzels have a reputation for being a low-fat snack,  
but that’s only if you’re talking about the ones that come 
in bags. At Auntie Anne’s, these chewy temptations are 
slathered in butter and rolled in salt, a doubleheader  
of nutritional no-no’s. Fortunately, the chain gives  
you the option of holding the butter and salt, which cuts 
calories, fat, and sodium. If only a dip’ll do ya, go  
for the marinara. The other dips cram extra calories,  
fat, sodium, or sugars into these twisters. 

SKIP THIS . . .
Original Pretzel 
With Cheese Dip 

440 Calories
13 g Fat 
5.5 g Saturated Fat 
10 g Sugars 
1,460 mg Sodium 

SKIP THIS . . . 
Cinnamon Sugar  
Pretzel

470 Calories
12 g Fat 
7 g Saturated Fat 
29 g Sugars 
400 mg Sodium 

PICK INSTEAD
Original Pretzel 
(no butter, no salt,  
with Marinara Dip)

355 Calories
2 g Fat 
0 g Saturated Fat 
14 g Sugars 
640 mg Sodium 

PICK INSTEAD
Sweet Almond Pretzel 
(no butter)

350 Calories
2 g Fat 
1 g Saturated Fat 
17 g Sugars 
400 mg Sodium 

Taco Bell
The Fresco Soft Tacos are on the small side, but you 
can eat two and still be far better off nutritionally than if  
you picked—surprisingly—the Fiesta Taco Salad. And 
the sodium count of the Grilled Stuft Burrito—just about 
100 mg shy of your maximum daily allotment—is a good 
example of why it’s best to stay away from any food 
with “XXL” in its name. We found a hearty alternative—
the Beefy Nacho Loaded Griller—that has less sodium, 
far fewer calories, and much less saturated fat.

SKIP THIS . . .
Fiesta Taco  
Salad, Chicken

710 Calories
33 g Fat 
7 g Saturated Fat 
6 g Sugars
1,280 mg Sodium 

SKIP THIS . . . 
XXL Grilled Stuft Burrito, 
Beef

860 Calories
41 g Fat 
14 g Saturated Fat 
6 g Sugars
2,170 mg Sodium

PICK INSTEAD
Fresco Soft Taco, 
Shredded Chicken (2)

270 Calories
7 g Fat 
2 g Saturated Fat 
4 g Sugars 
950 mg Sodium 

PICK INSTEAD
Beefy Nacho  
Loaded Griller

370 Calories
15 g Fat 
4 g Saturated Fat 
3 g Sugars
810 mg Sodium

Eating Out & Ordering In 

PICK
Fresco Soft Taco, 
Shredded Chicken 

PICK
Sweet Almond 
Pretzel
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Five Guys
Portion control is the secret 
to having the burger you crave 
without going overboard. 
The “Little” options at Five Guys 
are a satisfying 6 to 7 ounces, 
compared with 9 to 11 ounces 
for the regular-sized burgers. 

Forgo the fries, though: 
A regular order here will set you 
back 953 calories, 41 grams 
of fat, and 962 mg of sodium.

SKIP THIS . . .
Hamburger

700 Calories
43 g Fat 
19.5 g Saturated Fat 
8 g Sugars 
430 mg Sodium 

SKIP THIS . . .
Cheeseburger

840 Calories
55 g Fat 
26.5 g Saturated Fat 
9 g Sugars 
1,050 mg Sodium 

PICK INSTEAD
Little Hamburger

480 Calories
26 g Fat 
11.5 g Saturated Fat 
8 g Sugars 
380 mg Sodium 

PICK INSTEAD
Little Cheeseburger

550 Calories
32 g Fat 
15 g Saturated Fat 
8.5 g Sugars 
690 mg Sodium

PICK
Little 
Cheeseburger
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*Half an order of brown steamed rice adds 210 calories, 2 g fat, ≤1 g saturated fat, ≤1 g sugars, and 7 mg sodium. 

Eating Out & Ordering In 

PICK
Double 
Chocolate 
Cupcake

PICK
Broccoli 
Beef

Au Bon Pain
Small swaps at this eatery can make a big dietary 
difference. A simple change in salad dressing on the 
Chicken Caesar Asiago Salad results in a savings of 
140 calories and 16 grams of fat. Craving something 
sweet? Don’t be tricked into thinking muffins are healthy 
options; most of the time they’re essentially cake.  
But if you pick carefully, you can enjoy this treat: Have 
a Double Chocolate Cupcake in place of the Double 
Chocolate Chunk Muffin for 260 fewer calories  
and 15 fewer grams (about 4 teaspoons) of sugars. 

SKIP THIS . . .
Chicken Caesar  
Asiago Salad With 
Caesar Dressing

520 Calories
35 g Fat 
8.5 g Saturated Fat 
6 g Sugars 
1,350 mg Sodium 

SKIP THIS . . .
Double Chocolate  
Chunk Muffin

580 Calories
24 g Fat 
7 g Saturated Fat 
49 g Sugars 
500 mg Sodium

PICK INSTEAD
Chicken Caesar  
Asiago Salad With  
Balsamic Vinaigrette

380 Calories
19 g Fat 
5.5 g Saturated Fat 
9 g Sugars 
1,010 mg Sodium 

PICK INSTEAD
Double Chocolate 
Cupcake

320 Calories
13 g Fat 
6 g Saturated Fat 
34 g Sugars 
250 mg Sodium

Panda Express
You wouldn’t expect a beef dish to have the equivalent  
of 6 teaspoons of sugars (24 grams). Some of the  
sugars in the Beijing Beef at this food-court Chinese 
restaurant come from the onions and red bell peppers, 
but a fair amount is likely to be found in the “sweet-
tangy” sauce everything is tossed in. Avoid this beef 
bomber and choose the Broccoli Beef instead.

The Veggie Spring Rolls are a respectable choice, 
but the Chicken Potstickers edge them out as a better 
nutritional pick, proving that just because “veggie” is  
in the name, it doesn’t always win the game. 

SKIP THIS . . .
Beijing Beef*

470 Calories
26 g Fat 
5 g Saturated Fat 
24 g Sugars 
660 mg Sodium 

SKIP THIS . . . 
Veggie Spring Roll (2)

190 Calories
8 g Fat 
1.5 g Saturated Fat 
3 g Sugars 
520 mg Sodium 

PICK INSTEAD
Broccoli Beef*

150 Calories
7 g Fat 
1.5 g Saturated Fat 
7 g Sugars
520 mg Sodium 

PICK INSTEAD
Chicken Potsticker (3)

160 Calories
6 g Fat 
1.5 g Saturated Fat 
2 g Sugars
250 mg Sodium 
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PICK
California Veggie 
Original Hand-Tossed 
Pizza (half pie)

California Pizza Kitchen
The Moroccan-Spiced 
Chicken Salad sounds healthy, 
especially when you consider 
that it’s packed with nutritious 
foods such as avocado, 
butternut squash, and beets. 
But even the half order has too 
many calories for a single 
meal and is too high in sugars. 
Choose the Roasted Veggie 
Salad With Chicken (half order) 
and you’ll still get a hefty 
dose of vegetables—artichoke 
hearts, asparagus, and 
eggplant, to name a few—with 
substantially fewer calories 
and less fat and sugars, along 
with a little less sodium. To cut 
calories, fat, and sodium even 
more, get the dressing on 
the side and use just a little 
bit on your salad.

It’s likely, though, that when 
you go to a restaurant with 
“pizza” in its name, you want 
pizza. Unfortunately, not one 
Original Hand-Tossed Pizza has 
less than 1,000 calories, and 
some have more sodium and 
almost all the saturated fat you 
should have in a day. Changing 
the crust won’t help. The 
thin crust saves only 10 calories 
per pie, and the whole-wheat 
crust actually adds 140 calories, 
10 grams of fat, and 14 grams of 
sugars to any pizza. Our advice: 
Split a pie with a friend (or 
two) and choose the California 
Veggie pizza. It’s one of the 
options lowest in calories and 
sodium and highest in fiber, 
so having a smaller portion will 
still satisfy your appetite.

SKIP THIS . . .
Moroccan-Spiced 
Chicken Salad 
(half order)

750 Calories
50 g Fat 
5 g Saturated Fat 
40 g Sugars 
690 mg Sodium

SKIP THIS . . .
Margherita 
Thin Crust Pizza 
(half pie)

665 Calories
31 g Fat 
14 g Saturated Fat 
4 g Sugars 
1,325 mg Sodium 

PICK INSTEAD
Roasted Veggie Salad 
With Grilled Chicken 
Breast (half order)

550 Calories
31 g Fat 
3.5 g Saturated Fat 
13 g Sugars 
620 mg Sodium 

PICK INSTEAD
California Veggie 
Original Hand-Tossed 
Pizza (half pie)

535 Calories
15.5 g Fat 
7.5 g Saturated Fat 
8.5 g Sugars 
1,145 mg Sodium 

CR.ORG  EAT HEALTHY 111



What’s 
Inside 

 114
How to Avoid Pesticides 
Follow this guide to buy the 
fruits and vegetables that 
are best for your family and 
the environment.

 118
Do Labels Lie?
Food packaging can be 
confusing and misleading. 
Here’s the real deal on 
what some common nutrition 
buzzwords really mean.

 122
Decoding Meat Labels
What do terms like “grass fed” 
and “organic” tell you? Use this 
glossary to become a smarter 
meat shopper.

 124
Beefing Up Safety
How your meat is raised and 
prepared can affect your risk 
of illness. But our tips can help 
you eat well—and stay well.

 130
A Shrimp Lover’s Guide 
Buying and eating shrimp 
is easy and safer if you stick 
to our advice on labeling, 
preparation, and more.

Smart & Safe 
Shopping

PHOTOGRAPH BY CHRISTOPHER TESTANI112 EAT HEALTHY  CR.ORG

F
O

O
D

 S
T

Y
L

IN
G

: 
JA

M
IE

 K
IM

M
; P

R
O

P
 S

T
Y

L
IN

G
: 

K
A

IT
LY

N
 D

U
 R

O
S

S
 W

A
L

K
E

R
 F

O
R

 H
O

N
E

Y
 A

R
T

IS
T

S



113



Smart & Safe Shopping

How to 
Avoid 
Pesticides

Follow these guidelines to pick the produce that’s  
best for your health and for the environment.

Across America, confusion reigns in the 
supermarket aisles about how to eat 
healthfully. One thing on shoppers’ minds: 
The pesticides in fruits and vegetables. 
In fact, a Consumer Reports survey of 
1,050 adults found that pesticides are a 
concern for 85 percent of Americans. So are 
these worries justified? And should we all 
be buying organic—which can cost an average 
of 49 percent more than standard produce? 
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Smart & Safe Shopping

Experts at Consumer Reports believe 
that organic is always the best choice 
because it is better for your health, the 
environment, and the people who grow 
our food. If you want to minimize your 
pesticide exposure, see the chart on the 
facing page. And below, you’ll fi nd our 
experts’ answers to the most pressing 
questions about how pesticides aff ect 
health and the environment. Together, 
this information will help you make the 
best choices for you and your family.

How Risky Are Pesticides? 
Data show to show that residues on 
produce have actually declined since 
1996, when Congress passed the Food 
Quality Protection Act. This law requires 
that the Environmental Protection 
Agency ensure that levels of pesticides 
on food are safe for children and infants.

Every year the Department of 
Agriculture tests for pesticide residues 
on a variety of produce. In a recent 
report, more than half of the samples 
had residues, with the majority coming 
in below the EPA tolerance levels. 
But there’s more to consider than just 

the amount of pesticides on the apple 
you eat. Our survey found that a 
third of Americans believe there’s 
a legal limit on the number of diff erent 
pesticides allowed on food. Yet that’s not 
the case. Almost a third of the produce 
the USDA tested had residues from two 
or more pesticides. The eff ects of these 
mixtures are untested and unknown.

What’s the Evidence That
Pesticides Hurt Your Health?
A lot of the data come from studies of 
farmworkers. Studies have linked long-
term pesticide exposure in this group 

Children’s risk is
concentrated 
because they eat
more food 
relative to their 
body weight 
than adults.

 When to Buy Organic
  A CR study found that the following produce has a risk of
higher pesticide levels if it’s from the countries listed, so you 
should buy organic if you can.  

FOOD BUY ORGANIC IF THEY’RE FROM …

Cantaloupes U.S.

Carrots U.S., Canada, or Mexico

Cranberries U.S.

Green Beans U.S., Mexico, or Guatemala

Hot Peppers U.S. or Mexico

Nectarines and Peaches U.S. or Chile

Strawberries U.S.

Sweet Bell Peppers U.S., or Mexico

Sweet Potatoes U.S.

Tangerines U.S., Chile, or South Africa

to increased risk of Alzheimer’s and 
Parkinson’s diseases; prostate, ovarian, 
and other cancers; depression; and 
respiratory problems. There’s some 
suggestion that adults and children 
living in farm communities could also 
be at risk for chronic health problems. 

The rest of us are exposed through 
food, water, and air. The fact that 
pesticide residues are generally below 
EPA limits is used as “proof” of minimal 
health risks. But the research used to 
set these tolerances is limited.

Who May Be at Greatest Risk 
From Pesticide Exposure?
Aside from farmworkers, it’s children. 
Toxins can remain longer in a child’s 
body, where they can do more damage. 
Pesticide exposure can aff ect children’s 
development at many stages, starting 
in the womb. “Fetuses, babies, and 
kids are more vulnerable to the eff ects 
of pesticides because their organs and 
nervous systems are still developing,” 
says Philip Landrigan, M.D., director of 
the Children’s Environmental Health 
Center at the Icahn School of Medicine 
at Mount Sinai Hospital in New York. 
And children’s risk is concentrated 
because they eat more food relative to 
their body weight than adults. 

The risk to adults is lower but still 
worrisome. “Pesticide exposure likely 
increases the risk, fi rst, of cancerous 
tumor development, and, second, of 
your body not being able to control a 
tumor growth,” says Charles Benbrook, 
Ph.D., a research professor at the 
Center for Sustaining Agriculture 
and Natural Resources at Washington 
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State University and a consultant to 
Consumer Reports. Research has linked 
the endocrine disrupters in pesticides 
with fertility problems, immune system 
damage, and neurological problems. 
However, unlike cancer, quantifying 
these effects is difficult at this time.

Does Eating Organic Mean I Won’t 
Be Eating Any Pesticides? 
There are two groups of agricultural 
pesticides: synthetic and natural. 
Synthetics are created in labs, and 
natural ones are substances that occur 
in nature. The majority of synthetic 
pesticides (and all of the most toxic ones)  
used in conventional farming are 
banned in organic farming, but 
pesticide drift can mean chemicals 
sprayed on conventional crops may  
find their way to nearby organic farms. 

Natural pesticides are usually less toxic 
than synthetic ones. Low-toxic natural 
pesticides are sometimes allowed in 
organic farming, but only after being 
evaluated for potential adverse effects on 
humans, animals, and the environment, 
and compatibility with a system of 
sustainable agriculture. Farmers must 
follow integrated pest-management plans 
that require that they use any organic 
pesticide as a last resort and develop 
strategies to avoid repeated use.

Eating organic means you may have  
fewer pesticides in your body. A study 
in Environmental Health Perspectives 
found that people who said they 
often or always ate organic produce 
had about 50 percent lower levels of 
organophosphates, a particularly  
toxic class of pesticides, in their bodies 
than those who rarely or never did. 

Should I Skip Conventionally 
Grown Produce?
No. The risks of pesticides are real, 
but the myriad health benefits of  
fruits and vegetables are, too. Ideally,  
you should eat five servings per day.  
Use the chart at left as a guide. If 
organic produce is too pricey or not 
available, the chart will help you find  
a low-risk conventional option. 

What “Buying Local” Really Means
Chefs and farmers like to emphasize that foods are ‘local.’  
But what does that really mean? Is it organic? And should you care?
First off, “local” is 
definitely not synonymous 
with “organic.” “In order 
to call your produce 
organic, you have to be  
certified to USDA 
standards,” explains  
Joe Masabni, Ph.D., 
extension small-acreage 
vegetable specialist  
at the Texas A&M AgriLife 
Research & Extension 
Center at Overton.  
“There is paperwork to fill 
out, processes to follow, 
and you have to be 
approved.”

When you buy certified 
organic produce you 
know that the growers 
have followed these best 
practices, that they’ve 
prohibited synthetic 
pesticides, and that their 
farming methods are 
sustainable and better 
for the environment. 

But although not every  
farmer at your local 
market will bother with  
the formalities of 
certification, that doesn’t 
mean their produce is 
necessarily slathered  
in pesticides. They might 
follow some or all of the 
same guidelines that the 
USDA requires without 
taking the extra steps to 
make it official. Because 
the person selling the 
food is often the one who  
grew it, you can ask 
them directly about their 
farming methods.

But even if local 
produce isn’t organic, 
there are many 
advantages to buying 
what’s grown in your 

area. “On average, 
produce travels about 
1,500 miles from farm  
to store, and because 
of that, it’s picked  
still unripe,” says Lauri 
Wright, Ph.D., R.D., 
assistant professor of  
nutrition at the University  
of South Florida College 
of Public Health. “The 
produce at the farmers 
market is more often 
picked ripe and sold 
within a day.”

That means fresher, 
better-tasting food that’s 
also more nutritious 
because the vitamins 
and other nutrients have 
not had time to break 
down. And local produce 
may have a significantly 
smaller carbon footprint 
than fruits and veggies 
that have been trucked 
hundreds of miles to the 
supermarket.

More and more 
supermarkets are now 
also selling produce 

advertised as “local,” 
sometimes at prices 
lower than at the farmers 
market. That can sound 
like a good deal, but it’s 
worth asking just how 
“local” it really is. “Local 
can be a relative term—
for instance, it may be 
trucked in from a farm 
10 hours away,” Masabni 
says. “But it would be 
rare for a farmer to  
drive that far to bring  
his own produce to a 
farmers market.”

And though most 
farmers markets are 
strict about people 
selling only what they’ve 
grown, some markets 
might allow vendors 
to sell produce they’ve 
purchased from a 
wholesaler. To find out, 
talk to the people selling 
the food. And look for 
tip-offs, such as produce 
being sold that’s way out 
of season or that’s not 
indigenous to your area.
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When you’re grocery shopping, 
here’s a good rule of thumb:  
Be wary of the healthy-sounding 
words on food packages. Almost 
70 percent of consumers in a 
new survey of 1,000 people from 
the Consumer Reports National 
Research Center said they use  
the front-of-package information 
when deciding whether to buy 
processed foods for the first time—
but it’s probably not helping  
them make better choices.

Do 
Labels 
Lie?
Some labels are confusing and some  
are meaningless marketing.  
Here’s how to know which is which.
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Smart & Safe Shopping

Making Informed Decisions
“From the perspective of the average 
consumer, front-of-package claims 
are sometimes misleading and may 
lead people to make unhealthy food 
purchases,” says Kristin Kirkpatrick, 
M.S., R.D., L.D., manager of wellness 
nutrition services at the Cleveland 
Clinic Wellness Institute. Many terms 
and phrases aren’t regulated by the 
Food and Drug Administration or the 

Department of Agriculture (and some 
that are can be misinterpreted). 

The term “natural” is a good exam-
ple. Consumers attribute all sorts of  
benefits to the term—no antibiotics,  
no artificial colors, no GMOs, no  
synthetic pesticides. Organic means  
all those things, but “natural” does not.  
In fact, there is no standard definition 
for “natural” foods at all. 

Consumer Reports’ food-safety 

experts have long argued that consum-
ers should not be duped by “natural” 
labels that aren’t backed by consistent 
and verified standards. We’ve peti-
tioned the FDA to ban the term entirely, 
or give it a meaningful definition.  
Until that happens, think twice about 
buying a product because it’s “natural.”

On the facing page are five more 
food-package phrases that may not 
mean exactly what you think they do.
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Lightly Sweetened
The FDA has a definition 
for this term for canned 
fruit but not for other 
foods. For example, 
Fiber One Honey Clusters 
cereal has “lightly 
sweetened” written 
on the front of its box, 
but a single cup has 
9 grams of sugars, 
about 2 teaspoons. 
The American Heart 
Association suggests 
getting just 6 to 
9 teaspoons of added 
sugars per day. You 
might also see “touch of” 
honey or brown sugar 
on a package. Products 
with that wording can 
still be pretty sugary. 
Kellogg’s Special K 
Granola cereal, with 
“touch of honey” on the 
package, has 9 grams 
of sugars per ½ cup, for 
example—the same 
amount as in ¾ cup 
of Kellogg’s Special K 
Chocolatey Delight. 

No Growth- 
Promoting 
Antibiotics
We find this label to  
be misleading. Antibiotics 
have been fed to farm 
animals to make them 
grow faster and prevent 
disease. That low-dose 
chronic use creates 
ideal conditions for 
breeding superbugs—
bacteria that have 
evolved to become 
resistant to antibiotics 
and that can make 
people sick. Eliminating 
the use of growth-
promoting antibiotics 
while continuing to use 
antibiotics for disease 
prevention can still result 
in the development 
of superbugs. Look 
for meat and poultry 
labeled “raised without 
antibiotics,” a USDA-
defined term that means 
antibiotics were not used 
for any purpose. There’s 
no nutritional advantage 
to buying “no antibiotic” 
meat, but it supports  
a healthier food system. 
 

Whole Grain
As with Cheez-It Whole 
Grain crackers, whole-
grain foods can have 
refined flour. These 
crackers also contain 
whole-wheat flour but 
have just 1 gram of fiber 
per serving (27 crackers), 
8 grams of fat, and 
250 mg of sodium. If 
you want whole-grain, 
look for the words 
“100 percent whole 
grain” on the package 
and check ingredients 
lists. A whole-grain 
flour should be the first 
ingredient, and the 
product should have no 
refined flours at all.

Demeter 
Biodynamic
This verified label means 
that the food was 
grown and processed 
in accordance with 
the Biodynamic 
standards, which 
promote ecologically 
sustainable farming 
practices and prohibit 
synthetic pesticides, 
synthetic fertilizers, 
antibiotics (except to 
treat sick animals), 
genetically engineered 
seeds, sewage sludge 
as a fertilizer, artificial 
ingredients, and other 
inputs that can be 
used in conventional 
agriculture and food 
processing. These are 
all important benefits, 
but remember that 
biodynamically produced 
foods aren’t necessarily 
more nutritious than 
conventionally produced 
foods. And packaged 
goods made with 
biodynamic ingredients 
may still have plenty 
of added sugar and/or 
sodium.

Light in Sodium
This phrase can easily 
be confused with “low 
sodium,” a term the FDA 
defines as containing 
140 mg of sodium or less 
per serving. But “light in 
sodium” means that a 
product has 50 percent 
or less of the sodium 
in the manufacturer’s 
regular version—so it 
can still be fairly salty. 
“If your standard food is 
super-high in sodium, 
that label isn’t helpful,” 
Kirkpatrick says.  
Take Pacific Organic 
Creamy Tomato Soup. 
The regular version has 
750 mg of sodium per 
1-cup serving. The light-
in-sodium version has 
380 mg per cup. Have 
that with a few saltines 
and you’ve consumed 
about 20 percent of the 
maximum 2,300 mg of 
sodium you should have 
in a day.

Understanding Labeling Lingo
Packaging language can be vague and confusing. Here’s what some common claims really mean.
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Decoding
Meat Labels
If you think you understand the terms used on beef, chicken,  
and pork packaging, think again. Here’s the real deal on these  
sometimes mysterious (and misleading) claims.
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The trouble is, many consumers don’t 
know what the various terms mean 
and how they are regulated. Here, we 
explain some of the most common 
terms on meat packages:

Grass-Fed
The Food Safety and Inspection 
Service division of the Department of 
Agriculture has a decent definition  
of grass-fed: The meat must come from 
animals that have never been given 
grain and have access to pasture during 
the grazing season, although the  
farms are not required to be inspected 
by the agency. And under FSIS rules, 
the animal can still be raised with 
antibiotics or hormones.

Partial grass-fed claims, such as 
85 percent grass-fed, on beef are  
permitted, but they are meaningless. 
All cattle spend the first part of their 
lives eating grass or hay; most are fed 
grain to make them grow faster and 
larger before slaughter. So there’s little 
difference between a partially grass-fed 
animal and a conventionally fed one. 
These animals may not have continu-
ous access to pasture and spend  
part of their lives confined to a feedlot.

The American Grassfed Association 
and Animal Welfare Approved Grassfed 
labels have stricter standards than the 
USDA “grass fed” definition. Those seals 
indicate that the cattle are fed only  
grass or forage from weaning to slaugh-
ter, graze on pasture, are not confined 
to feedlots, and are not given any drugs 
routinely, including antibiotics and  
hormones. (AGA standards also require  
that animals be born and raised in the 

United States.) An independent third 
party inspects the farms to verify that 
the AGA’s standards are being met. 

Humanely Raised
This term has no official definition and 
does not have to be verified through  
on-farm inspection, so look for a label 
that provides verification, such as  
USDA Organic. To be certain the meat  
you buy comes from animals that are 
humanely raised, look for the Animal 
Welfare Approved seal, a GAP 1-5+ label, 
or the Certified Humane seal. The USDA 
Organic seal has some animal-welfare 
standards but not to the same degree  
as other animal-welfare labels. 

Raised Without Antibiotics/
No Antibiotics Administered
Antibiotic use in healthy farm animals, 
to promote growth or prevent disease, 
is rampant, and it is leading to the dev-
elopment of antibiotic- resistant bacteria.

A “no antibiotic” or “raised without 
antibiotic” claim should be reliable, but 
verification isn’t required. The meat 
producer can submit an affidavit to the 
USDA, but the agency does not inspect 
the farms. Also, the label does not 
mean that hormones or other drugs 
were not used. 

If you’d like to ensure that the meat 
you buy was raised without the use  
of antibiotics for growth promotion  
(see “Understanding Labeling Lingo,” 
on page 121) or disease prevention,  
look for these reliable, verified labels: 
Organic, Certified Humane, Global  
Animal Partnership (sold at Whole 
Foods), and American Grassfed.

No Growth Hormones/No 
Added Hormones/No Hormones 
or Steroids Added
This label is truthful, but it can be 
misleading and does not have to  
be verified. Cattle can be raised with 
hormones, so a no-hormone claim 
on beef is meaningful. But the USDA 
does not allow growth hormones or 
steroids to be used in poultry or pork. 
Producers making this claim must 
follow it directly with a line saying this, 
but that information is almost always  
in smaller print and might be difficult  
to spot. But with any type of animal,  
a “no hormone” claim doesn’t mean  
the animal was not given antibiotics,  
or that hogs, turkeys, or beef cattle  
were not given ractopamine, a drug  
that promotes growth that is neither  
a hormone nor an antibiotic. 

Organic
On meat labels, the USDA Organic 
seal indicates that the animal was given 
only organic feed. The animals can’t 
be given any drugs in the absence of 
illness. Even sick animals treated with 
antibiotics can’t be labeled organic.  
The exception is chickens: They can  
be given antibiotics in the egg or on the 
day they hatch but not afterward. This 
label is verified. The USDA requires that 
all farms selling meat labeled “organic” 
have to be inspected.

No Nitrates/No Nitrates 
or Nitrites Added
The meat may not have been cured with 
synthetic nitrates or nitrites, but it may 
have been cured with concentrated 
nitrates from vegetables such as celery 
and onion. The curing chemistry is the 
same no matter where the nitrate comes 
from. The World Health Organization 
classifies synthetic nitrates and nitrates 
as “probably carcinogenic to humans.” 
The USDA limits how much synthetic 
nitrates/nitrites a food can contain, but 
does not restrict natural ones. Check 
ingredients lists for celery juice or celery 
powder, which act as nitrates and carry 
the same risks as artificial nitrates.

Checking labels on meat packages can offer  
a surprising amount of information about the 
steak or chicken breast you’re about to buy. 
There’s calories, fat, and best-by date, but you 
can also find out whether the meat is organic 
and how the animal was raised.
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Slug

Beefing 
Up Safety
If you don’t know how the ground beef you eat  
was raised, you may be putting yourself at risk of  
illness from dangerous bacteria. Here’s what you  
need to know to protect yourself—from farm to fork.

The American love affair with ground beef 
endures. We put it between buns. Tuck it 
inside burritos. Stir it into chili. Even as  
U.S. red meat consumption has dropped 
overall in recent years, we still bought 
billions of pounds of beef in grocery and big-
box stores over the past year. And more of 
the beef we buy today is in the ground form—
about 50 percent vs. 42 percent a decade ago. 
We like its convenience, and often its price. 

Smart & Safe Shopping
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The appetite persists despite solid 
evidence—including test results here 
at Consumer Reports—that ground 
beef can make you seriously sick, 
particularly when it’s cooked to rare 
or medium-rare temperatures lower 
than 160° F. “Up to 28 percent of 
Americans eat ground beef that’s raw 
or undercooked,” says Hannah Gould, 
Ph.D., an epidemiologist at the Centers 
for Disease Control and Prevention.

The Risks of Going Rare
It’s not surprising to find bacteria on 
favorite foods such as chicken, turkey, 
and pork. But we usually choose to 
consume these meats well-cooked, 
which makes them safer to eat. 
Americans, however, often prefer their 
beef on the rare side. Undercooking 
steaks may increase your risk of food 
poisoning, but ground beef is more 
problematic. Bacteria can get on the 
meat during slaughter or processing.  
In whole cuts such as steak or roasts, 
the bacteria tend to stay on the 
surface, so when you cook them, the 
outside is likely to get hot enough to 
kill any bugs. But when beef is ground, 
the bacteria get mixed throughout, 
contaminating all of the meat—
including what’s inside your burger.

Also contributing to ground beef’s 
bacteria level: The meat and fat trim-
mings often come from multiple 
animals, so meat from a single con-
taminated cow can end up in many 
packages of ground beef. Ground beef 
can also go through several grind-
ing steps at processing plants and in 
stores, providing more opportunities 
for cross-contamination to occur. And 
then there’s the way home cooks han-
dle raw ground beef: kneading it with 
bare hands to form burger patties or 
a meatloaf. Unless you’re scrupulous 
about washing your hands thoroughly 

 TIP 

Keep beef cold 
until cooking, and 
never defrost it 
on the counter. 
For more on safe 
handling, see 
page 129.
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afterward, bacteria can remain and 
contaminate everything you touch—
from the surfaces in your kitchen to 
other foods you are preparing. 

Putting Beef to the Test
Given those concerns about the safety 
of ground beef, Consumer Reports 
decided to test for the prevalence and 
types of bacteria in ground beef.  
We purchased 300 packages—a total  
of 458 pounds (the equivalent  
of 1,832 Quarter Pounders)—from 
103 grocery, big-box, and natural food 
stores in 26 cities across the country.

We bought all types of ground beef: 
conventional—the most common type 
of beef sold, in which cattle are usu-
ally fattened up with grain and soy in 
feedlots and fed antibiotics and other 
drugs to promote growth and prevent 
disease—as well as beef that was raised 
in more sustainable ways, which have 
important implications for food safety 
and animal welfare. At a minimum, 
sustainably produced beef was raised 
without antibiotics. Even better are 
organic and grass-fed methods. Organic 
cattle are not given antibiotics or other 
drugs, and they are fed organic feed. 
Grass-fed cattle usually don’t get anti-
biotics, and they spend their lives on 
pasture, not feedlots.

We analyzed the samples for five 
common types of bacteria found on 
beef—clostridium perfringens, E. coli 
(including O157 and six other toxin-
producing strains), enterococcus, sal-
monella, and Staphylococcus aureus. 

The routine use of antibiotics in 
farming has contributed to the rise 
of antibiotic-resistant bacteria, so 
infections that were once easy to treat 
are becoming more serious and even 
deadly. We put the bacteria we found 
through an additional round of testing 
to see whether they were resistant  
to antibiotics in the same classes that  
are commonly used to treat infections  
in people. Last, we compared the 
results of samples from convention-
ally raised beef with the sustain- 
ably raised beef to see whether there 

were differences in the presence of 
antibiotic- resistant bacteria. 

The results were sobering. All 
458 pounds of beef we examined con-
tained bacteria that signified fecal 
contamination (enterococcus and/or 
nontoxin-producing E. coli), which  
can cause blood or urinary tract infec-
tions. Almost 20 percent contained 
C. perfringens, a bacteria that causes 
almost 1 million cases of food  
poisoning annually. Ten percent of the  
samples had a strain of Staphylococcus 
aureus bacteria that can produce  
a toxin that can make you sick. That 
toxin can’t be destroyed—even with 
proper cooking. 

Just 1 percent of our samples con-
tained salmonella. That may not  
sound worrisome, but extrapolate that 
to billions of pounds of ground  
beef and that’s a lot of burgers with the 
potential to make you sick. Indeed, 

salmonella causes an estimated  
1.2 million illnesses and 450 deaths  
in the U.S. each year. 

One of the most significant find-
ings of our research is that beef from 
conventionally raised cows was more 
likely to have bacteria overall, as well 
as bacteria that are resistant to antibiot-
ics, than beef from sustainably raised 
cows. We found a type of antibiotic-
resistant Staphylococcus aureus bacte-
ria called MRSA (methicillin-resistant 
Staphylococcus aureus), which kills 
about 11,000 people in the U.S. every 
year, on three conventional samples 
(and none on sustainable samples). 
And 18 percent of conventional beef 
samples were contaminated with super-
bugs—the dangerous bacteria that are 
resistant to three or more classes of 
antibiotics—compared with just 9 per-
cent of beef from samples that were 
sustainably produced. 
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Cows: They Are What They Eat
The majority of beef (about 97 percent) 
for sale comes from “conventionally 
raised” cattle that begin their lives 
grazing in grassy pastures but are then 
shipped to and packed into feedlots 
 and fed mostly corn and soybeans for 
three months to almost a year. 

The animals may also be given antibi-
otics and hormones. That practice  
is considered to be the most cost-efficient 
way to fatten up cattle: It takes less 
time, labor, and land for convention-
ally raised cattle to reach their  
slaughter weight compared with those 
that feed on grass their whole lives. 
“The high-carbohydrate corn and soy 
diet causes cattle to become unnatu-
rally obese creatures that would never 
exist in nature,” says farmer Will 
Harris, who decided 20 years ago to 
switch to raising grass-fed cattle at 
White Oak Pastures, his 2,500-acre 
fifth-generation family farm in Bluffton, 
Ga. “Conventional cattle reach 1,200-
plus pounds in 16 to 18 months. On our 
farm, it takes 20 to 22 months to raise  
an 1,100-pound animal, which is what 
we consider slaughter weight.”

Cows’ digestive systems aren’t 
designed to easily process high-starch 
foods such as corn and soy. Cattle will 
gain weight faster on a grain-based 
diet than on a grass-based one.  

But it also creates an acidic environ-
ment in the cows’ digestive tract, 
which can lead to ulcers and infection. 
Research shows that this unnatural  
diet may also cause the cattle to shed 
more E. coli in their manure. 

In addition, cattle may be fed a 
variety of other substances to fatten 
them up. They include candy (such 
as gummy bears, lemon drops, and 
chocolate) to boost their sugar intake 
and plastic pellets to substitute  
for the fiber they would otherwise  
get from grass. Cattle feed can also 
contain parts of slaughtered hogs and 
chickens that are not used in food 

production, and dried manure and  
litter from chicken barns.

Conventional cattle farmers defend 
their methods, however. “If all cattle 
were grass-fed, we’d have less beef, 
and it would be less affordable,” says 
Mike Apley, Ph.D., a veterinarian, pro-
fessor at the Kansas State University 
College of Veterinary Medicine, and 
chairman of the Antibiotic Resistance 
Working Group at the National 
Cattlemen’s Beef Association, a trade 
group. “Since grass doesn’t grow  
on pasture year-round in many parts 
of the country,” he says, “feedlots 
evolved to make the most efficient use 
of land, water, fuel, labor, and feed.”

Life on the Feedlot
Farmers such as Will Harris are also 
concerned about the humaneness of 
crowding cows into feedlots. “Animals 
that have never been off grass are put 
into a two-story truck and transported 
for 20-plus hours with no food, water, 
or rest,” Harris says. The animals are 
crowded into pens; the average feedlot 
in the U.S. houses about 4,300 head 
of cattle, according to Food & Water 
Watch’s 2015 Factory Farm Nation 
Report. On some of the country’s 
biggest feedlots, the cattle population 
averages 18,000. 

“You always know when you’re 

The average 
feedlot in the U.S. 
houses about 
4,300 head of 
cattle, according 
to Food & Water 
Watch’s 2015 
Factory Farm 
Nation report.

Why Grass-Fed Costs More
When we purchased our  
test samples of ground beef,  
we paid an average of 
about $2.50 more for grass-
fed beef and $3 more for 
grass-fed organic beef 
per pound than we did for 
conventional beef. (See 
chart at right.) According to 
those figures, if you bought  
2 pounds of ground beef 
each week, it would cost  
you an additional $260  
to $310 per year to switch  

to grass-fed. The reason  
grass-fed beef is pricier has 
to do with profit margins.  
It can take a farmer up  
to a year longer (and an  
extra year’s worth of food,  
care, and labor) to get a  
grass-fed animal to reach  
slaughter weight than for  
a conventionally raised one. 
Grass-fed cattle also tend 
to be smaller at slaughter, 
so there’s less meat to sell 
per head. “Using antibiotics, 

hormones, and feedlots 
produces obscenely  
cheap beef,” says Will Harris, 
a rancher who raises  
grass-fed cattle. “When 
you don’t use them, your 
production costs are higher, 
so your prices need to  
be higher, too.” So when  
you shop and spend, 
consider the benefits  
of supporting sustainable 
methods in place  
of conventional ones.

WHAT YOU’LL PAY

Conventional $4.95 per lb.

Without Antibiotics $6.55 per lb.

Organic $7.38  per lb.

Grass-Fed $7.38  per lb.

Grass-Fed Organic $7.83  per lb.
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approaching a feedlot. The unmistak-
able stench hits you first, then you see 
the hovering fecal dust cloud, followed 
by the sight of thousands of cattle 
packed into pens standing in their own 
waste as far as you can see,” says Don 
Davis, a cattle farmer in Texas and 
president of the Grassfed Livestock 
Alliance. The manure contains poten-
tially dangerous bacteria that get  
on the cattle’s hides and can be trans-
ferred to the meat during slaughter.  
The conditions also stress the cattle, 
which makes them more susceptible  
to disease, and any illness that  
develops can quickly spread from  
animal to animal. 

To control for that, cattle are often 
fed daily low doses of antibiotics to  
prevent disease. According to Apley, 
cattle in feedlots are given antibiot-
ics to prevent coccidiosis, a common 
intestinal infection, but he notes that 

these drugs aren’t medically important 
for people. He also says that cattle are 
given an antibiotic called tylosin to 
ward off liver abscesses. That drug is 
in a class of antibiotics that the World 
Health Organization categorizes as 
“critically important” for human  
medicine. What’s more, in our tests we 
found that resistance to classes of  
antibiotics used to treat people was wide-
spread. Three-quarters of the samples 
contained bacteria that were immune to 
at least one class of those drugs. 

Antibiotics were also given to cattle 
to promote weight gain (although just 
how the drugs do that is unknown). 
Ranchers could buy those drugs over 
the counter and give them to their 
animals. “That doesn’t mean, though, 
that antibiotics can’t be used for dis-
ease prevention anymore,” says Jean 
Halloran, director of Food Policy 
Initiatives at Consumer Reports. “Vets 

can still authorize their use to ‘ensure 
animal health,’ so the status quo  
of feeding healthy animals antibiotics 
every day can continue.” Widespread 
daily and unnecessary use of antibiot-
ics in healthy animals in turn fuels  
the spread of antibiotic-resistant bacte-
ria, a serious public health threat.

Meat Monopoly
More than 80 percent of beef produced 
in the U.S. is processed by four compa-
nies. Cattle can be slaughtered at high-
speed rates—as many as 400 head  
per hour. These slaughterhouses use  
a variety of methods to destroy bac-
teria on the carcass after the hide has 
been removed, such as hot water, or 
chlorine-based or lactic-acid washes.

But when so many cattle are being 
processed, sanitary practices may get 
short shrift. The result is that bacteria 
from cattle’s hides or digestive tracts 

Dubious Diet
Along with grain, cattle 
on a feedlot may be 
fed candy and even 
plastic pellets.
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How to Handle Beef Safely
Until more robust regulations are in place, you have to always assume ground 
beef (and any meat) is contaminated with bacteria and take appropriate 
precautions. The best practices include: 

Pick it up last at the supermarket. 
You want it to stay cold as long as 
possible. Bag it separately from other 
foods, and put it in a chilled cooler  
or on ice if you’re traveling more than 
a short distance home. 
Keep it cold at home, too. Bacteria 
multiply rapidly in temperatures 
between 40° F and 140° F. Use an 
appliance thermometer to make 
sure that your refrigerator stays 
no warmer than 37° F. If you don’t 
use ground beef within two days, 
freeze it. Defrost frozen meat in the 
refrigerator—not on the counter.
Don’t allow it to touch other foods. 
Use separate plates and utensils 
for raw and cooked meats. Always 
wash your hands with soap and 
water after handling raw meat, and 
sanitize sinks and any other surfaces 
that came in contact with the  
meat. Plastic cutting boards should 
be washed in the dishwasher.
Turn up the heat. The safest 
temperature for ground beef is 
160° F. You can’t tell by the meat’s 
color whether it has reached 

that temperature, so use a meat 
thermometer. If you’re reheating 
leftover burgers or a casserole with 
ground beef, get it to 165° F. 
Take “rare” out of your vocabulary. 
Rare is risky, and even medium-
rare is, especially for kids, who are 
more susceptible to food poisoning. 
Medium may be too inexact when 
ordering out. Specify that you want 
160° F when ordering a burger.  
In one study of 385 restaurants in 
eight states, just 12 percent always 
used a thermometer to measure 
burgers’ cooked temperatures.  
And 12 percent of all burgers were 
served at an unsafe temperature. 
Be careful if you grind it yourself. 
It might sound like a safer bet than 
buying prepackaged meat, but  
any pathogens on whole cuts would 
be spread throughout the batch  
of meat you grind at home. Bacteria 
also can linger in the equipment  
you use, increasing the odds of  
cross-contamination in your kitchen. 
So wash in hot soapy water  
or, preferably, in the dishwasher.

can be transferred to the meat. The 
Department of Agriculture “has a pres-
ence in these plants to do inspections—
though it’s against the companies’ 
wishes,” says Patty Lovera, assistant 
director of Food & Water Watch. “The 
economic power of the Big Four gives 
them a lot of political weight to push 
back against USDA inspectors’ efforts 
to enforce existing rules and to fight 
against any tighter safety standards 
being enacted.” And, she adds, “the 
sheer volume of beef that big-company 
plants crank out means that a quality-
control mistake at a single plant can lead 
to packages of contaminated beef  
ending up in stores and restaurants 
across 20 or 30 states.” 

The Better Burger Starts Here
Cattle can have a healthier (and more 
humane) upbringing if they graze in 
pastures for most—if not all—of their 
lives. The most sustainable beef-
production systems don’t rely on any 
daily drugs, don’t confine animals, and 
do allow them to eat a natural diet. And 
what’s good for cows is good for people, 
too. As our recent tests show, more 
sustainable can mean safer meat. That’s 
why Consumer Reports recommends 
that you buy sustainably raised beef 
whenever possible. 

Sustainable methods run the gamut 
from the very basic ‘raised without 
antibiotics’ to the most sustainable, 
which is grass-fed organic. Aside from 
the animal welfare and environmental 
benefits, grass-fed cattle need fewer 
antibiotics or other drugs to treat dis- 
ease, and organic standards and  
many verified grass-fed label programs 
prohibit antibiotics. Sustainably raised 
beef is simply the safest, most humane 
way for Americans to enjoy our beloved 
burgers … always cooked at least to 
medium, of course.

NOTE Funding for this project was provided by The 
Pew Charitable Trusts. Any views expressed are 
those of Consumer Reports and its advocacy arm, 
Consumers Union, and do not necessarily reflect 
the views of The Pew Charitable Trusts.
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Once considered a special-occasion treat, 
shrimp have become so ubiquitous that 
we now expect to find them on the menu 
whether we’re at a pricey steak house or a  
fast-food joint. In fact, Americans eat about 
three times more shrimp than we did 
35 years ago. Each of us eats, on average, 
almost 4 pounds per year, making shrimp 
more popular than tuna. 

A Shrimp
 Lover's 
Guide 
Shrimp is especially vulnerable to a cocktail of concerns, 
including dangerous bacteria and antibiotic residue. Here’s 
what you need to know to buy and prepare shrimp safely.
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To satisfy our insatiable appetite for 
shrimp, the U.S. has become a massive 
importer. In 2015, 94 percent of our 
supply came from abroad, from  
such countries as India, Indonesia,  
and Thailand. 

But our love affair with shrimp does 
have a downside. Most of the shrimp  
we import is “farmed”—grown in 
shallow, artificial ponds that can stretch  
for acres. In some cases, 150 shrimp can 
occupy a single square meter (about the  
size of a 60-inch flat-screen television), 
where they’re fed commercial pellets, 
sometimes containing antibiotics to 
ward off disease. If ponds aren’t carefully 
managed, a sludge of fecal matter, 
chemicals, and excess food can build 
up and decay. Wastewater can be 
periodically discharged into nearby 
waterways. Bacteria and algae can begin 
to grow and disease can set in, 
prompting farmers to use drugs and 
other chemicals that can remain on  
the shrimp and seep into the surrounding 
environment. These shrimp-farming 
practices raise a variety of concerns, 
not just about how safe shrimp are  
to eat but also about the environmental 
damage that can be caused by farming 
them that way. 

For shoppers, the challenge starts  
at the grocery store, where it’s difficult 
to know what to buy. Labels and 
names can be confusing, meaningless 
—or worse—deceptive. Sellers may 
not always tell (or even know) the 
truth about the origins of the shrimp 
they offer. And the allure of a label 
proclaiming that shrimp are “natural” 
or “wild” can obscure the fact that 
some expensive varieties aren’t 
necessarily fresher or more flavorful.

That’s why Consumer Reports took  
an in-depth look at shrimp by testing, 
tasting, and shopping. We unearthed 
some worrisome findings, including 
bacteria and antibiotic residue on some 
samples. But we also found plenty  
of healthful choices available.

There’s no foolproof way to make sure 
you won’t get sick from bacteria  
on shrimp, but following our safe-prep 

 TIP 

When cooking, 
cold shrimp 
(below 40° F) is 
safer shrimp. So 
keep them cool 
until they go in the 
pan or on the grill.
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rules will certainly improve your odds. 
And to make sure you’re buying the 
cleanest, most responsibly fished or 
raised shrimp—and that you’re getting 
what you pay for at the fish counter,  
use our guide on these pages.

Bacteria and Other Problems
Despite the considerable amount of 
shrimp we eat in the U.S., the Food  
and Drug Administration tests only  
a small percentage of foreign shrimp 
shipments each year. To do our own 
testing, CR bought 342 packages of 
frozen shrimp—284 raw and 58 cooked 
samples—at large chain supermarkets, 
big-box stores, and “natural” food 

stores from 27 cities across the country. 
(We didn’t include fresh, never-frozen 
shrimp because they account for  
only a small percentage of the shrimp 
that consumers buy.) 

We tested for bacteria such as 
salmonella, vibrio, staphylococcus 
aureus, and E. coli. We also looked for  
drug residue to see whether antibiotics 
were used in raising the shrimp. 
Antibiotics—none of which are approved 
by the U.S. for shrimp farming—are 
problematic because their use can 
ultimately lead to bacteria becoming 
antibiotic-resistant, meaning that at some 
point the antibiotic may no longer work 
to treat common human ailments. 

Our findings provided some cause 
for concern. In 16 percent of cooked, 
ready-to-eat shrimp, we found several 
types of bacteria, including vibrio  
and E. coli. They can cause illnesses 
such as food poisoning—which could 
include diarrhea and dehydration— 
and in rare instances can even prove  
to be fatal. We detected antibiotics in  
11 samples of raw imported farmed 
shrimp. And in seven raw-shrimp samples 
we found MRSA, or methicillin-resistant 
staphylococcus aureus, bacteria that  
can cause difficult-to-treat infections. 

Overall, 60 percent of our raw 
shrimp tested positive for bacteria.  
But it’s important to keep those findings 

Farm Fears
Shrimp farming can 
be done responsibly, 
but if the farm isn’t 
managed properly, 
bacteria can grow and 
disease can break out.
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in perspective. By comparison, 
when we tested raw chicken breasts 
in 2013, 97 percent of the samples 
contained bacteria. Compared with 
the chicken samples, far fewer shrimp 
contained salmonella, which is often 
responsible for outbreaks of food 
poisoning. But we did find vibrio on 
many of the shrimp samples. 

Is Farmed Shrimp Ever Okay?
The shrimp business can be 
extraordinarily lucrative when it’s  
done on a large scale. A medium-sized 
shrimp farm in Southeast Asia can 
produce close to 1 million pounds  
of shrimp per year, a powerful incentive 
for farmers to maximize production. 

But evidence shows that those  
vast overseas operations might use 
antibiotics similar to those that humans 
rely on to treat infections. Although 
many countries permit the use of 
antibiotics for shrimp farming, foreign 
shrimp destined for the U.S. market 
isn’t allowed to have any antibiotic 
residue. In addition, overseas shrimp 
farmers may also be using pesticides 
such as toxic organophosphates  
and antifungals such as Gentian 
violet, which may cause cancer. Those 
chemicals aren’t permitted by the  
U.S. for shrimp farming, and they can 
also put your health at risk and  
damage the environment. 

It’s the FDA’s job to inspect shrimp 
coming into the U.S. to make sure 
they don’t contain drugs or chemicals 
that aren’t permitted. But in our 
tests, 11 samples of farmed shrimp 
from Bangladesh, Thailand, and 
Vietnam tested positive for one or 
more antibiotics. Nine tested positive 
for oxytetracycline, three contained 
enrofloxacin, and two contained sulfa 
antibiotics. According to the FDA, if 
those drugs had been detected in even 
one shrimp, the entire shipment would 
have been refused entry into the U.S.

We found the antibiotic-resistant 
bacteria MRSA on six samples of farmed 
shrimp from Bangladesh, Ecuador, and 
Vietnam and on one sample of wild 
shrimp from the U.S. MRSA causes serious 
skin and blood infections. And about 
11,000 people in the U.S. die as a result of 
MRSA each year. We found more MRSA 
on shrimp than we found in our studies 
of chicken, ground turkey, and pork.

So which farmed shrimp should you 
buy? CR recommends buying farmed 
shrimp raised without chemicals, 
including antibiotics. That may include 

shrimp farmed in large outdoor ponds 
that resemble the natural habitat or in 
tanks that constantly filter and recycle 
water and waste. CR has evaluated 
organizations and stores that certify 
whether farmed shrimp—domestic and 
imported—have been raised without 
drugs and chemicals. We recommend 
farmed shrimp labeled Naturland, 
Aquaculture Stewardship Council, or  
Whole Foods Market Responsibly 
Farmed. We don’t recommend shrimp 
with the Best Aquaculture Practices 
label; we found antibiotics on four 
samples with that label.

Are Wild Shrimp Better?
One reason farmed shrimp is so 
popular is that it can be cheaper than 
wild shrimp, which is caught in the 
ocean. Our tests suggest that wild 
shrimp from U.S. waters may be worth 
the higher price. Of all the shrimp  
we tested, they were among the least 
likely to harbor any kind of bacteria  
or contain chemicals.

But it’s worth considering the 
environmental implications of going 

What Our Tests Turned Up
In 2015 Consumer Reports tested 284 samples of raw shrimp purchased at stores  
around the country and tested them for bacterial contamination. The last column 
shows the percentage of samples that contained at least one of the following 
bacteria: vibrio, staphylococcus aureus, E. coli, listeria, or salmonella—bacteria 
that can potentially make you sick. Our experts say more should be done to 
prevent contamination, but note that cooking should kill the bacteria.

In 16 percent  
of the cooked, 
ready-to-eat 
shrimp we  
tested, we found 
several bacteria 
that can cause 
illnesses such  
as food poisoning.

COUNTRY  
OF ORIGIN

PRODUCTION  
TYPE

NUMBER OF 
SAMPLES TESTED

PERCENT WITH 
BACTERIA

Bangladesh

India

Indonesia

Ecuador

Vietnam

Thailand

Argentina

U.S.

Farmed

Farmed

Farmed

Farmed

Farmed

Farmed

Wild

Wild

12

43

36

18

40

41

12

55

83%

74%

69%

61%

58%

42%

33%

20%
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Smart & Safe Shopping

wild, according to Amanda Keledjian, 
a marine scientist at the nonprofit 
conservation group Oceana. “Nets 
dragged along the ocean floor can 
severely damage the sea bottom and 
anything that lives there,” she says. 
Estimates vary, but at least 1 to 3 
pounds of other species—including 
endangered sea turtles—can be killed 
for every pound of shrimp caught  
in the wild. To minimize the impact,  
a U.S. federal law requires shrimpers—
with some exceptions—to outfit  
their nets with devices that allow  
other sea life to escape. 

Still, when it comes to safety and 
sustainability, responsibly caught 
U.S. wild shrimp is our top choice. 
CR recommends buying wild shrimp 
certified by the Marine Stewardship 
Council, an organization that ensures 
that shrimpers are fishing responsibly; 
shrimp from Whole Foods Market; 
and those listed as “Best Choices” or 
“Good Alternatives” on Monterey Bay 
Aquarium’s Seafood Watch Guide,  
at seafoodwatch.org. 

What About Taste?
Shrimp connoisseurs, from celebrity 
chefs to seasoned shrimpers, claim  
to be able to detect a striking difference 
between wild and farmed shrimp,  
and there’s some science to support 
their claims. The CSIRO Division of 
Food Science and Technology in Sydney 
analyzed wild and farmed shrimp 
to find out why they can taste different. 
Sure enough, wild shrimp had far 
higher levels of compounds called 
bromophenols, which the researchers 
equated with a “briny, oceanlike” flavor.

But don’t assume that briny means 
better. To conduct a small tasting,  
CR purchased 24 packages of seven types  
of frozen shrimp from Whole Foods 
Markets near our headquarters in 
Yonkers, N.Y.. They included Atlantic 
white, Key West pink, and Gulf white  
shrimp, all caught in the U.S., as well  
as farmed shrimp from Ecuador, 
Thailand, and Vietnam.

Overall, our tasters found very little 

The Lowdown on Shrimp Labels

Marine Stewardship 
Council indicates that 
wild shrimp are caught 
using sustainable fishing 
practices. This can  
include outfitting nets 
with devices that allow 
other animals to escape  
if accidentally caught. 

Aquaculture 
Stewardship Council 
indicates shrimp are 
raised without antibiotics 
and according to 
guidelines that protect  
the environment. This 
label also ensures that 
shrimp farms don’t use 
forced labor. But the 
guidelines permit the 
use of certain chemicals, 
including some pesticides, 
and don’t limit the 
number of shrimp in  
a farming pond. 

Naturland indicates 
that shrimp are farmed 
following guidelines that 
prohibit the overstocking 
of ponds and the use 
of chemicals, including 
antibiotics, pesticides, and 
disinfectants. Shrimp are 
fed sustainably caught 
fish meal, and farms don’t 
use forced labor.

Whole Foods Market 
Responsibly Farmed 
indicates that shrimp are 
raised in conditions that 
protect the environment, 
without antibiotics and  
with limited use of 
chemicals. There’s no limit 
on the density of shrimp in 
ponds. They’re found only 
at Whole Foods Market.

 Turtle Safe This  
claim is not backed  
by a consistent  
set of standards.
 Natural This term  

has no official definition 
for shrimp. Ignore it.
 Organic There is no 

approved standard  
for organic seafood in  
the U.S.
 Sustainable There is 

no regulated definition of 
sustainable. Any seller  
can make this claim. 
 Environmentally 

Aware An easy claim to 
make, but it’s not backed 
by a consistent set of 
standards to ensure that 
shrimp were sustainably 
caught or farmed.
 No Hormones There  

is no government or 
official definition for this 
term on shrimp.
 No Antibiotics On meat 

and poultry, this term 
means what it says. But 
when it comes to shrimp, 
the term isn’t defined  
by the FDA.

TRUST DON’T TRUST
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difference between the farmed and wild 
shrimp. But they did note that some  
wild shrimp had a taste of iodine,  
a flavor that our experts say is probably 
due to higher levels of bromophenols. 
The intensity of that flavor varied; it 
was stronger in shrimp from the Gulf of 
Mexico and milder in shrimp from the 
Florida Keys and the Atlantic. 

Can You Trust Package Labels? 
Not always. If a shrimp label says 
“organic,” ignore it. There are no 
U.S. standards for the “organic” label 
when it comes to seafood, unlike  
for all other food categories. The  
same goes for labels proclaiming that  
a package of shrimp is “natural”  
or “environmentally aware.” We  
also picked up a bag of shrimp labeled 
“chemical-free” (a claim that’s not 
regulated) and it tested positive for  
two different antibiotics. 

The Department of Agriculture 
requires supermarkets and warehouse 
clubs to state whether shrimp are  
wild or farmed, along with the country  
of origin. But a 2014 Oceana study 
found that even those common 
classifications can be inaccurate. Oceana  
bought 143 shrimp samples from  
111 vendors nationwide and ran DNA 
tests to figure out exactly what 
type or species it had purchased. It  
turned out that 30 percent of the labels  
were misleading in some way. For 
example, in some cases farmed white-
leg shrimp (the most commonly 
farmed shrimp globally) were sold as 
wild shrimp. “This is seafood fraud, 
especially given the far higher price of 
wild shrimp,” said the study author  
and senior scientist, Kimberly Warner, 
Ph.D. Oceana even found a small 
banded coral shrimp, which isn’t  
meant to be eaten, mixed into a bag  
of salad-sized shrimp.

How can a consumer make smart  
choices given those shady shrimp sellers? 
Marianne Cufone, an environmental 
attorney and the executive director  
of the Recirculating Farms Coalition, 
offers clues to help distinguish wild 

from farmed. “Wild shrimp often vary  
in size, shape, and color because  
they don’t all have identical genetics,”  
she says. “Batches of farmed shrimp 
often all hatch at the same time, eat 
the same food, and live in the same 
environment, so they’re more likely 
to look the same.” Cufone’s second 
tip: “Look for poop, or what is politely 
called a vein.” Frequently, shrimp 
farmers stop feeding shrimp before 
harvesting them so that the vein 
empties. If you see a dark line, there’s  
a better chance it’s a wild shrimp.  
Or look for the labels mentioned on  
the previous page.

‘Fresh’ or Frozen?
Another confusing choice for 
consumers is whether to buy frozen 
shrimp or “fresh” shrimp at the 
seafood counter. For the most part, 
it doesn’t really matter. If you’re 
buying from a gourmet seafood store 
or seaside market, you may find truly 
fresh shrimp. But most shrimp are 
frozen soon after they’re caught. Steven 
Wilson, deputy director of the NOAA 
Fisheries Office of International Affairs 
and Seafood Inspection, says there’s  
a chance that the shrimp at the seafood 
counter in your store was previously 
frozen, then thawed. In fact, they  
may be from a batch of shrimp that’s  
in the freezer case—just defrosted.

Should You Buy Raw or 
Cooked Shrimp? 
Buying cooked shrimp may be 
convenient, but it doesn’t guarantee 
safety. In our tests, we were concerned 
about bacteria we found, including 
vibrio and staphylococcus aureus, in  
a few of our cooked samples. If you 
want to be extra careful, you can buy raw 
shrimp, handle it properly, and cook  
it yourself to kill any bacteria. 

NOTE Funding for this project was provided by 
The Pew Charitable Trusts. Any views expressed are 
those of Consumer Reports and its advocacy arm, 
Consumers Union, and do not necessarily reflect 
the views of The Pew Charitable Trusts. 

Safe Shrimp  
Even with the best 
possible shrimp, proper 
handling is important. 
Here’s how:
1. Keep it cold. Bacteria 
multiply at temperatures 
above 40° F, so don’t  
let shrimp warm up before 
cooking. Make them one of 
the last items you place in 
your grocery cart. And  
if you’re buying shrimp at the 
seafood counter, ask for a  
bag of ice. Keep a cooler in 
your car for the ride home. 
Then put the shrimp on ice or 
in the fridge until cooking. 
2. If you buy them frozen, 
defrosting and refreezing 
will degrade the quality but 
shouldn’t pose a health  
risk as long as they remain 
below 40° F.
3. Work quickly when cleaning 
so that shrimp spend less time 
in your warm hands. Keep 
them on ice or in a bowl of ice 
water when possible.
4. Dispose of uncooked veins 
and shells properly to contain 
any bacteria on them. 
5. Immediately wash your 
hands and any utensils that 
have come in contact with raw 
shrimp to reduce the risk  
of spreading bacteria from  
the shrimp to other foods.
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Pro Picks

McEvoy Ranch 
Traditional Blend 
Extra Virgin 
Olive Oil $27 
mcevoyranch.com

“High-quality olive 
oil is perfect for 
drizzling on veg-
etables, grilled meats, 
pasta, bread, and 
more. McEvoy Ranch 
Traditional Blend 
Extra Virgin Olive Oil 
was No. 1 in our tests 
from previous years, 
but the 2016 vintage 
is just as tasty.“ 
–Trisha Calvo 
Deputy Editor, 
Health and Food 

Kitchen Grips 
Chef’s Mitt 
$31 per mitt
amazon.com

“These oven mitts 
are so much better 
than the bulky cloth 
kind that feel like 
mittens. They’re thin 
and flexible, so I can 
still move my hands, 
and the textured 
surface makes it 
easier to grip hot pots 
and pans securely.” 
–Maxine Siegel, R.D. 
Head of Food Testing

Microplane 
Premium Classic 
Zester/Grater $15
target.com

“It’s so much easier 
to zest any kind 
of citrus with my 
Microplane than with 
a box grater. The zest 
doesn’t stick—it just 
falls right off. And it’s 
just as good for hard 
cheeses, too. I have 
one at home, and 
I just bought another 
one to use at work!” 
–Claudia Gallo 
CR Recipe Developer

Bruer Cold 
Bruer $80
bruer.co

“You can’t go wrong 
with this simple 
and stylish cold-brew 
coffee maker. Ice and 
water placed in the 
upper chamber drains 
onto the grounds 
at a rate of a drop 
per second. In 12 to 
24 hours it produces 
up to 20 ounces of 
smooth brew without 
the familiar bitterness 
of coffee made with 
hot water.”
–Bernie Deitrick 
Senior Product Tester

Sur La Table 
Citrus Reamer $5
surlatable.com

“It’s small but pleasing 
to the palm—with nice 
heft—and it gets every 
last drop out of your 
fruit. It’s so easy to use 
and clean that I find 
I use fresh juice much 
more often—which is 
a great way to add 
a bright flavor (but not 
extra sodium or fat) 
to salads and sauces.”
–Amy Keating, R.D. 
CR Dietitian

Must Haves From 
Our Experts
CR’s food pros like to cook (and eat) as 
much as you do. Here are some of the
basics they rely on to make it easier to
whip up delicious dishes at home.
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