
The nutrition experts 
at Consumer Reports’ 
food testing lab re-
viewed the nutrition 
information for lunch 
and dinner dishes 
at the five sit-down 
restaurant chains 
that respondents to 
our current survey 
visited most often. 
In order, they were 
Applebee’s, Olive 
Garden, The Cheese-
cake Factory, Cracker 
Barrel Old Country 
Store, and IHOP. The 
nutrition  information 
came from menus we 
picked up at restau-
rant locations in our 
area or from the com-
panies’ websites. Our 
goal: to identify the 
meals that a health-
conscious diner could 
feel comfortable or-
dering. Ideally, those 
are dishes with about 
a third of a day’s nutri-
tion intake, based on a 
2,000- calorie diet—at 
or below 670 calories, 

22 grams of fat, 
7 grams of saturated 
fat, and 770 mg of 
sodium. 

We discovered op-
tions at each chain 
that met at least one 
of those criteria, but 
scoping them out 
took some digging. 
(“Best Selling vs. 
Better for You,” on 
the facing page, lists 
our picks.) “To make 
informed choices, 
consumers who want 
to eat more healthfully 
need more nutrition 
information than they 
can find on most 
menus,” says Ellen 
Klosz, who conducted 
our review. “And even 
when it is available, it 
can be a challenge for 
consumers to inter-
pret it.” We focused 
on three common 
consumer-confusing 
problems and found 
the fixes that can 
help you eat healthier 
anywhere.

FOOLED

Misleading  
meal names.
If you don’t eat out 
very often, what you 
pick might not carry 
as much weight. But 
if, like one-third of the 
people we surveyed, 
you eat dinner at a res-
taurant at least once 
a week, you really 
have to make smart 
choices—and that’s 
not easy, says Lisa 
Sasson, M.S., R.D., 
clinical associate pro-
fessor of nutrition at 
New York University.

“Even menu items 
that sound healthy 
may still be high in 
calories,” Sasson says. 
Take the Eggplant 
Parmigiana at Olive 
Garden. Eggplant is 
a veggie, so it seems 
better than Chicken 
Parmigiana, right? But 
each has 1,060 calo-
ries. And though you 
probably wouldn’t be 
surprised to see that 

the Bacon Tempta-
tion Omelette at IHOP 
has 1,080 calories, 
would you think that 
the  Garden Omelette 
has 840?

Salads aren’t always 
a great choice, either, 
“especially when they 
have creamy dress-
ings and little crunchy 
things on top,” says 
Julie Downs, Ph.D., 
associate professor 
of decision science 
at Carnegie Mellon 
University. “Some-
times a salad can have 
as many calories as 
the hamburger next 
to it—or more.” That 
can be the case at 
Applebee’s: The Ori-
ental Grilled Chicken 
Salad has 1,290 calo-
ries vs. 780 in the 
Classic Burger.

FIX

Look for the light. 
“Most of the dishes 
we recommend come 
from the chains’ 
lighter menus,” Klosz 
says. “But we also 
chose dishes from the 
regular menus that 
came closest to meet-
ing our nutritional 
criteria.” Fortunately, 
lighter menus nowa-
days have more to 
offer than plain green 
salads or cottage 
cheese and fruit. 
At press time, The 
Cheesecake Factory 
had around 40 dishes 
on its Skinny Licious 
menu. We also found 
six Lighter Fare dishes 
at Applebee’s, eight 
Wholesome Fixin’s 
on Cracker Barrel’s 
lunch and dinner 

menus, five Lighter 
Italian Fare meals at 
Olive Garden, and 
two IHOP Simple & Fit 
dishes, both centered 
on eggs. And if you’re 
eating somewhere 
that doesn’t have a 
lighter menu, split an 
entrée with a friend 
or ask your waiter to 
box half of your meal 
before bringing it to 
the table.

FOOLED 

Too little 
information.
Applebee’s, The 
Cheesecake Factory, 
IHOP, and Olive Gar-
den list calorie counts 
on their menus. 
Cracker Barrel does 
for its Wholesome 
Fixin’s dishes. That’s 
helpful, but it’s not 
enough: “Lower calo-
rie” doesn’t automati-
cally mean healthier. 
“A healthy meal is also 
lower in fat, saturated 
fat, and sodium,” 
Klosz says.

You can often find 
additional nutrition 
information on a 
restaurant’s website. 
Applebee’s, IHOP, and 
Olive Garden all list at 
least carbohydrates, 
fat, saturated fat, fiber, 
protein, sodium, and 
sugars online. 

FIX
Research what you’ll 
order beforehand. 
Check chain restau-
rants’ websites in 
advance, review the 
available nutrition 
information, and pick 
one or two dishes to 
choose from. Not only 

can you base your se-
lection on more infor-
mation than you’ll see 
on a menu (and avoid 
scrolling through your 
phone at the table), 
but you also might 
be less swayed by 
high-calorie options 
if you aren’t hungry 
when you make your 
decision, according 
to a recent study 
by Downs and her 
colleagues.
 
FOOLED 
Sneaky sodium.
About 90 percent 
of Americans get 
more than the recom-
mended daily maxi-
mum of 2,300 mg, 
and a good chunk 
comes from restau-
rant food. And if you 
think “lighter” dishes 
are less salty, think 
again. Four of six 
Lighter Fare entrées at 
Applebee’s have more 
than 2,000 mg of so-
dium. With 2,450 mg 
of sodium, the Lighter 
Fare Shrimp Wonton 
Stir-Fry alone exceeds 
the daily maximum. 

FIX
Set a sodium strat-
egy. Anything with 
cheese or a sauce is 
practically guaranteed 
to be a sodium bomb, 
Klosz says. Request 
sauces and dressings 
on the side, and use 
just a little bit, which 
may save you calories 
and fat, too. Also try 
simply asking your 
server whether the 
kitchen can cut the 
salt on your dish. 
—Julia Calderone

A Healthy Appetite
We analyzed the menus of the five most frequented chains in our survey to ferret out ways  
you may get fooled into making unhealthy choices—and give you sensible fixes

A Big Fish
Olive Garden’s 
Herb-Grilled Salmon 
is a healthier choice.
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⁄Value exceeds our criteria for healthy meal.  €There weren’t many options at IHOP that met our nutrition criteria. So we customized the order for these dishes, and the values are for just part of the meal. 

SHORT STACK  
OF BUTTERMILK 

PANCAKES (3)
Calories 430

Fat 17 g
Sat. Fat 7 g

Sodium 1,390 mg

CHICKEN  
FAJITA OMELETTE

Calories 960
Fat 63 g

Sat. Fat 24 g
Sodium 2,110 mg

STRAWBERRY  
BANANA  

FRENCH TOAST  
(4 PIECES) €
Calories 550 

Fat 17 g
Sat. Fat 7 g

Sodium 570 mg

HARVEST GRAIN  
‘N NUT PANCAKES  
WITH BLUEBERRY  

COMPOTE  
(HALF ORDER) €

Calories 560
Fat 24 g ⁄
Sat. Fat 5 g

Sodium 1,000 mg ⁄

SIMPLE & FIT 
VEGETABLE  

OMELETTE WITH  
MIXED FRUIT
Calories 310

Fat 12 g
Sat. Fat 4.5 g

Sodium 690 mg

LASAGNA 
CLASSICO

Calories 930
Fat 53 g

Sat. Fat 28 g
Sodium 2,070 mg

CHICKEN 
ALFREDO

Calories 1,480
Fat 94 g

Sat. Fat 56 g
Sodium 1,480 mg SHRIMP  

SCAMPI
Calories 570

Fat 24 g
Sat. Fat 13 g

Sodium 1,800 mg

Better  
for You

Best 
Selling

Better  
for You

Better  
for You

Best 
Selling

Better 
for You

Best 
Selling

Better  
for You

Best 
Selling

SOUTHERN 
GRILLED CHICKEN  

CAESAR SALAD
Calories 540

Fat 33 g
Sat. Fat 8 g

Sodium 1,290 mg

HOMEMADE 
CHICKEN  

N’ DUMPLINGS 
(WITHOUT SIDES)

Calories 340
Fat 7 g

Sat. Fat 2 g
Sodium 1,300 mg

PEPPER-GRILLED 
SIRLOIN WITH 

STEAMED BROCCOLI 
AND BAKED SWEET 

POTATO
Calories 560

Fat 14 g
Sat. Fat 6 g

Sodium 210 mg

BUTTERMILK  
OVEN FRIED CHICKEN 

BREAST WITH STEAMED 
BROCCOLI AND 

MIXED GREENS WITH 
VINAIGRETTE
Calories 470

Fat 19 g
Sat. Fat 4 g

Sodium 1,195 mg ⁄

Best Selling vs. 
Better for You  

We asked the five chains our survey respondents visited 
most to identify some of their best-selling dishes overall. 

Then, based on nutrition (not taste), our own food experts 
independently chose a few of the “better for you” dishes on 

each chain’s menu to suggest. (Note that not all of our “better 
for you” picks entirely met our definition of “healthy,” so we’ve 
noted the values that exceed our criteria.) The Cheesecake 

Factory said it could not supply us with a list of its best-selling 
dishes. All of the nutrition information came from  

the companies’ menus or websites, except for  
The Cheesecake Factory and Cracker Barrel values. They 

currently list only calories, so the companies gave  
us the additional nutrition information here. Cracker 

Barrel said it plans to provide more complete 
nutrition information for its dishes on its 

website by the fall. 

Olive
Garden

IHOP

Applebee’s

Cracker 
Barrel Old 

Country  
Store

The 
Cheesecake 

Factory

■ Better-for-You Meals
■ Best-Selling Meals
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TILAPIA PICCATA
Calories 450

Fat 24 g ⁄
Sat. Fat 10 g ⁄

Sodium 1,010 mg ⁄

GARLIC  
ROSEMARY  

CHICKEN
Calories 540

Fat 19 g 
Sat. Fat 7 g

Sodium 1,630 mg ⁄

HERB-GRILLED  
SALMON

Calories 460
Fat 28 g ⁄

Sat. Fat 8 g ⁄
Sodium 570 mg

GRILLED CHICKEN 
BREAST WITH HEARTY 

GRAINS AND GARLICKY 
GREEN BEANS

Calories 620
Fat 20 g

Sat. Fat 8 g ⁄
Sodium 1,900 mg ⁄

THAI SHRIMP  
SALAD

Calories 380
Fat 19 g

Sat. Fat 3 g
Sodium 1,620 mg ⁄

PEPPER-CRUSTED 
SIRLOIN  

& WHOLE GRAINS
Calories 380

Fat 12 g
Sat. Fat 3.5 g

Sodium 1,820 mg ⁄

SKINNYLICIOUS 
CHICKEN PASTA 

Calories 590 
Sat. Fat 1 g 

Sodium 655 mg

SKINNYLICIOUS 
GRILLED SALMON 

Calories 590 
Sat. Fat 7 g 

Sodium 695 mg

TUSCAN  
CHICKEN 

Calories 590 
Sat. Fat 2 g 

Sodium 755 mg

BONELESS  
WINGS (WITH-
OUT SAUCE OR 

DRESSING)
Calories 680 

Fat 35 g
Sat. Fat 7 g

Sodium 1,760 mg

BOURBON 
STREET CHICKEN 

& SHRIMP
Calories 640

Fat 31 g
Sat. Fat 9 g

Sodium 2,040 mg

THE ALL-DAY  
BRUNCH BURGER

Calories 1,190
Fat 81 g

Sat. Fat 29 g
Sodium 2,370 mg

MEATLOAF
Calories 520

Fat 35 g
Sat. Fat 14 g

Sodium 930 mg

PECAN CRUSTED  
CATFISH WITH 

STEAMED BROCCOLI 
AND BABY CARROTS

Calories 380
Fat 11 g

Sat. Fat 4 g
Sodium 765 mg BACON 

CHEESEBURGER
Calories 830

Fat 54 g
Sat. Fat 25 g

Sodium 1,760 mg


