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Introduction 
 
 
According to the Oxford English Dictionary, fast food is “cooked food sold in snack 
bars and restaurants as a quick meal”. 

The average Australian family spends nearly 15% of their food budget on fast food 
and/or takeaway food.  And 44% of these meals are bought from one of the major fast 
food chains. 

In a recent survey on South Australians’ takeaway food habits, it found that they ate 
3.4 times a month on average at one of the major fast food chains.  The most common 
reason given for buying fast food was convenience, with more than one-third of people 
surveyed saying they were in a hurry or did not have time to cook.  About 17% bought 
fast food while out shopping or buying groceries, and about 29% bought it while 
commuting. 
 

Girth Of A Nation 
The Australian Bureau of Statistics released a report titled Australian Social Trends 
2007 – Article: Overweight and Obesity.  Based on data from the National Health 
Surveys (NHS)1, in 2005, 7.4 million people aged 18 years and over (54% of the adult 
population) were classified as overweight or obese, an increase from 5.4 million adults 
(45% of the adult population) in 1995. 

Between 1995 and 2005, the average weight (kg) of both male and female adults 
increased across all age groups.  During this period, the average weight of an adult 
female increased from 65 kg to 68 kg, and for males it increased from 80 kg to 84 kg. 
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intended to replace the advice of nutritionists, dietitians or other health-care 
professionals. 

 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 In the NHS, overweight and obesity are assessed using body mass index (BMI), calculated from self-
reported height and weight information, using the formula weight (kg) divided by the square of height (m).  
To produce a measure of the prevalence of overweight or obesity in adults, BMI values were grouped 
according to the following categories: Underweight (BMI less than 18.5), Normal (BMI 18.5 to less than 
25.0), Overweight (BMI 25.0 to less than 30.0) and Obese (BMI 30.0 and greater). 
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as a full-time trainer since 2004.  He is passionate about helping people become more 
active and healthier through making lifestyle changes, not just a quick fix. 

Having always been involved in sports (touch football, netball, Oztag, cricket, indoor 
cricket, tennis, squash, volleyball), exercise and training, Andrew learned from an early 
age that being active and exercising can be enjoyable and lots of fun.  He has trained 
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professional athletes and performers.  Andrew’s professional experience includes 
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DISCLAIMER: All information contained within this document is strictly the views of the 
author at time of publication.  The author can and does reserve the right to add to, 
change, alter or update the thoughts and opinions stated herein.  Every attempt has 
been made to accurately substantiate all information in this document.  However, the 
author makes no warranty to nor does he take responsibility for any errors or 
exclusions that may be contained within. 
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Fast Food 

The fast food market in Australia has experienced a substantial growth over the last 10 
to 15 years as Australians are making eating out a way of life.  As a result, as many 
health professionals will confirm, it is very difficult to get people to give up eating fast 
food. 

 
Fast food can often be high in saturated fat, salt and kilojoules (or calories), and low in 
fibre, vitamins and minerals.  Therefore, excessive consumption of fast food can 
increase the risk of heart disease, diabetes, obesity, high cholesterol and high blood 
pressure. 

If you’re trying to lose weight, or maintain a healthy weight, fast food will sabotage 
those goals.  Some fast food chains also offer larger portion sizes for little extra cost 
(sometimes referred to as “supersize”), making it easier to over-consume fat and 
kilojoules. 

With clever marketing, such as packaging the meals with a toy from the latest 
blockbuster movie, children are tempted to eat out more regularly at fast food 
restaurants, which may set a bad example for the rest of their lives. 

Food items which have smaller volumes, but large surface areas like French fries and 
chicken nuggets can also absorb a fair amount of fat per portion.  This increases the 
energy density per portion and contributes to extra kilojoules. 

The purpose of this guide is not to encourage you to eat fast food as part of your 
normal diet.  Hopefully this guide will provide you with sufficient information (based on 
the amount of kilojoules rather than the nutritional content) to allow you to make better 
or healthier choices when you decide to eat from the major fast food chains. 
 
What is a kilojoule? 
A kilojoule (kJ) is a unit of energy.  This unit of measurement allows us to talk about 
how much energy a food contains and how much energy is burned up during exercise.  
The common term for this used to be ‘calorie’, but ‘kilojoule’ is the term now accepted 
internationally.  One calorie (cal) has the same energy value as 4.184 kilojoules. 

How much energy is contained in food depends on the amount of carbohydrate, 
protein, fat and alcohol the food contains.  Alcohol and fats are the most energy-dense 
foods, which is why they should only be consumed in moderation, particularly if you are 
trying to achieve or maintain a healthy weight. 

The energy values per gram of various food components are as follows: 

• Fat – 37.7 kJ (9 cal) 
• Alcohol – 29.3 kJ (7 cal) 
• Carbohydrates – 16.7 kJ (4 cal) 
• Protein – 16.7 kJ (4 cal) 
• Water – 0 kJ (0 cal). 
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Daily Energy Requirements 

The daily energy requirements (DER) for an individual is dependent upon his/her 
genetic predisposition, build, gender, age, metabolism, environment and amount of 
regular physical activity.  Children and adolescents require more energy to fuel their 
growth and development.  Women who are pregnant need to increase their DER by 
about 1,800 kJ and around 2,500 kJ while breastfeeding. 

There are various calculators on the internet which can work out your estimated DER, 
based on your height, weight, age, sex and daily activity level.  Please note that these 
serve as a guide only as it does not take lean body mass into consideration.  
Therefore, these calculators will be accurate in all but the extremely muscular (will 
underestimate energy needs) and the obese (will overestimate energy needs). 

One method used to calculate your estimated DER (in kilojoules) is based on the 
following equations: 

Male  = (66 + (13.7 x weight in kilos) + (5 x height in cm) - (6.8 x age)) x 4.184 x AF 

Female = (655 + (9.6 x weight in kilos) + (1.8 x height in cm) - (4.7 x age)) x 4.184 x AF 

where AF is your Activity Factor based on the following: 
• 1.2 if you are sedentary (little or no exercise). 
• 1.4 if you are lightly active (light exercise/sports 1-3 days/week). 
• 1.6 if you are fairly active (moderate exercise/sports 3-5 days/week). 
• 1.8 if you are very active (hard exercise/sports 6-7 days a week). 
• 2.0 if you are extra active (very hard exercise/sports & physical job). 

For example, if you are a 35 year old female, at 170 cm tall, weighing 60 kg and run 
three times each week, then your estimated DER is calculated as follows: 

DER = (655 + (9.6 x 65) + (1.8 x 170) – (4.7 x 35)) x 4.184 x 1.6 = 9,509 kJ 

Note: This estimated DER is the amount of kilojoules required to maintain your current 
weight.  If you want to lose weight, you would need to reduce your kilojoules intake. 

       Source: Heart Foundation  

When we regularly eat more energy than our body needs, the excess is stored as fat 
cells.  One kilogram of body fat contains the equivalent of 37,700 kJ.  Therefore, to 
lose one kilogram of body fat in a week (without changing your food intake), you would 
need to burn an additional 37,700 kJ (or around 5,386 kJ a day).   

To burn approximately 5,386 kJ you will need to: 

Your Weight Walk at 5 km/hr Run at 8 km/hr 
65 kg 140 minutes 124 minutes 
75 kg 121 minutes 107 minutes 
85 kg 107 minutes 95 minutes 
95 kg 96 minutes 85 minutes 
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Food For Thought 

McDonald’s is by far the largest fast food chain in Australia, with over 800 restaurants.  
KFC is the next biggest with 540 outlets nationally, while Hungry Jack's has 340. 

   
In this guide, the menus of the three biggest fast food chains (McDonald’s, Hungry 
Jack’s and KFC) have been converted into graphs, showing the split of food items 
between fat (red), carbohydrate (green) and protein (blue), and therefore should make 
it easier to visually compare food items.  If you are comparing two food items with 
similar amounts of kilojoules, aim to choose the one with a lower fat (red) content. 

Out of the three fast food chains, Hungry Jack’s Ultimate Double Whopper has the 
highest amount of energy, with 5,085 kilojoules.  This burger has a staggering 32.1g of 
saturated fat and 80.5g of total fat (or around 60% of total kilojoules is from fats).  In 
fact, the top five food items (with the highest amount of kilojoules) are all on the Hungry 
Jack’s menu. 

So, what does 5,085 kilojoules mean? 

To put it into perspective, the Ultimate Double Whopper burger has roughly the same 
amount of kilojoules as 12 bottles of Pure Blonde beer and would require an 80 kg 
person to complete the City to Surf (14 kilometres) fun run in 105 minutes to burn the 
energy off. 

 

= 
  

x 12 =  
City to Surf  
in 105 mins 

If the Ultimate Double Whopper is eaten with large servings of French fries, chocolate 
shake and dessert, the entire meal will have nearly 11,000 kJ. 

As you can see, if one meal can have nearly 11,000 kJ, it is very easy to consume 
more energy than our body needs in one day.  Some nutritionists argue that your 
average fast food meal is not one meal, it’s more like two or three.  And regular 
imbalances of energy in versus energy out will lead to weight gain. 

Most personal trainers, nutritionists, dietitians and other health professionals are 
constantly fighting a losing battle in recommending the average person to eliminate fast 
food from their diets.  The purpose of this guide is to provide you with information so 
you can choose healthier meal options if you decide to eat at the major fast food 
restaurants.  
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Conclusion 

   
 
Fast food is a part of life these days for most people, mainly because of its 
convenience.  The fast food chains also make it very affordable, especially when 
feeding a family with their “Family Deal” meals.  But can you really put a price on yours 
and your family’s health and well-being?  However, if you do choose to eat at these 
restaurants, select your foods wisely. 

In terms of the three major fast food chains: 
• McDonald’s seem to have more “healthier” options on their menu, when compared 

to Hungry Jack’s and KFC.  If you are choosing a salad, go for Italian (53 kJ) or 
Balsamic (107 kJ) dressing rather than Caesar (534 kJ).  And choose burgers 
without any cheese as each slice of cheese contains about 200 kilojoules.   

• Some of the food items on the KFC menu have a higher percentage of fat content 
due to the way the food is cooked (i.e. deep fried).  The KFC website did not 
provide any nutritional information for its drinks and desserts. 

• There are seven burgers with over 3000 kilojoules on the Hungry Jack’s menu, 
compared with only one for McDonald’s.  

The following are a few tips for healthy eating at fast food restaurants: 
• Watch the portion size – there are quite a few fast food items with over 3000 

kilojoules, so choose a smaller portion size, order a side salad instead of fries, and 
don't supersize anything. 

• To look after your heart and other vital organs in your body, choose foods with 
lower fat content (the fats in fast foods usually are not the “good” fats). 

• Drink water with your meal.  Soft drinks, shakes and even fruit juices can pack a 
huge source of hidden energy and can quickly gulp up a big portion of your daily 
energy intake. 

• Remember the big picture – moderation is always the key.  Think of eating out in 
the context of your whole diet.  If you know you will eat at a fast food restaurant, 
make sure your earlier meals that day are extra healthy. 

In summary, everyone should aim to eliminate as much fast food from their diet as 
possible.  However, if you choose to eat at one of the fast food chains, look for foods 
and drinks with the lowest amount of kilojoules and preferably also with the lowest 
amount of fat.  So the next time you’re thinking about munching on a burger, just 
remind yourself how long you will need to walk or run (see page 4) to burn it off. 
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