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Making Comfort Foods Healthier 
By: Anne Zander, Family & Consumer Sciences  

Extension Agent Boulder County, Colorado State University  
 

People tend to turn to comfort foods when the weather is cold and 
damp. We can all relate to the increase in cravings for sweet, salty, 
creamy and fatty foods! A comfort food is any food or beverage 
that gives a comforting, satisfying feeling after you consume it. 
Many comfort foods are filled with artery-clogging fat, sugar, 
sodium (salt), and numerous extra ingredients.  
 
Fortunately, it is possible to enjoy healthier versions of comfort 
foods. Choose hearty, homemade broth based soups rather than 
cream-based soups. Choose sweet potatoes as an alternative to 
white potatoes to boost the nutrition.  

 
Popular Comfort Foods 

Macaroni & Cheese: Modify your recipe by using low-fat cheese 
and low-fat milk. Add vegetables to make it more nutritious like 
sliced tomatoes. Or, try whole-wheat elbow macaroni tossed with a 
cup of tomato sauce and 2 tablespoons of parmesan cheese (2 
cups = 420 calories and 5 grams fat)  
 
Chili & Stews: Chili and stews can be very hearty and high in 
protein. Use small portions of lean meat such as lean beef or 
turkey, lots of vegetables and beans, and then sprinkle a small 
amount of low-fat cheese on top. Limit high-fat ingredients like 
ground beef, sausage and cheese. Increase the proportion of 

vegetables, beans and legumes and reduce meat to increase fiber and reduce overall calories. 
Stews and soups become more delicious when refrigerated overnight to allow flavors to blend.  
 
Cream & Cheese-based Casseroles: Creamed, scalloped, and au gratin dishes like hash brown 
potato casserole begin with healthy ingredients, such as potatoes, broccoli and green beans. 
However, the calories can quadruple when you add cream, butter, and canned soups and top them 
with cheese, bacon, onions, breadcrumbs, or buttered crackers. For a casserole, substitute low-
calorie ingredients such as fat-free or low-fat sour cream, Greek yogurt, cheese and soups. Try 
oven-roasted vegetables, such as new potatoes, brussel sprouts, green beans, etc. in place of a 
casserole. Cream-based Soups & Chowders: Soups and chowders loaded with cream are high in 
calories, fat and sodium, especially if you add salty crackers or a cheese topping. To reduce calories 
and fat, choose tomato-based or broth-based soups, like vegetable or minestrone. Enjoy soup as an 
appetizer or with a salad or a whole-wheat roll. Choose low-sodium canned soup or broths.  
 
Sweet Potatoes or Yams: Enjoy a plain baked sweet potato or yam, and eat the skin. Sweet 
potatoes are a good source of beta-carotene, potassium, vitamin C and fiber. Sweet Potato Fries: 
Instead of French fries, eat baked sweet potato fries. To make sweet potato fries, slice a sweet 
potato into small sticks and spread sticks on a baking sheet. Lightly coat with cooking spray, sprinkle 
with kosher salt or other seasonings, and bake at 375 °F for 25 minutes. 
 
Candied Yams: Skip the traditional candied yams, which are high in sugar and saturated fat. Bake 
yams with a just a small amount of brown sugar, and replace the butter with orange juice or olive oil. 

 
Let’s Talk:  
Many traditions and memories 

are food-related, offering 
people a way to link past, 

present and future 
generations. Children helping 
with preparing, baking, and 

cooking family favorite foods 
can be family time well spent. 
• Make sure everyone starts 
with clean hands.  
• Let children help choose 
recipes. 
• Make sure the task for each 
child is appropriate for their 
age and skills. Counting 
measures of flour can get the 
smallest child involved.  
• Have paper towels ready to 
wipe up spills.  
• Supervise use of knives and 
oven carefully.  
• Be patient. Don’t get upset if 
the end product isn’t exactly 
like you might have made. 
Remember, the important 
thing is for the family to spend 
time together. 
Source: Better Kid Care, Penn State 
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Chocolate: For an occasional treat, enjoy chocolate-dipped strawberries or other fruits. Fruits are a 
great source of fiber, vitamins, and minerals. Dark chocolate contains flavanol antioxidants, which 
are plant substances that may help reduce blood cholesterol levels. The most beneficial is dark 
chocolate that is at least 70% cocoa.  
 
Baking: When baking, substitute applesauce or prune puree for half of the butter, shortening or oil 
that the recipe calls for. A half-cup of unsweetened applesauce has just 50 calories and barely any 
fat, compared with nearly 1,000 calories and more than 100 grams of fat in a half-cup of oil. Another 
idea: Just reduce the amount of sugar the recipe calls for by a third. Chances are you won’t notice 
the difference. When you cut back on fat in foods, they sometimes become bland in taste. 
Experiment with adding different spices and herbs until you get the desired flavor. 

New Year, healthier you 
Source: health.com 

 
Each January, roughly 1 in 3 Americans resolve to better themselves in some way. A much smaller 
percentage of people actually make good on those resolutions. about 75% of people stick to their 
goals for at least a week, less than half (46%) are still on target six months later, a 2002 study found. 
It's hard to keep up the enthusiasm months after you've swept up the confetti, but it's not impossible. 
This year, pick one of the following worthy resolutions, and stick with it. Here’s to your health! 
 
Lose weight - The fact that this is perennially among the most popular resolutions suggests just 
how difficult it is to commit to. But you can succeed if you don’t expect overnight success. "You want 
results yesterday, and desperation mode kicks in," says Pam Peeke, MD, author of Body for Life for 
Women. "Beware of the valley of quickie cures." Also, plan for bumps in the road. Use a food journal 
to keep track of what you eat and have a support system in place. "Around week four to six, people 
become excuse mills," Dr. Peeke says. "That’s why it’s important to have someone there on a 
regular basis to get you through those times." 
 
Stay in touch - Feel like old friends (or family) have fallen by the wayside? It’s good for your health 
to reconnect. Research suggests people with strong social ties live longer than those who don’t. In 
fact, a lack of social bonds can damage your health as much as alcohol abuse and smoking, and 
even more than obesity and lack of exercise, a 2010 study in the journal PLOS Medicine suggests. 
In a technology-fixated era, it’s never been easier to stay in touch—or rejuvenate your relationship—
with friends and family, so fire up Facebook and follow up with in-person visits. 
 
Quit smoking - Fear that you’ve failed too many times to try again? Talk to any ex-smoker, and 
you’ll see that multiple attempts are often the path to success. Try different methods to find out what 

Recipe for Health: Baked Apples & Sweet Potatoes 
Here is a recipe that is sure to be a favorite, even with children. Other recipes are available at 

https://www.facebook.com/LiveEatPlay 
 

Ingredients:  
2 cups baking apples     ½ teaspoon nutmeg  
2 cups sweet potatoes    ¾ teaspoon cinnamon  
½ cup apple cider     ¼ teaspoon ginger  
¼ teaspoon salt     1 tablespoon butter, melted  
¼ cup brown sugar, firmly packed  
 
Directions: Peel, core and cut apples into medium-sized pieces. Peel and cut sweet 
potatoes into small pieces. Toss all ingredients in a large mixing bowl and pour into deep 
baking dish. Cover and bake at 350 °F for 45-60 minutes, until tender (drain excess juice if 
necessary). Serve as a side dish with roasted turkey or other main course. Top with roasted 
pecans if desired.  
Nutrients per serving: 202 calories; 2.5g total fat; 1.3g saturated fat; 45g carbohydrates; 1.4g protein 
and 5g fiber. Resource: www. mealsmatter.org 

https://www.facebook.com/LiveEatPlay
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works. And think of the cash you’ll save! (We know you know the ginormous health benefit.) "It’s one 
of the harder habits to quit," says Merle Myerson, MD, director of the Cardiovascular Disease 
Prevention Program at St. Luke’s and Roosevelt Hospitals, in New York City. "But I always tell 
people to think of how much money they will save." 
 
Save money - by making healthy lifestyle changes. Take stock of what you have in the fridge and 
make a grocery list. Aimless supermarket shopping can lead to poor choices for your diet and wallet. 
 
Walk or ride your bike to work, or explore carpooling. That means more money in your pocket and 
less air pollution. Cut back on gym membership costs by exercising at home. Many fitness programs 
on videogame systems like Nintendo’s Wii Wii Fit Plus and Microsoft’s Xbox Kinect Your Shape 
Fitness Evolved can get you sweating.  
 
Cut your stress - A little pressure now and again won’t kill us; in fact, short bouts of stress give us 
an energy boost. But if stress is chronic, it can increase your risk of (or worsen) insomnia, 
depression, obesity, heart disease, and more. 
 
Long work hours, little sleep, no exercise, poor diet, and not spending time with family and friends 
can contribute to stress, says Roberta Lee, MD, an integrative medicine specialist at Beth Israel 
Medical Center, in New York City, and the author of The Super Stress Solution. "Stress is an 
inevitable part of life," she says. "Relaxation, sleep, socializing, and taking vacations are all things 
we tell ourselves we deserve but don’t allow ourselves to have." 
 
Volunteer - We tend to think our own bliss relies on bettering ourselves, but our happiness also 
increases when we help others, says Peter Kanaris, PhD, coordinator of public education for the 
New York State Psychological Association. Guess what? Happiness is good for your health. A 2010 
study found that people with positive emotions were about 20% less likely than their gloomier peers 
to have a heart attack or develop heart disease. Other research suggests that positive emotions can 
make people more resilient and resourceful. "Someone who makes this sort of resolution is likely to 
obtain a tremendous personal benefit in the happiness department," Kanaris says. 
 
Go back to school - No matter how old you are, heading back to the classroom can help revamp 
your career, introduce you to new friends, and even boost your brainpower.A 2007 study found that 
middle-age adults who had gone back to school (including night school) sometime in the previous 
quarter century had stronger memories and verbal skills than those who did not. What’s more, 
several studies have linked higher educational attainment to a decreased risk of Alzheimer’s 
disease. "You are gaining a sense of accomplishment by gaining new knowledge, and you are out 
there meeting people and creating possibilities that were never there before," Kanaris says. 
 
Cut back on alcohol - While much has been written about the health benefits of a small amount of 
alcohol, too much tippling is still the bigger problem. (In fact, binge drinking seems to be on the rise.) 
Drinking alcohol in excess affects the brain’s neurotransmitters and can increase the risk of 
depression, memory loss, or even seizures. Chronic heavy drinking boosts your risk of liver and 
heart disease, hypertension, stroke, and mental deterioration, and even cancers of the mouth, 
throat, liver, and breast. 
 
Get more sleep - You probably already know that a good night’s rest can do wonders for your 
mood—and appearance. But sleep is more beneficial to your health than you might realize. A lack of 
sleep has been linked to a greater risk of obesity and type 2 diabetes. And sleep is crucial for 
strengthening memories (a process called consolidation). So take a nap and don’t feel guilty about it. 
 
Travel - The joys and rewards of vacations can last long after the suitcase is put away. "We can 
often get stuck in a rut, and we can’t get out of our own way," Kanaris says. "Everything becomes 
familiar and too routine." But traveling allows us to tap into life as an adventure, and we can make 
changes in our lives without having to do anything too bold or dramatic. "It makes you feel 
rejuvenated and replenished," he adds. "It gets you out of your typical scenery, and the effects are 
revitalizing. It’s another form of new discovery and learning, and great for the body and the soul." 
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