
 
 
 
 
 
           Smoothies have become a popular choice for snacks and meals.  While 
once something that you could only get from your home blender and a few 
basic ingredients, now smoothies can be purchased in ready-to-drink form at 
grocery and convenience stores, purchased frozen ingredients in pouches that 
you must add milk, water, or juice to, or from a fast food restaurant or coffee 
shop counter or drive through window.  There are even entire stores devoted 
to selling smoothies where customers can choose everything from fruits, to 
caffeine, to added protein powders and vitamins and minerals.   
 The good news is that smoothies can be very nutritious and provide a 
convenient way to get a few of daily MyPlate food group needs met, as well as 
vitamins and minerals.  However, some restaurants and food manufacturers 
add lots of extra sugar, fat, or other unnecessary ingredients with few vitamins, 
minerals, protein, or fiber.  Smoothies can be economical or can be very costly.  
With all the options, it can be hard to know which smoothie is the best choice 
for you and your situation.  The following information will help you choose a 
healthy and affordable smoothie to meet your specific needs. 
 
Cost 
  
The cost of smoothies varies a lot. The packaging, brand name, ingredients, and whether you’re 
buying them at a store ready-to-drink, to make at home, or at a restaurant, coffee shop or fast 
food location all contribute to the cost.  When you’re on the go and buying your smoothie 
ready-to-drink from a store or restaurant, you probably plan to drink the whole smoothie at 
one time.  In this situation, you should compare cost per unit (i.e. large smoothie at a fast food 
restaurant, one bottle purchased at a store).   Some smoothies may cost a little more than 
others, but spending a little more money to make a healthier choice is generally a better 
investment in your health. 
 
When buying smoothies to have at home, you might buy a larger, “family size” bottle 
containing many servings.  In this case, you can compare price per serving.  To determine the 
price per serving, check the Nutrition Facts label to see how many servings are in the container 
(Servings per container). Divide the price by the number of servings to determine the price per 
serving. For example, a large family sized smoothie costs $4 and has 8 servings would cost $0.50 
per serving ($4/8 servings = $0.50 per serving). If you are mixing ingredients yourself, then you 
have an extra step of adding the price per serving of each ingredient together to get the total 
cost per serving.  
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Nutritional Value 
 
Whether you are choosing your smoothie for a snack or to have as a meal will influence the 
nutritional value you should expect from your smoothie.  Remember, meals are where we get 
most of our energy (calories) and nutrition (MyPlate food groups, carbohydrates, protein, fats, 
vitamins, minerals).  Snacks should provide fewer calories, carbohydrates, protein, and fat, and 
may contain only one MyPlate food group.  Let’s review each of these topics.  
 
 
MyPlate Food Groups:  Smoothies typically are made primarily from fruit and/or dairy (usually 
yogurt or milk). Some smoothies have vegetables or additional protein.  
 

• Smoothies that are a meal should provide foods from at least two food groups (dairy 
and fruit).   

• Smoothies that are a snack can provide only one food group (dairy or fruit) 
 
Remember, dairy foods provide calcium, protein, vitamin A, vitamin D, potassium, and much 
more.  Vegetables and fruits are good sources of vitamins A & C and minerals, such as 
potassium. Look for smoothies that have more of these healthy nutrients. 
 
Calories: Carbohydrates, Fat, and Protein 
 
When a smoothie will be a meal, you will need a few more 
calories, carbohydrates, protein, and fat than when a smoothie 
might be a snack.  Reading the Nutrition Facts label on products 
lets you know how many total calories are in each serving and 
where the calories come from. Carbohydrate and protein 
provide 4 calories per gram, while fat provides 9 calories per 
gram.  
 
 
Calories: Consider the calories per amount you or someone plans to drink.  This might be per 
unit (like when you buy a medium sized smoothie from a fast food restaurant, or one 8 ounce 
serving out of a 48 ounce family sized bottle). 

• Smoothies that are a meal can provide more than 300 calories.  But remember, you 
want to maximize vitamins and minerals, for the amount of calories, fat, and sugar. 

• When having a smoothie as a snack, the amount you plan to drink should provide about 
300 calories or less.  

 
 
Carbohydrates:  Carbohydrates are our bodies’ favorite source of energy and the only source of 
energy that your brain can use.  It’s important to get carbohydrates from your food, but our 
bodies like some sources more than others.  Look on the nutrition label to see how much total 
carbohydrate, sugar, and fiber per serving of smoothie. 



 
Fiber: Carbohydrates from fiber are beneficial to your health by causing you to feel full 
for longer and helping with digestion.  Eating enough fiber can also reduce your risk for 
heart disease.  Smoothies that use whole fruits will have more fiber than smoothies that 
use fruit juices. Look for smoothies with more fiber. 
  
Sugars: Carbohydrates from sugar are present in naturally sweet foods like fruits, but 
may also be added as an additional ingredient to further sweeten the food. Many 
smoothies contain fruits like bananas, berries, oranges, and pineapple. Some contain 
fruit juices.  These fruits provide a quick energy boost from the natural sugar and often 
bring some vitamins and fiber along with them. Added sugars only supply calories with 
few or no nutrients and no dietary fiber.  Sugars are listed on the nutrition label under 
carbohydrates.  Added sugars may be listed in the ingredient list as dextrose, cane 
sugar, and high fructose corn syrup.  When comparing smoothies, you want to look for 
the smoothies with less sugar, particularly when the smoothie will be a snack. 
 

Fat 
 
Our bodies need fat to provide energy and carry nutrients, but not too much. Some types of fat 
are better for our health than others.  Saturated fat and trans fat are bad for your heart health.  
The 2015 Dietary Guidelines for Americans by the United States Department of Agriculture 
(USDA) and the Department of Health and Human Services (HHS) recommends that you limit 
saturated fat to less than 10% of calories, and avoid trans fat.  Look for smoothies lower in 
saturated fat and contain 0 grams trans fat.  If you look at the ingredient list, you do NOT want 
to find “partially hydrogenated oils” listed, as these are sources of trans fat.   
 
 
Protein  
 
Protein does so many things in your body, but it’s best known for helping you build muscle.  
Protein also may help you feel full for longer.  When a smoothie is going to be a meal, you’ll 
definitely want it to have some protein.  If a smoothie will be a snack, it may not have much 
protein, and that’s OK.  In general, choose smoothies with more protein. 
 
Vitamins and Minerals 
 
Vitamins and minerals are listed on nutrition labels as a percent daily value (%DV). The goal is 
to get 100% of the DV from foods each day. A vitamin and mineral-rich smoothie provides all 
four that are listed on the Nutrition label: Vitamin A, which is good for eyes and skin; Vitamin C, 
which helps the immune system protect from disease; Calcium, which helps build strong bones; 
Iron, which helps circulation and energy levels.  When a smoothie has calcium in the amount of 
10% or more, it probably contains some foods from the dairy group, such as milk or yogurt. In 
general, you want to choose smoothies with more vitamins and minerals. 
 



Salt 
 
Our bodies need sodium (salt) to function, but getting too much leads to high blood pressure 
and is harmful to your health. The 2015 Dietary Guidelines for Americans and MyPlate 
recommend that you consume no more than 2300 milligrams (mg) of sodium per day. Be sure 
to check the label and look for smoothies that are lower in sodium.  
 
Ingredients:  
Smoothies are typically made from fruit, fruit juices, dairy (milk or yogurt), and some might 
contain vegetables.  Much of the “designer” type smoothies contain more additives than is 
necessary to get your daily nutrition needs met.   
 
Fruit juices: It’s best if a smoothie contains whole fruit.  If a smoothie contains juice, it is best if 
that is 100% fruit juice. 
 
Sugar, sugar substitutes/non-nutritive sweeteners: There are several sugar substitutes and non-
nutritive sweeteners that are used to make foods sweet with fewer calories.  The non-nutritive 
sweeteners on the market today used in soft drinks, with table top version listed in 
parentheses, include aspartame (Equal® or Nutrasweet®), sucralose (Splenda®), acesulfame 
potassium (Sunette®) and saccharin (Sweet’n Low®). All of these non-nutritive sweeteners have 
been approved by the Food and Drug Administration (FDA).  However, the long term health 
effects for children and adolescents are unknown, so it may be best to avoid smoothies that use 
these non-nutritive sweeteners. 
 
Stevia comes from a plant, tastes very sweet, and is used as sugar substitute in some foods.  A 
highly processed form is allowed to be used in foods in the US.  Because the long term health 
effects of stevia are unknown, particularly for children and adolescents, it is best to avoid 
smoothies that use stevia. 
 
Caffeine: Caffeine, a stimulant, is added to some smoothies and must be listed as an ingredient 
if it is added.  Caffeine is not necessary for health, and little is known about the safety of 
caffeine for children and adolescents.  It’s best to avoid caffeine in smoothies. 
 
Additional B vitamins:  many smoothie companies add additional B vitamins that they advertise 
as “giving you more energy.”  Vitamins don’t provide energy, but they help your body use the 
energy you get from carbohydrates, protein, and fats.  We can get plenty of B vitamins from the 
foods we eat.  We don’t need additional vitamin supplements and powders, unless 
recommended by your doctor. 
 
Amino acids like Taurine, Arginine, and Creatine: many smoothie companies add additional 
amino acids that they advertise as “giving you more energy,” “help with recovery,” or “build 
muscle.”  Protein from food is made up of amino acids, and we can get plenty of protein from 
the foods we eat.  We don’t need additional amino acid supplements and powders, unless 
recommended by your doctor. 



CHECK YOUR KNOWLEDGE (answers on the next page) 
 

1. If you are looking only at price, and you plan to drink 2 servings from a family sized 
bottle, which smoothie is the better buy? 
a. Arthur’s Juicy Smoothie - $4 for 6 servings.  
b. Blueberry Blast  - $5 for 8 servings.  

2. If you wanted a smoothie to be your breakfast, how many MyPlate food groups should it 
have? 

a. 1  b. 2 or more 
3. If a smoothie has 450 calories, does it make a better meal or snack? 

a. Meal  b.  Snack 
4. Which smoothie is the best choice in regard to salt/sodium? 

a. 240 mg b.   900 mg 
5. Which smoothie is the best choice in regard to Saturated fat? 

a. 0.5 grams b.   2 grams 
6.  

 
 

References  
 
ChooseMyPlate.gov. USDA. Retrieved from www.choosemyplate.gov 
 
Dietary Guidelines for Americans, 2015. (2015). U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 
Office of Disease Prevention and Health Promotion. Retrieved from 
http://health.gov/dietaryguidelines/2015/guidelines/. 
 
Check Your Knowledge Answers 

1. B 
 
a. $4 𝑝𝑝𝑝 𝑏𝑏𝑏𝑏𝑏𝑝 ÷ 6 𝑠𝑝𝑝𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠 𝑝𝑝𝑝 𝑏𝑏𝑏𝑏𝑏𝑝 = $0.67 𝑝𝑝𝑝 𝑠𝑝𝑝𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠;  × 2 𝑠𝑝𝑝𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠 = $1.33 
b. $5 𝑝𝑝𝑝 𝑏𝑏𝑏𝑏𝑏𝑝 ÷ 8 𝑠𝑝𝑝𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠 𝑝𝑝𝑝 𝑏𝑏𝑏𝑏𝑏𝑝 = $0.63 𝑝𝑝𝑝 𝑠𝑝𝑝𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠; × 2 𝑠𝑝𝑝𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠 = $1.25  

 
2. b 
3. a         
4. a 
5. a 

 
 
 
 
 
Written by: Kasey Christian, MEd, Program Coordinator, and Elizabeth L. Andress, PhD, Professor and Extension 
Food Safety Specialist, Foods and Nutrition Extension. University of Georgia, Athens.    
    

May 2016 

http://www.choosemyplate.gov/

