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Bonus Episode: Best of the Bunch: Your guide to choosing yoghurt 

Mikala: Hello and welcome to Crunch Bites, a podcast for parents where we discuss all things children's nutrition and inspire you to build those healthy habits in the home. Join us as we chat about picky eating, reaching for rainbow foods, packing school lunches that actually get eaten and so much more. Brought to you by Crunch and Sip and presented by Qualified Nutritionists. This podcast is packed with goodness and full of fresh ideas. 

Nicole: Hi everyone. And welcome to today's bonus episode. Before we begin, I would like to acknowledge the traditional custodians and owners of the land that we're recording on today. The Whadjuk people from the Noongar nation and pay my respect to the elder’s past, present and future. 

Mikala: Thanks, Nic. And welcome everyone. Today's episode is brought to you by cucumber. Cucumber is a hydrating, crunchy and very versatile veggie. And these days it feels like there's a type for all tastes. We personally love the Lebanese variety in our house. Perfect for lunchbox additions, but I'm always mindful to buy the loose medium sized ones and not the little baby cukes because they are far better value for money.

Nicole: That's a really good point. And cucumber is such a versatile veggie. You can even grate it up or cut it into small pieces and mix it with some yogurt to make a delicious cucumber dip or tzatziki. Which leads us on to our topic today, which is all about yogurt. Yogurt is a common lunchbox staple. It's a fantastic source of calcium and protein. And if you choose the naturally fermented ones, it's really good for our gut bugs as it has lots of probiotics in. But with so many varieties available in the supermarket, how do we find the right fit for your family that balances nutrition, taste and cost? We've analysed over 90 different types of yogurts and today's chat will hopefully help you find your fit. So, Mikala, let's start by defining what yogurt actually is.

Mikala: Sure thing, Nic. So, yogurt is a fermented food. It's made using milk and a couple of bacteria strains. One of those being lactobacillus, which we would have all heard of before. There are also other strains added to yogurt, such as acidophilus, but they're often added after the actual fermentation process to just boost that probiotic power of the final product. But basically, yogurt is made by heating milk, then combining with the bacteria, then allowing the fermentation to occur over a number of hours or overnight. And it's a really clever way of actually lengthening the shelf life of milk because yogurt does last longer than fresh milk will. When the bacteria that is added to the milk go to work, they convert all the sugars, the naturally occurring sugars, which we know are called lactose. They convert these into lactic acid. And this is actually what thickens the milk and develops the sort of distinctive like tart or sour flavour that we know of when we think of yogurt. This is why yogurt is actually an ideal food for those who are lactose intolerant, because that process of fermentation actually breaks down most of the lactose. So there's very little left behind. However, that is unless there's added cream that goes into the product after the fermentation process is finished, which is usually the case if it is listed as a separate ingredient on the ingredients list. 

Nicole: So added cream is one of the things that we look at when we're looking at yogurt. We ideally want to choose one that does not have the added cream. But other than that, what are some of the other things that we look at when we're choosing yogurt? 

Mikala: So, we want to look for four main things, Nick, when we're choosing yogurt. Firstly, we want to look for a yogurt that's really nice and high in calcium. Obviously, calcium is essential for strong bone growth and development and also helps with a raft of other important functions in the body. We want to look for a product that's nice and high in protein. Fortunately, yogurt is actually a really excellent source of protein. And not only that, the protein that comes in yogurt is very easily digestible because it actually is complete and contains all nine essential amino acids. So, it just means it's really easy for the gut to access. Having said that, there is a range between different yogurts. So, looking for ones that are nice and high in protein will provide you with more of that nutrient benefit. And then we want to look for yogurts that are low in total fat and saturated fat, which is easy to achieve if you are avoiding the ones that do have that added cream or if you're choosing ones that are just made with that produced fat milk to begin with. And then finally, we want to look for yogurts that have low or no added sugars to the final product. 

Nicole: What should we be looking at when we're choosing or when we're looking at calcium and protein? 

Mikala: So, if we look at the numbers more closely, in terms of calcium, we want to see around about 100 to 150 milligrams of calcium per 100 grams of yogurt. So, when you put that into a more standard serving size, which is around 200 grams, you could see sort of anywhere between 200 and 300 milligrams of calcium per serve of the yogurt, which is really great considering that kids in the age range that we are looking at need about 700 to 1000 milligrams of calcium per day. So that one serve of yogurt can really deliver quite a good amount to go towards that daily total. And when it comes to protein, we want to see more than five and preferably around about 10 grams of protein per 100 grams of yogurt. So again, once to a serving size, which is around about that 200 grams mark, you could be looking at around 20 grams of protein per serve, which is a really great quantity. To be getting from one serve of one of the food groups, considering that kids in this age range that we're talking about need around 20 to 40 grams of protein per day. So, as you can see, yogurt really goes quite a long way to delivering those two nutrients in very good quantities, provided that we're choosing the ones that are nice and high in both of them.

Nicole: And so out there at the moment on the shelves, there's a lot of yogurts that say pot set. What does this mean? 

Mikala: So essentially, pot set just means that the yogurt was actually set, fermented in the pot that you are buying it in. So, all of that activity has happened within that container. It doesn't necessarily mean that that yogurt that you're buying is a healthier option, but it does mean that the yogurt typically won't require any thickness or stabilizers. And so, it just tends to be less processed and more whole ingredients. You'll also find with a pot set variety, it will usually therefore separate because there aren't those stabilizers in there to try and keep it all creamy and unified. So, it'll often be the case that it will have whey on top, which is the liquid, and then the milk solids will be set below. Whey is completely fine to eat, so you could just stir that back through or some people choose to tip it out either or. 

Nicole: And so, I've heard that you can make your own yogurt. Is this something you can easily do at home? 

Mikala: It sure is, Nick. Making your own yogurt is actually a lot easier than people realize. There's a couple of ways to go about it. You can buy yourself a yogurt maker, which is a really affordable little unit that you can get from most major outlets like your Kmart, your Big W or your Target. And that's just basically a little container that manages the temperature settings and is something you can actually let the fermentation occur within. It'll often come with a little sachet of yogurt starter just to get the ball rolling. But you can also just as simply make yogurt all by yourself without any other tools or equipment. By saving a little bit of yogurt at the bottom of the tub from your current batch and mixing that back into some fresh milk that you've warmed and then let come back to sort of lukewarm temperature and then let that sit and ferment for sort of four to six hours or overnight as well. And the benefit of doing a bit of yogurt making yourself is obviously you can choose the type of milk that you make the yogurt with. So, you've got a little bit more variety there if dairy is not your thing, but also you'll generally save yourself a fair bit of money because we know yogurt is a food item that has, you know, comes with some considerable cost these days as do most of the good things that we want to reach for. 

Nicole: Yeah, dairy and particularly yogurt has been one of the areas that we've seen a little bit of a climb in with our food costs. So that's a really good one to remember to help save money if you do have the time to make it yourself. So going back to the study, we looked at a range of different categories from Greek, natural, strawberry and vanilla yogurts. Out of these categories, was there a type of yogurt that ticked most of the boxes we were looking at when we're looking for nutrients in yogurts? 

Mikala: Yeah, there sure was, Nic. It really was quite evident throughout the study that you kind of couldn't go wrong when you're reaching for that reduced fat, either Greek, natural or plain yogurt variety. These just tend to tick all the boxes and obviously not surprisingly, they'll feature less sugar and being a reduced fat product in the beginning. They'll often have less saturated fat than the full fat options. As you said, we did look more broadly though and there were still some standouts in other categories like the strawberry and the vanilla. So, there are some good options you can reach for if they are weekly staples that you know really work in your household for keeping kids full or for throwing in the lunchbox.
So, there were some good findings in the study, which obviously you can find out more about by jumping on the website and reading the full summary. But yeah, it was commonly the case across a lot of different products that those plain or natural reduced fat varieties were really robust and held up really well in terms of providing all that great nutrition and then also being a healthy food for reaching for daily.

Nicole: Yeah, they did really shine through and the bonus was that there was quite a few options available in different supermarkets. So, depending on where you shop, so quite readily available as well. So, you did mention Greek yogurt above, but I know often people can get quite confused about what Greek yogurt actually means. Can you explain a little bit more about this and where did Greek yogurt sit in this comparison? 

Mikala: Yeah, so Greek yogurt is simply just a more strained yogurt, which basically just means less whey and more milk solids remain behind. And that's why it's often just naturally higher in protein. But it doesn't always make it like markedly more substantial than a plain or natural variety. It's a good option, but it's important that you're still reaching for reduced fat varieties of Greek and also double checking that cream is not an added component. Typically, Greek yogurt's been sort of associated with being extra creamy rather than necessarily just more milk solids and protein. And to achieve that, some food companies will add in cream, but that just means you're going to end up with a much higher fat final product. So yeah, good option, but making sure you're still looking at that reduced fat on the label so that you know you're still going to sit within a healthy range. 

Nicole: Yeah, that's a really good point to make. So, when we are looking at the yogurts that provided the best nutrition, so our plain reduced fat options, were these options typically more expensive? 

Mikala: Look, in some cases, yes, we did find that, for example, Cobanni was one of our top performers in the study, and that can be a slightly more pricey yogurt when you compare it with some of the others on offer. But it also always comes on sale or has promos across the week. So, you know, we suggest just keeping an eye out for those moments and buying up a few when it is a little bit reduced. Also, some of the others might come in a bulk size. Obviously, grab the bulk size where you can because that will always be better value for money. But we did find some of our top performers like Yoguri were really competitively priced, and they ticked heaps of boxes, super high in protein, lovely low saturated fat profile. And, you know, only coming in at about 550 per 900 gram tub. So, of the ones that we said performed the best, there are still some really affordable options there. 

Nicole: Yeah, that's really good to know so that we don't have to spend a heap of money to have the best value packed when it comes to nutrition. So, as you mentioned before, the fermentation process for making yogurt does result in a naturally quite sour or tarty taste. To counteract this sourness, a lot of flavoured yogurts available out there are packed full of sugar to make this a lot less sour or to make the yogurt sweeter. So, if we're suggesting buying a plain yogurt, how do we get around this sourness? 

Mikala: So, we just recommend that people add their own flavour, basically. It is consistently the case that the plain and the natural varieties are the best ones to grab. But you can turn that into any flavour that you would like. 

Nicole: What flavour combos can we use to jazz it up? 

Mikala: There's lots of really great ways that you can jazz up yogurt. And that starts with, you know, even just quite simply adding fresh fruit. But obviously, that can also be frozen or it can be tinned and canned. You can put any fruit that you desire. So, really, the world's your oyster there in terms of the flavours that you create. You can add some cocoa and a drizzle of honey. You could make a really yummy breakfast yogurt cup with some granola or some seeds or some toasted coconut. Simply adding just your own little bit of vanilla and a bit of cinnamon to make a homemade vanilla variety. Or just a touch of some homemade jam. And, you know, obviously, you do need to be mindful of how much you put in. But a little bit can go a very long way. 

Nicole: It also can add a really great colour if you're adding homemade jam or frozen fruit. It can, frozen berries in particular, can make it go nice and pink or purple, which can make it a little bit more fun for kids as well.

Mikala: Exactly. And, I mean, the beauty of natural is that, obviously, you're in charge of the direction that you go in when it comes to that flavour. And it also means that one tub can meet, you know, everyone in the family's needs. Because you could create four different flavours, should you want to. Or you can also go down a savoury path. So, by having that natural or plain in the fridge, you can pull that tub out to make yourself that tzatziki dip that we spoke about at the beginning. Or stir some through a guacamole. Or use some to make a really yummy mustard yoghurt salad dressing. It just means that you've got so much more diversity and variety that you can lean to when you've got that lovely foundation of the basic plain yoghurt in the fridge ready to go.

Nicole: You're exactly right there. Buying natural allows that flexibility and versatility of yoghurt. So, at the moment there's a lot of lunchbox-sized, single serves or those squeezy pouches of yoghurts available. We know these are really popular with parents and kids. Where do these fit in the comparison? 

Mikala: Yeah, they seem to be lining the shelves more and more every time I go to the shops at the moment, Nick. And I mean, look, they're not great value for money for a start. As we know, anything that's in a single serve or a grab-and-go sizing tends to cost more per 100 grams. So, you're definitely paying for that convenience. The pouches are also not the best for the environment, being single-use plastic. So that's something to consider as well. But there are a few suggestions that we have from a practical point of view. I suppose if the pouches are something that you find very user-friendly for the lunchbox, then you can actually buy little refillable or reusable pouches that you wash and reuse across the week, which means that you can go towards buying in bulk, which is what we always suggest, and then decanting into single serves without compromising on that cost and waste component. Plus, you then take back some control because you can choose the best yogurt for those single serves rather than being limited by what is on offer on the shelf. So, I mean, look, we recommend that you make your own single serves where you can rather than buying in those ready-made pouches. And also don't forget the small container with a lid and a spoon too, which is actually slightly easier to keep clean as well, but maybe more suited to older kids rather than the real littlies. Having said that, if squeezy pouches are something that you really lean on or your kids are very fond of them and or they just actually make your life a whole lot easier at the moment, so reaching for them off the shelf is something you know you're going to keep doing, then we would suggest that you just figure out which ones are the best of the bunch. And that means knowing what to look for on the label. And definitely in the study, we found that some actually did hold up quite well. There were pouches that were lower in sugar or saturated fat and still had a really good amount of calcium and protein. And probably the most important thing that we would encourage you to look at if you're selecting those pouches is the amount of added sugar as these do tend to be marketed towards kids and then therefore come in a lot of different flavours. So, aim for making sure that the ones you're reaching for are definitely below 15 grams per 100, because that's our upper limit ideally, but lean towards the ones that are more around 5 grams or less per 100 grams, especially if it's a weekly staple or a food that you plan on offering daily. And remembering that there are actually also plain and natural varieties in the pouches too, so they're a great option. But I think at the end of the day, knowing what you're reaching for, knowing what's actually in the food that you're grabbing off the shelf is your best defence against ending up with, say, for example, added sugars in the weekly diet that you don't necessarily need. 

Nicole: Yeah, and I guess that's a really good point to make about a lot of the yogurts. So, if we haven't looked at one of your favourite yogurts in the study, you can apply this same concept and have a look at your favourite yoghurt with their nutrition label. 

Mikala: And remembering as well that we have our wallet card. And so, to make that a little bit easier for you, jump on our website and download the little wallet card, which breaks down all those nutrients, saturated fats, sugars, salt, and shows you, okay, per 100 grams, what's a good option, what's an okay sometimes, and what's the best to avoid. And I find that is just consistently an incredibly useful tool for when you are trying to read those food labels and make those decisions yourself as an informed shopper. 

Nicole: Yeah, it is a really good tool. So, we will make sure we also include a link to that wallet card in our show notes for you as well. That brings us to the end of our episode. Thank you so much for joining. If you are interested in hearing more about our results for the research that we have done around yoghurts, we'll make sure we include a link to our website that looks at this case study in our show notes. So, you can go jump on there and have a look. Otherwise, thank you so much for joining. If there is another product that you would like us to dive into, please make sure you get in touch and let us know. Otherwise, if you enjoyed this episode, please like, share, and comment. We look forward to chatting with you next time. 
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