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Introduction









I’ve always loved eating in restaurants: I take great pleasure in the artful cooking (and sometimes even the not-so-artful cooking) of others. But to be honest, in recent years I’ve eaten out more than I’d really like to. Because I travel so much, dining out is often more a matter of necessity than of choice, making me feel somewhat like a prisoner of someone else’s menu. There’s no doubt that it’s harder to eat healthfully at restaurants than at home; you have less control over the choices available and how food is prepared, and it’s harder to tell if what you think you’re eating is what you’rereally eating—and harder to put the brakes on temptation.




But, if you approach dining out with the same amount of knowledge and commitment you bring to eating at home, there’s no reason you can’t eat outand stay on the program, whether you go to restaurants once, twice, thrice, or many more times a week.




This is even more true today than it was just a short while ago. All the traveling I’ve done over the past few years has given me the opportunity to sample restaurants in almost every nook and cranny of the country, and I think I can say with some authority that the state of restaurant food is improving. The management of many eateries, from four-star dining rooms to fast-food joints, seems to have heard the cry for more healthful entrees—and they’re delivering. Restaurants, after all, are businesses, and many health-conscious people have dollars to spend. I’m sure that there are some restaurateurs out there who have changed their menus because they have a social conscience (and probably like to eat nutritious food themselves), but, for the most part, the bottom line being the bottom line in business, it’s our dollars that are driving the market.




Just a few years ago, healthy restaurant fare wasn’t particularly marketable. Some places tried putting a few nutritious options onto their menus but no one bought them. Now, though, people are responding to these healthier choices, partly, I think, because restaurant chefs have learned to make them much more palatable. For example, at the time of this writing, McDonald’s had recorded a significant jump in overall sales that analysts attributed to the introduction of a line of salads called Premium Salads. Wendy’s and Jack in the Box have also introduced new and improved salads of their own. Many chains are putting considerable energy into getting across the news that fast-food restaurants now offer healthier choices. I know this firsthand because (in the interest of full disclosure) I have even been hired as a consultant to help McDonald’s with its healthy lifestyles public awareness campaign.




But it’s not just fast-food restaurants that are getting into the act; all kinds of places are now much more open to special requests (that is, the waiter no longer makes you feel like crawling under the table when you ask for salad dressing on the side). Many sit-down restaurants, from coffee shops to four-star dining rooms, have even created special dishes for those of us concerned about the condition of our arteries and how our jeans fit. In doing the research for this book, I was also amazed at how many restaurants post nutritional analyses of their food on their Web sites. Doing a little Web surfing before you dine out is really worth the time.




All this is good news, but restaurants are still far from perfect, and because they’re not it’s still important to approach dining out with caution and intelligence. Researchers have found that there is a direct connection between the frequency with which people eat out and the amount they weigh, and this is particularly true of fast-food dining: The more people eat out at fast-food restaurants, the more extra pounds they tend to carry. Plus, not all the recent changes in restaurant menus have been made with your health in mind. There has been, for instance, a movement by restaurants (particularly, though not exclusively, fast-food restaurants) to supersize just about everything. Suddenly we’re facing dishes with modifiers such as “monster” and “towering,” not to mention employees trying to get you to upsize “for just a quarter more.” It may be a good deal financially speaking, but healthwise I can’t think of a worse investment.




It’s easy to get angry at the restaurant industry for what might be seen as an assault on our health and the promotion of obesity. And many peoplehave gotten angry—so angry that they’ve brought lawsuits intending to make restaurants (fast-food restaurants especially) pay for feeding us poorly. I prefer to look at it a different way. We can all make choices, and that includes choosing whether to buy the supersize fries or the small-size fries—or, better yet, a plain baked potato or a side salad. We can also choose not to eat everything on our plate. If being wasteful is a concern, well, all restaurants carry doggy bags or some other type of take-home container.




These days, thanks to the health messages kids get in school, public service messages on TV, and news reports on nutrition, it’s the rare person who doesn’t know at least the basics of eating right. We all have a pretty good idea that living exclusively on French fries, hamburgers, and shakes is not healthy. And we all know that a monster cola is going to have far more calories than a small cup of soda (and that water is a far better selection). It’s the personal responsibility of each and every one of us to make the right choices. It’s our responsibility at the grocery store and at home, and it shouldn’t be any different when we dine out.




There is no doubt that restaurants continually put temptation in our paths, but this is where your commitment to yourself comes in. InGet With the Program andThe Get With the Program! Guide to Good Eating, I laid out choices intended to set you on a path toward a stronger, healthier body and an improved life. I hope that at this point (with or without the help of those two books) you have committed to three steps that will lead you to success:




	

Becoming stronger and healthier through


exercise


	

Getting a grip on emotional eating


	

Maintaining a nutritious diet







I think that once you’ve committed yourself to reaching those goals, it will make it easier to extend your commitment to restaurant dining. Staying on the program in the face of alluring double cheeseburgers and pasta in cream sauces takes inner strength, but if you’ve been working hard to eat well and exercise, you already have what it takes to tackle the obstacles restaurants menus put in your path.




What will also help you stay the course is beginning to think about restaurant dining in a new way. People dine out for different reasons. Sometimes it’s for a social occasion or a celebration, sometimes it’s simply to sample the latest hot spot. Sometimes it’s a business obligation or, as in my case, because travel leaves you no other option. Sometimes, though, it’s simply a necessity—there’s no time or perhaps not enough energy to cook. Whatever the reason, we as a nation have placed part of our health in the hands of restaurant cooks: according to the National Restaurant Association, 54billion meals are eaten in restaurants each year, and on any given day, four out of ten adults dine out.




With so many of us eating out regularly, it’s time to start subjecting restaurant fare to the same kind of scrutiny we give our home-cooked meals. It’s one thing to dine out on a special night (say, a birthday or an anniversary) and indulge yourself. But if you eat out often, it’s important to stop thinking of all restaurant meals as “special” and to start considering them as meals—meals that, because you’ve made a commitment to your health, should be nutritious, balanced, and reasonably proportioned. It may seem difficult at first, but if each time you step into a restaurant you renew your commitment to the program, you’re going to be much more likely to find the inner strength you need to resist the double-cheese pizza.




How to Use This Book




I think you can find something healthy to eat at just about any restaurant, but it can also make a world of difference if you enter an eatery armed with some strategies for navigating the menu or, whenever possible, some advance knowledge about what you can (and can’t) count on that particular establishment to offer. More than anything else (except your commitment to stay on track), going in with a plan is your best strategy for staying on the program. That’s where this book comes in.




The first section is devoted to some general dining-out tactics that will work just about anywhere. They’ll help you sit down in a restaurant—be it an American-style coffee shop, a funky Mexican taco stand, or a swanky French bistro—scan the menu, and zero in on the healthy choices. I also want you to learn to be able to read between the menu lines. If you’d like a vegetarian meal but the restaurant doesn’t offer a vegetarian plate, create your own by ordering a bunch of vegetable side dishes. If a restaurant offers fried chicken and grilled steaks, it’s possible that it may grill a chicken breast for you if you ask (it obviously has a grill if it’s grilling steaks!). Thinking “outside the box” can often net you a meal much healthier than the ones a chef has put on the menu.




The second section of this book is a comprehensive guide to the majority of national and regional chain restaurants in this country. I’ve looked at menus and pored over nutrition statistics (when available) to find out how each place rates on the health-o-meter as well as to see what its best (and worst) offerings are. Every place, I found, has something to offer, but some places have a greater number of healthy options than others. For that reason, I suggest you use the guide to help you shop around for a restaurant. By browsing through the pages, you can compare and contrast chains before you go, rather than just picking a place and hoping for the best. Why gamble when you can increase the odds that you’ll be able to get a healthful meal? You might even keep a copy of this book in the car so that you can consult it when you’re on the road rather than settling for the most convenient place.




You can also use this guide to help you determine what you’re going to eat before you even get to a restaurant. Meeting a friend at Applebee’s or Schlotzsky’s Deli? Check out what they have to offer and go knowing that you’ll be able to stay on the program once you get there. I find that it really helps steel my own resolve if I do the decision making without a server standing over my shoulder or without the choices my fellow diners have already made to sway me. If you decide what you’re going to eat before you go, it will lessen the time you need to look at the menu—and therefore lessen the time the other fattier and more caloric entrees will have to test your determination.




I hope this book will become heavily thumbed as you use it to find the dining spots and different dishes that will help you stay on the program. I think it’s important to remember that no single over-the-top restaurant meal will cause you to gain a lot of weight or wipe away all of the healthy eating and exercise that went before it. But eating a large number of unhealthy restaurant meals over timecan undo a lot of the good you’ve done, so be vigilant. You now have in your hands all the information you need to make wise choices while still experiencing the pleasures and convenience of dining out (or bringing food in).




 




For more information about Get With the Program or Bob Greene, log onto www.getwith theprogram.org.















Part I






















The Art of Healthful


Restaurant Dining









One measure of a successful dining experience is that the patron leaves feeling good about the restaurant. My measure of a successful experience is a little different. I want you to leave a restaurant feeling good aboutyourself. By that I mean that you were able to get a meal that satisfied both your senses and your sense of commitment to leading a healthier life. Ideally, you should never have to leave a restaurant feeling as though you had to compromise your well-being. This becomes much easier if you chose a place that offers quite a few good options.




I’m going to tell you more about how to find restaurants that make it easier to eat healthfully, but first I think it’s important to recap just what it is that constitutes good eating. My philosophy is that it takes more than just a good working knowledge of nutrition to change your eating habits for life and lose weight for good. You need to walk before you can run! That’s why in the first book in this series,Get With the Program, I covered the initial steps that I’ve found help people get on track to a slimmer, healthier body: making a commitment to yourself, becoming stronger and healthier through exercise, and getting a grip on emotional eating. The second book,The Get With the Program! Guide to Good Eating, is aimed at helping you decipher the glut of nutrition information out there so you can choose good-quality food in reasonable quantities—the key to healthful eating and weight loss.




Now I want you to get a handle on restaurant dining. I hope that at this point, whether you have read the other books or not, you already have a pretty good grasp on the components of a healthy diet. Let’s review the basics as they apply to restaurant food.




What Defines a “Good” Restaurant Meal?




The best restaurant meals have the same (or close to the same) healthful qualities your home-prepared meals have. Here are six attributes to keep in mind before you order.




 




A moderate number of calories.“Moderation” can be an infuriating word. Nutritionists use it all the time, the government advises it, and still nobody really knows what it means. My definition of a moderate-calorie meal is a meal that leaves you neither stuffed nor feeling super-hungry. But it’s also important to look at your meals in the larger context of your daily calorie intake.




As you probably already know, to lose weight, you must expend more calories than you consume. It’s that simple. But you personally are more complex than a simple equation. You have a certain frame size, your own specific metabolism, a particular amount of activity that you do each day, and your own individual goals. For that reason I can’t tell you the exact number of calories you should be taking in. What Ican tell you is that a good way to judge your calorie needs is to pay attention to your body and its requirements.




First, are you eating enough to satisfy your nutritional needs? You want to get enough carbohydrate, fat, protein, vitamins, minerals, and phytochemicals to keep you healthy. That’s of number one importance (and something that many weight-loss plans don’t take into account). Second, are you gaining weight, losing weight, or staying the same? That’s an obvious indication of whether you’re eating too much or too little. Third, how hungry do you feel? If you’re trying to maintain your weight, you should eat when you’re truly physically hungry and stop before you feel stuffed or are no longer physically hungry. If you want to lose fat, you should stop when you feel as though you’d still like to eat a little at the end of a meal—but just a little. That feeling is your body warning you that it’s going to dip into your fat stores, which is exactly what you want to happen.




I think it’s healthier to proportion your calories relatively equally throughout the day rather than eating (as many people do) a tiny breakfast, a good-size lunch, and the big traditional American dinner. Ideally, it’s best if you can even consume more of your calories in the earlier part of the day; however, no one meal should be overly large—that can trigger an unhealthy insulin surge (more on this in a moment). If you eat a moderately sized breakfast, lunch, and dinner, plus one or two small snacks during the day, you’ll be on the right track. (Remember, of course, that if you want to lose weight, the total calories of your meals will need to be lower than the number of calories you burn during the day.)




Over the years, most people have gotten used to the idea of having their largest meal at dinnertime, but there are several reasons not to follow that tradition. You see, each time you eat, your body responds by increasing your metabolism. But your metabolism also has a natural arc to it, which appears to decline as it gets closer to bedtime. By the time you’re asleep, it’ll have nearly shut down, which may be why the food you eat in the evening doesn’t increase your calorie-burning ability as much as the food you eat earlier in the day. Your body, once it’s settled into its resting mode, doesn’t want to get revved up again.




Another reason it’s important to distribute your calories carefully is the fact that eating the majority of your calories at one meal can create an insulin spike, causing your body to store fat. When you take in a high dose of calories—and, in particular, carbohydrate calories—your pancreas gets the message to pump out more insulin than is ideal. Insulin is responsible for moving glucose (blood sugar) out of the bloodstream and into the body’s tissues; large amounts of insulin increase the likelihood that the glucose will be stored as fat. An insulin spike caused by a big meal will encourage your body to tuck away more fat—no matter when that oversize meal occurs. If, however, you spread your calories out over many hours, your insulin will stay at a reasonable level and your body will be less likely to hoard fat.




While you should always aim to have a moderate-calorie meal—whether that means ordering sensibly or wrapping up half of a big meal and taking it home—there will be times when you end up eating a restaurant meal higher in calories than you’d like. Just keep things in perspective, it’s eating supersize dinners consistently that’s going to be detrimental to your health. Just pare down your next meal (or meals) a bit or be a little more active the next day to get back on an even keel. You can even take action immediately after eating. If time allows, grab your dining companion and go for a postmeal walk.




Appropriate portion sizes.It will be a lot easier to keep your calories in check if the meals you order are reasonably proportioned. Here is what a healthy “serving” looks like:




	

A serving of rice (and other grains), pasta, or potatoes is equal to ½ cup—which looks like half a tennis ball. A one-serving baked potato can fit in the palm of your hand. (A lot of restaurant baked potatoes are giant-sized!)


	

A serving of meat, fish, or poultry weighs 3 to 4 ounces and looks the size of a deck of cards or a computer mouse. (Anything in excess of that, set aside to take home.)


	

A serving of cheese is 1 ounce, about the size of your thumb.


	

A serving of cooked vegetables is ½ cup, 1 cup for fresh greens. I wouldn’t worry about the portion size of vegetables as long as you’re eating them without added fats. A serving of fruit is ½ cup—again, half a tennis ball.


	

A serving of dairy is 1 cup, the size of a full tennis ball.







A good balance of fat, protein, and carbohydrate.To be healthy, a meal needn’t have an ideal percentage of each nutrient—what’s important is that you get a good balance of fat, protein, and carbohydrate throughout the day. If one meal is short on protein, for example, you can always make up for it later. But I also think that thebest-case scenario is to eat a meal that combines the three main nutrients in reasonable proportions. What’s reasonable? It’s hard to say specifically. Each of us has genetic differences and different levels of activity that influence our metabolic rates and, by extension, our dietary needs.




That said, there are some safe percentages of fat, carbohydrate, and protein that you can start with, then tweak as necessary. I suggest you begin by breaking down your total number of calories in this way: 50 to 55 percent carbohydrates, 25 to 30 percent fat, and 15 to 20 percent protein. See how these proportions work for you—and by that I mean how they make you feel, how much energy they give you, and how well they’re helping you accomplish your goal of attaining or maintaining a healthy weight—then adjust and readjust as necessary. In general, the more active you are, the more carbohydrates you can handle.




In regard to an individual meal, consider that fat, protein, and carbohydrate complement one another, which is why the best meal has a combination of all three. Fat and protein, for instance, slow the digestion of carbohydrate; they keep your blood sugar from rising too quickly and causing a corresponding surge in insulin. Having some fat and protein on the plate will also keep you from getting hungry again too quickly, helping to control your appetite and keep you from excess snacking. Fat also makes food more palatable; it tastes good and makes you feel as though you’ve eaten a “real” meal.




Carbohydrates also have an important place on the plate. For one thing, they generally come with important nutrients, including fiber (more on fiber in a minute), and they also have an effect on how satisfying you find a meal. One of the reasons many people end up going off low-carbohydrate, high-protein diets (and gaining back the weight they lost) is that they miss the taste and texture of carbs.




Just as the calorie count of your restaurant meal may not end up being perfect, its breakdown may not end up being ideal either. But this doesn’t have to be a problem; you can balance out your intake on other meals or snacks later.




Reasonable amounts of healthy fats and an absence of unhealthy fats.Contrary to what the whole fat-free boom has led us to believe, fats are an important part of the diet. That is,healthy fats are an important part of the diet. The difference between olive oil and margarine is a big one.




A healthy fat is a fat that decreases the risk of heart disease by lowering LDL (“bad”) cholesterol and triglyceride levels. Some healthy fats also raise the level of HDL (“good”) cholesterol in the blood, helping to keep the arteries free and clear. An unhealthy fat, on the other hand, raises LDL cholesterol and triglyceride levels and can even lower HDL levels.




The healthiest fats are olive and canola oils. Both of these have a large percentage of heart-healthy monounsaturated fatty acids. (Almond, sunflower, avocado and peanut oils, peanut butter, cashews, walnuts, and almonds are all also high in monounsaturates.) Another class of vegetable oils are the polyunsaturated fats. These include corn, soybean, safflower, and fish oils. In addition, omega-3 fatty acids, found in high-fat fish (salmon, tuna, mackerel) and flaxseed, also have a number of health benefits, including reducing the risk of heart disease and possibly other inflammatory conditions.




There are basically two types of unhealthy fats: saturated fats and trans fats. Saturated fats are those found in animal foods such as whole-milk dairy products and red meat. Coconut milk, coconut oil, and palm oil also contain saturated fat. (However, their positive and negative effects on our health are being debated.) Trans fats are generally vegetable oils that have been put through a process called hydrogenation in order to make them solid or semisolid. They’re found in most margarines and shortenings and, because they’re often used for frying, are abundant in fast foods. They have a long shelf life, so they’re also found in a lot of processed foods such as snack crackers and cookies. Researchers now believe that trans fats are even worse for you than saturated fats. There is, for instance, some solid evidence that trans fats raise bad LDL cholesterol and triglyceride levels, while lowering good HDL cholesterol levels. They may also increase the risk of blood clots.




It’s often difficult to tell what kind of fats are used to make a restaurant meal, but it doesn’t hurt to ask. Many restaurants make a point of using olive and/or canola oil and, if they don’t advertise it on the menu already, will be happy to tell you so. Many fast-food restaurants also now list the ingredients, including the fats, on their Web sites, and some even include the exact number of grams of trans and saturated fats found in individual menu items. A few even list the trans fat content of their food, something you will be probably be seeing more of soon. The government has mandated that food manufacturers list trans fat content by 2006, and one can hope that restaurants will follow suit.




Whether or not trans and saturated fat contents are listed on a restaurant’s nutritional information page, there are some obvious red flags you can look for. If an entrée is covered with cheese, drowning in a cream sauce or butter, or topped with bacon bits, you can bet it’s high in saturated fat. Trans fats are not as easy to detect, but you can ask if a dish is made with margarine and watch out for anything fried.




Occasionally, in the guide to specific restaurants that begins on page 52, you’ll see that I recommend ordering a fat-free salad dressing or other fat-free food. This isn’t because I think you need to keep your diet fat free. As I’ve said, reasonable amounts of healthy fats are an important part of the diet. But restaurants generally add fat to food in so many places that I think the more you can do to keep your meal moderately lean, the better. Fats, even good fats, are high in calories, so it’s important to keep them in check. Whenever you can get a cook to prepare your food with minimal added fat, do so. Chefs want their food to taste good, so they generally make liberal use of oils and butters unless directed otherwise. A gentle reminder that you’re perfectly willing to forgo all that fat will generally help.




 




Fiber and phytochemicals.Fiber plays a significant role in keeping the body healthy, and it can be a great ally in weight loss. It aids in removing waste products from the body, slows down digestion, and provides volume to help satisfy your hunger. Some of the best sources of fiber are whole grains, but sadly, beyond a few health food and macrobiotic eateries, most restaurants do not serve them. If a restaurant does, take advantage of it: order the whole-grain toast, the brown rice, the oatmeal or All-Bran; whole grains also have other important nutrients besides fiber, such as antioxidants, that may help guard against disease.




If you’re at a restaurant that doesn’t offer whole grain foods, fruits and vegetables are another good source of fiber. A stir-fry or a fruit salad can help you bulk up your diet, as can ordering several sides of vegetables with your entrée. Getting a liberal amount of fruits and vegetables in your diet will also help you increase your intake of phytochemicals. Phytochemicals are compounds made by plants that have a beneficial effect on the body. Scientists are only beginning to scratch the surface of the usefulness of these compounds, but they do know that the more phytochemical-rich fruits and vegetables we get in our diets, the lower our risk of disease. A general rule of thumb is that the more brightly colored the fruit or vegetable, the more phytochemicals it contains, so choose a colorful meal.
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