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Eating to Keep It Off 

The Teens’ 10 Keys to Success 
 

I watch the choices I make.  I know I can’t go back to eating four slices of pizza 
and lots of junk because my weight will bounce back.  Now I eat chicken, fish, 
pasta, and soups – and I like salads a lot.  Water is my main beverage.  I watch my 
portion sizes.  I know the food will be there tomorrow, or I can take it home.  I’m 
aware of what the reality is without depriving myself.  In fact, I still love desserts 
and have a few Hershey’s Kisses almost every day.   -Katie S. 

 
Like Katie S., the teens put to work many different strategies for eating, and they avoid 
extremes.  By using a variety of techniques, they have succeeded in staying at a weight 
that’s right for them without an all-out “diet” effort.  The strategies in this chapter also 
can help teens who are still overweight slim down at a slow, steady, healthy pace. 
 
SID J.’S STORY 
 
Sid J., who weighed 183 pounds by the time he was fourteen (he was just 5’3”), was 
taunted mercilessly in middle school for his weight and learning disabilities.  He escaped 
into a world of food and movies, seeking refuge in his closetful of costumes. 
 Today the bright, articulate seventeen-year-old weighs 140 pounds and is four 
inches taller than he was at his heaviest.  An aspiring film director who still loves movies, 
he has grown confident and now both directs and acts in high school plays.  He’s also 
gone before his local school board to advocate for other students with special needs. 
 Sid told me that he became overweight around the age of ten.  His parents noticed 
it before he did.  “They’d make comments like ‘You shouldn’t eat that fudge,’” he says.  
“But guilt trips didn’t work on me.”  His mother, a nutrition-conscious nurse, now 
recognizes that statements like that can backfire: “Telling Sid not to eat something just 
didn’t work, nor did nagging, bribery, or deprivation.”  Sid often resisted eating the 
healthful foods the family had on hand.  Nether of his two older brothers had a weight 
problem, and one of them could eat a lot without gaining weight because he was an 
athlete. 
 Sid says of his eating habits at the time, “I had no limits.  I ate till I got full and 
kept eating.  When I had fast food, I’d eat all the fries that came with the order and want 
more.  I’d eat all day and have seconds on desserts.  There was no such thing as portion 
control.”  Of his parents’ attempts to get him to drink Diet Coke, Sid says, “Other kids 
drink alcohol and do drugs.  I’d sneak regular Coke, and my parents didn’t know.” 
 Sid tried some of his own schemes to lose weight, but nothing worked.  Toward 
the end of eighth grade, his mother came to him and said she was worried about his 
health.  She’d heard about a new kids’ weight program starting at their local hospital and 
asked if he’d go to the first meeting to see if he liked it.  Sid was receptive to the idea 
because his bar mitzvah was coming up and he wanted to look good. 
 Sid signed up for the Way to Go Kids! Nutrition and fitness program developed 
by two registered dietitians.  According to Sid’s mother, who attended all the sessions, 



the dietitians’ “accepting, encouraging, and positive approach” was evident from the first 
session on.  His mom adds, “As a nurse, I’d given him similar information.  But a 
dietitian isn’t his mother, so he was ready to sign on.”  Within the first month, Sid went 
from 183 to 170 pounds.  Sid says, “It all started working, so I kept going.  I just 
continued doing what I learned in class, and I’m still doing it three years later.” 
 Sid explains that the overall message of the program was moderation.  He adds, 
“Deprivation is almost a form of torture.  I feel sorry for people who say, ‘I can’t eat 
bread – oh, I shouldn’t be doing this.’”  In fact, one of the first things the dietitian did in 
the class was to have each participant put a Hershey’s Kiss in his or her mouth and hold it 
there until she was finished talking five minutes later.  The idea, Sid says, was that “it’s 
not what you eat, but how much.” 
 The program doesn’t use a “diet” or have kids count calories, but it does 
emphasize making more healthful food choice. (For more on the Way to Go Kids! 
Program, see “Weight Programs Used by the Teens.”) Sid’s mom says, “He’d come 
home from class and count out eleven Baked! Lay’s chips or fifty-five Pepperidge Farm 
Goldfish because that’s what the label lists as a portion size.” He also cut back on fatty 
foods, such as regular hot dogs, and started eating more salads.  His penchant for 
snacking was satisfied by healthful snacks, such as a sliced apple or banana with some 
peanut butter spread on the surfaces. 
 The program also emphasizes exercise.  Sid took karate lessons and walked on the 
family’s treadmill regularly.  Currently, he does his own routine of weightlifting and 
calisthenics – at home, about five times a week. 
 Sid continues to eat a lot more salads and fruits than he did when he was heavier, 
but he admits that he doesn’t like many green vegetables.  As for soda, he says, “now, I 
won’t drink anything but Diet Coke.”  He goes through a lot of bottled water, too, which, 
he says, fills him up.  Instead of having seconds on chocolate cake, he eats one piece.  If 
he “slips” and eats more than he intended, he tells himself, “Tomorrow is a new day, with 
a chance for a new beginning.” 
 Like many teens, Sid has a busy schedule.  For instance, play practices often keep 
him from eating supper with his family.  His mom told me that he’s always eaten 
breakfast – not much, but toast, cereal with milk, or a biscuit.  On school days, his mother 
usually packs his lunch – typically a reduced-fat peanut butter and jelly sandwich on 
wheat bread.  He continues to eat baked chips and watches the amount.  In fact, he still 
reads labels all the time, paying particular attention to the portion size information.  He 
eats out fairly often but is careful about what he orders.  When I interviewed him, he’d 
just eating at a Chili’s restaurant, where he’d ordered a burger with a salad – “always 
with the dressing on the side and with low-fat dressing if they have it.” 
 When I asked if any of his peers make fun of him for his food choices, he said, 
“It’s not a problem.  If someone asks me why I get Diet Coke, I just tell them I don’t like 
the regular kind – it’s too sugary.  I don’t owe them any other explanation.”  I also 
wondered if it’s difficult for Sid to remain vigilant about shi food choices.  He admits, 
“Sometimes it is a hardship.  But I remember what it was like to be fat, and I don’t want 
to go back to that.” 
 When I asked Sid’s mother how his life has changed since he arrived at a 
healthier weight, she told me, “He’s got friends now, and people don’t make fun of him 
anymore.  His cell phone rings all the time.  He looks better, which has helped him gain 



more self-esteem.  He’s become comfortable in his own skin – he doesn’t need his 
costumes anymore.” 
 
THE TEENS’ EATING HABITS THEN AND NOW 
 
Like Sid, virtually all of the teens described marked changes in their eating habits 
compared to when they were heavier.  Jorgey W. and David G. sums this up well. 
 
Jorgey W. 
 Then: “When I was overweight, I’d eat fast food almost every night.  I’d get a 
double hamburger, fries, and a shake and eat all of it.  At school, I’d eat my lunch and 
then go to the snack line and get nutty bars and/or brownies.  After school, I’d pig out on 
chips, ice cream, cookies – basically anything I could get my hands on.  Every Friday 
night, I used to have four slices of pepperoni pizza.” 
 Now: After losing 120 pounds, thirteen-and-a-half-year-old Jorgey often makes 
her own healthy meals, such as a salad with lean meant in it.  When she comes home 
from school, she might have a piece of fruit or an occasional cup of low-fat frozen 
yogurt.  She says, “I was a kid who loved food, and I still do.  But I took all the 
motivation that I had and made it so powerful that I think before I grab food.  I now love 
healthy food!”  She still has pizza a couple of times a month, but just two slices, and now 
it’s thin-crust with veggies. 
 
David G. 
 Then: “When I was at my worst, I would graze all day in the kitchen.  Late at 
night and sometimes during the day, I would eat every snack I wanted until I was full.  At 
meals, I would eat whatever I wanted, followed by dessert.” 
 Now: After losing 65 pounds and growing two inches more since three years ago 
when he was sixteen, David keeps his weight off by eating three meals and an afternoon 
snack each day and by “moderating fatty and high-card foods” such as desserts, bread, 
and pasta.  He also gave up soda and drinks more water.  When he goes out to eat, David 
avoids fried foods and opts for salads, soups, and other healthful choices.  About once a 
week, eh has a small dessert or special snack. 
 
THE TEENS’ 10 KEYS TO EATING SUCCESS 
 
When I asked the teens open-ended questions about how the lost weight—and how they 
have kept it off—one of their most comment responses was, simply, “I ate sensibly.”  But 
how did teens who’d been eating “whatever, whenever” put sensible eating into effect?  
They used –and continue to use—multiple strategies, which prevent them from having to 
go to extremes. 
 
Key to Success #1: They changed what they drink. 
I was surprised at how often the teens made comments about changing their beverage 
choices.  Eight out of 10 teens said they drink more water now than when they were 
heavier.  Some, like Sid J., said it helps them to eat less.  Rose Q. advises others 
struggling with their weight, “Drink a bottle of water before every meal.  Not only does it 



help keep you hydrated, it fills you up a little so you don’t’ eat as much.”  Aaron T. says, 
“A lot of the time when you feel hungry, you are just thirsty.” 
 According to Barbara Rolls, Ph.D., a renowned expert on how to feel full on 
fewer calories and author of the book The Volumetrics Eating Plan, studies don’t confirm 
that drinking water helps people consume fewer calories.  But she suggests that it may be 
helpful for weigh management because it substitutes for calorie-containing beverages. 
 Nearly two thirds (65 percent) of teens said that they drink less regular soda.  
Some said that this was the most important thing they did to lose weight.  Bella S. says, 
“I’d rather use my calories on food items instead of drinking them>’ 
 A study presented at the Experimental Biology 2005 meeting suggests that no 
other single food group contributes more calories to a teen’s diet than soda and fruit 
drinks. (Fruit drinks and fruit-flavored beverages with small amounts of real fruit juice 
are similar to soda—little more than sugar-flavored water.) 
 A number of teens have switched to diet soda.  A few boys said that they get 
razzed about this.  Aaron T. has been called “a girl” for ordering Diet Coke, but, he says, 
“I’d rather be called a girl than be called fat.”  Although some people claim that diet 
drinks can make people gain weight, diet drinks can actually help people lose if they take 
the place of sugary beverages and are not used as an excuse to indulge in high-calorie 
solid foods.  As for safety concerns about sugar substitutes such as aspartame and 
sucralose, reasonable amounts of these sweeteners are fine. 
 Many of the teens said that they now drink less juice.  Although there’s nothing 
wrong with having modest amounts of 100 percent fruit juice (without added sugar), the 
calories they contain can mount up.  In addition, whole fruit has been shown to make 
people feel fuller than juice from the same fruit. 
 As for sports a drink, Sid J. says, “I stay away from them because, in my opinion, 
they’re just as bad as regular soda—most of them are just sugar with some nutrients 
added.  Unless you’re a hard-core athlete, there’s no need for them.”  He’s basically right.  
Although the calories and nutrients in sports drinks can be helpful for athletes doing 
strenuous exercise for long periods of time, they can defeat at least some of the calorie-
burning benefits of activity for most kids doing moderate exercise. (Check the labels to 
find lower-calorie sports-type drinks.) 
 Twenty of the teens said that they now drink more milk; 18 said that they drink 
less.  About half said there’s been little or no change in their milk drinking.  As for ads 
suggesting that milk products help with weight loss, some studies support this, while 
others don’t.  What we can say, according to the University of British Columbia’s Susan 
Barr, Ph.D., R.D., a researcher who has studied the connection between milk and weight, 
is this: “Although some teens reduce or eliminate milk products when they’re trying to 
slim down, there is no evidence to suggest that this helps them with weight loss.  In fact, 
weight loss diets should emphasize low-fat or nonfat milk products.  Bone mass can 
decrease during weight loss, and this loss of bone can be reduced or possibly prevented 
by consuming three servings per day of milk products.” 
 
The Teens’ Tips for Changing Drinks 

• Aaron T. says, “When I was losing weight, I kept a glass of water next to me at 
the computer.  This was the easiest way to get my water in.” 

• Jeana S. advises, “Get yourself a water bottle and carry it with you everywhere.” 



• Bella S. finds that it helps to have a glass of water before every meal. 
• McKenzie K. says, “I often drink no-calorie flavored water, and it taste like I’m 

drinking juice or pop.” 
• Eric D. says, “One of my favorite things is Crystal Light packets that you can 

throw in a twenty-ounce bottle of water and shake up.  They taste amazing, and 
people just think you’re drinking Kool-Aid.” 

 
Key to Success #2: They Cut the fat. 
Most of the teens mentioned cutting fatty foods as one of strategies they use to maintain 
their weight loss.  In fact, fatty foods are the top of the list of foods they avoid.  Jack F. 
says, “I avoid all notoriously fatty foods and greasy ways of preparing foods.  I only eat 
fat-free salad dressing, and I never eat mayo.”  Sid J.’s mother recalls this his dietitian 
made a huge impression on him when she showed the kids in the weight program test 
tubes with the actual amounts of fat contained in various foods.  The fat in a Big Mac 
almost fills a test tube completely, that in a glazed doughnut fills it more than halfway, 
and that in a pancake barely covers the bottom of a tube. 
 Sid warns, however, that “something can say fat-free and still be loaded with 
sugar.  It’s not going to do you much better.”  He’s right—some lower-fat or fat-free 
foods, such as reduced-fat peanut butter, have about the same number of calories as their 
full-fat counterparts.  Watching fat and calories at the same time is most effective for 
managing weight. 
 According to the 2005 Dietary Guidelines for Americans, the recommended total 
fat intake for teens up to the age of eighteen is between 25 and 35 percent of calories.  
(Teens trying to manage their weight will likely find it easier to do if they stay on the low 
end of that range.)  For older teens and adults, the recommended intake is between 20 and 
35 percent of calories.  For example, for someone who’s maintaining his or her weight on 
2,000 calories a day, 20 percent of calories from fat would be 44 grams, and 25 percent 
would be 56 grams.  Sid J. says, “I look at the labels, and if a food has something like 30 
grams of fat per portion, I’ll eat less than the portion size.” 
 Fat has more than double the calories of carbohydrate and protein on an ounce-
for-ounce basis.  Therefore, fat is foe to the weight-conscious because high-fat foods tend 
to pack more calories into a smaller volume than do low-fat foods, making it easy to 
consume more calories in a shorter period of time when you eat them.  Excess fat calories 
also are more readily converted to body fat than are calories from other nutrients. 
 
The Teens’ Tips for Cutting Fat 

• They make changes gradually.  David G. says, “With time, I realized that my 
whole perspective had changed from ‘Crap, all I can eat is this healthy stuff’ to 
‘Geez, I’m a health nut, and I like to eat this healthy stuff.’” 

• They cut fat in half.  Sid J. says, “Just because Burger King gives you a packet 
of dressing doesn’t mean you have to eat the whole thing.” 

• They add back flavor.  Xavier L. says he uses Mrs. Dash seasoning on low-fat 
foods.  Instead of mayo, Aaron T. “found a great mustard and stuck to it.”  He 
also uses hot sauce as a flavoring. 



• They use less fat or no fat in preparing packaged foods and recipes.  
McKenzie K.’s mother says, “When we make mac and cheese mixes, we omit the 
butter.  And when we make brownies, we use applesauce in place of the oil. 

• They avoid fried foods.  James G. says, “When I was overweight, I’d always eat 
fried foods.  Now I’ve ruled out fried foods and replace them with grilled foods—
for instance, grilled fish rather than fried.” 

• They use fat-free or reduced-fat dairy products.  Sid J. was amazed at how 
much fat he could save by using fat-free American cheese on his sandwiches in 
place of regular cheese—about 13 grams and close to 100 calories for two slices 
of cheese. 

• They use the paper-plate test.  Sandra D. offers a good tip for figuring out if 
prepared foods are fatty: “If the grease from the food soaks into the plate, you 
shouldn’t eat it.” 

• They cut back on fatty meat.  McKenzie K.’s mother says, “We have little to no 
red meat.”  Three teens said they’re vegetarians. 

 
Key to Success #3: They downsize portions. 
Comments about downsizing portions (and eating less in general) were at the top of the 
list when I asked the teens, “How have your eating habits changed since you lost 
weight?” 
 Emily B. says, “Once I used portion control, I began to lose weight.”  A number 
of teens talked about the importance of reading labels when trying to decipher portion 
sizes.  Before losing weight, Zach G. says, “I thought the nutrition facts on the label were 
for the whole bag or package.”  The first thing to look for on the label is serving size, 
then pay careful attention to servings per container to see how many calories, grams of 
fat, and other nutrients are in the amount you plan to eat. 
 Research among adults shows quite clearly that the bigger the portion is, the more 
they eat.  In a study by Barbara Rolls, Ph.D., and her colleagues, young men and women 
who were served lunch once a week for four weeks received one of four sizes of a deli-
style sandwich—six, eight, ten, or twelve inches.  They bigger the sandwich was, the 
more they ate.  And several studies suggest that we don’t compensate for a big meal or 
snack by eating less later in the day. 
 In another study from Dr. Rolls’s lab, adults who were given four different-size 
portions of macaroni and cheese on different days ate 30 percent more calories when 
offered the largest portion compared to the smallest portion.  However, they rated their 
degree of fullness similarly regardless of the portion size.  And after the study was over, 
fewer than half o the participants even noticed there were differences in the portion put in 
front of them. 
 But when Dr. Rolls and her colleagues did a similar study with three-year-old, 
offering them three different-size portions of mac and cheese at three separate lunches, 
the size of the portion didn’t affect the amount they ate.  Five-year-olds, however, 
responded like adults, eating significantly more when offered more.  Somewhere along 
the way, it appears, something goes awry with our ability to regulate how much we eat 
when we are exposed to large portions.  Some experts think that external influences, such 
as encouraging children to clean their plates, urging them to eat, and restricting certain 



foods, may undermine kids’ internal ability to recognize their own biological signals for 
hunger and fullness. 
 
The Teens’ Tips for Downsizing Portions 

• They use smaller plates, cups, and bowls.  Tara G. says, “In the morning, when 
I go to eat cereal, I use a small bowl and fill it to the top.  It makes me think I’m 
getting more, when, in actuality, I’m eating a normal portion size.  This starts me 
off on the right foot and keeps me motivated to keep using portion control through 
the day.” 

• They make less.  Aaron T. advises, “Don’t cook so much food.” 
• They make it a rule not to eat out of a bag or a container.  Sid J. lets the label 

be his guide to a single portion size. 
• They avoid serving food family style.  Molly S. says, “Don’t put food in serving 

dishes out on the table.  Instead, each person should make his own plate, with no 
second helpings.” 

• They measure.  Nicole S. says that one of her most important strategies for 
maintaining her weight loss is “weighing and measuring my food.”  When 
measuring devices aren’t handy, use these rough portion guides. 

1 ounce of hard cheese = 4 dice 
2 tablespoons of peanut butter = a Ping-Pong ball 
1 medium potato = a computer mouse 
3 ounces of meat, fish, or poultry = a deck of cards 
½ cup of cooked rice = a cupcake wrapper full 
1 cup of pasta or cereal = a fist 

 
Key to Success #4: They eat more fruits and vegetables. 
The teens fill the hunger void by eating plenty of fruits, vegetables, and salads.  Sid J. 
says, “They fill me up, so I’m not as hungry for the fattening things.”  McKenzie K. says, 
“I go to the store with my mom and pick out lots of fruits and veggies that I like.  I 
usually have seven servings a day of them, sometimes more.”  The high water content 
and fiber in fruits and vegetables gives them volume without a lot of calories.  Studies 
indicate that the volume of food eaten at meals, rather than the calorie content, is what 
makes people feel full and stop eating. 
 Since fruits and vegetables do have calories, they can’t be eaten in unlimited 
quantities, but they do make good substitutes for higher-calorie ingredients.  For instance, 
someone who’s used to having a huge bowl of cereal each morning can cut the amount in 
half but top it off with some fruit.  Or a two-in-high deli sandwich can be spared the 
mayo and a couple of ounces of cheese and meat but fleshed out with added lettuce, 
cucumbers, onions, mushrooms, spinach, or grilled vegetables. 
 
The Teens’ Tips for Eating More Fruits and Vegetables 

• Prepare them ahead.  After going shopping with her mother to select her 
favorite vegetables and fruits, McKenzie K. says, “when I have some extra time, I 
usually wash them, cut them all up, and store them in a plastic bag.  This way, if 
I’m on the go, it’s easier to eat healthy because everything’s already set to go.” 



• “Experiment!” says Xavier L.  “Try something new often—like putting 
strawberries in a salad with light Italian dressing.  It’s awesome.” 

• Go for color.  McKenzie K. advises, “Try eating five servings of different-
colored fruits and veggies per day.”  Dark green and orange fruits and 
vegetables—such as broccoli, dark greens, carrots, winter squash, and 
cantaloupe—add variety plus important nutrients. 

• Add flavor.  Aaron T. says, “Sautéed spinach with garlic and a little olive oil 
really hits the spot.” 

• “Substitute veggies for one dinner item,” Bella S. advises.  In other words, try 
replacing an item that’s more fattening—such as flaky dinner rolls with butter—
with an extra vegetable.  When looking at a dinner plate, fruits, veggies, and 
whole grains should take up most of the space. 

• “Eat a salad before lunch and/or dinner,” Rose Q. suggests.  In fact, studies in 
Dr. Barbara Rolls’s lab showed that people who ate a first course of either a salad 
(with low-calorie dressing) or a broth-based soup (such as vegetable soup) ate 
fewer calories than if they had no first course. 

 
Key to Success #5: They eat regular meals. 
Leigha J. says that the number one reason she became overweight was that she ate only 
once a day.  Now, after losing 70 pounds, she eats breakfast, lunch, and dinner, plus 
several snacks.  Tyler D. says that he went from “eating whenever I wanted” to eating 
three times a day.  Their new meal patterns are consistent with those of the vast majority 
of the teens, who said that they eat three meals a day. 
 Breakfast, in particular, seems to be an important meal for weight maintainers.  
Nearly three quarters of the teens said that they regularly eat breakfast, a morning snack, 
or both.  This is surprising, since breakfast is the most commonly skipped meal among 
adolescents.  In fact, on study suggested that only 29 percent of teenage girls eat 
breakfast daily.  My finding that many teens eat in the morning is consistent with 
research from the National Weight Control Registry, which has surveyed thousands of 
adults who have lost weight and kept it off.  Eight out of 10 of them said that they were 
daily breakfast eaters. 
 Twenty-year-old Tyler D., who has maintained his weight for more than six years, 
says, “I never used to eat anything for breakfast, but then I read a study that said eating 
nothing every day for breakfast is just as bad as eating a fatty piece of steak with mashed 
potatoes and gravy every morning.  Needless to say, I eat breakfast now.  Skipping meals 
doesn’t work for me.” 
 Although skipping breakfast isn’t really tantamount to eating a fatty meal, most 
(but not all) studies have shown that overweight children and teens are more likely than 
their leaner counterparts to skip breakfast and consume a few large meals each day.  It’s 
not known if skimping on morning meals is a result of an effort to lose weight or if it 
actually plays a role in causing weight gain.  But teen weight specialist Ann Litt, M.S., 
R.D., author of The College Student’s Guide to Eating Well on Campus, has found that 
overweight teens who skip breakfast often wind up overeating at the end of the day. 
 Studies show that teens who eat breakfast tend to make more healthful food 
choices all day long and have diets of better all-around nutritional quality than do teens 



who don’t eat breakfast.  There’s evidence, too, that eating breakfast may improve 
memory, test grades, and school attendance. 
 How can parents rally teens to eat breakfast? “Join them,” Ms. Litt advises.  “In 
my experience, teens who eat breakfast are not doing it all alone.  They either eat with a 
parents or have a parent who is involved in fixing the meal for them.” 
 The teens’ breakfast meals aren’t always traditionally—either in terms of what 
they include or when they eat them.  For instance, almonds and fruit sometimes serve as 
breakfast for McKenzie K.  And Jorgey W. has three meals a day, but not at traditional 
times.  She eats breakfast but skips lunch on school days.  She says, “I’m usually not 
hungry throughout the day, and the school lunch is high in fat.  So when I get home, I eat 
something healthy.” 
 Nine out of 10 teens said they eat lunch.  When it comes to school lunches, a 
number of teens brown-bag it rather than buy school fare.  When Mick J. was losing 
weight, he started taking fruits and vegetables, bread, and cheese to school for lunch.  
Kristy C. suggests, “Bring sandwiches and fruit from home—or pasta.  I avoid vending 
machines, but some offer sandwiches, soups, and granola bars.  Those are good options.” 
 Jeana S. says, “At my high school, I was one of two people who packed a lunch.  
When I graduated, the caption under my photo said, ‘I pledge my health to crackers and 
tuna.’” 
 Some teens said that they actually eat more often now than when they were 
overweight.  And there’s evidence that eating several small meals a day, rather than one 
or two big ones, is good for metabolism.  However, for some people, “grazing”—having 
small, frequent meals throughout the day—is associated with weight gain, because they 
tend to eat too many calories that way.  The teens who said they eat more often now 
stressed that their portion sizes are smaller than when they were heavy.  Ally S. says, 
“Instead of eating three large meals, I eat three moderate meals and two snacks, which 
satisfies my hunger throughout the day.” 
 Fourteen teens admitted that they sometimes skip meals as part of their current 
weight management efforts.  And 12 said they sometimes drink a liquid supplement (such 
as Slim-Fast) or eat an energy-type bar in place of meals.  Though not ideal, that’s 
certainly better than skipping meals altogether.  None of the teens said that they fast.  A 
few of them said that they try not to eat anything after a certain time in the evening, but 
it’s not clear whether eating at night leads to weight gain—unless that’s when overeating 
occurs.  Total calorie intake for the day is what counts most. 
 
Key to Success #6: They shifted their carbs. 
McKenzie K. says, “Carbs are good, but too much isn’t.”  Some teens said they’ve cut 
back on carbs in general, but many more stressed that they’ve curtailed their intake of 
high-sugar carbs by eating fewer desserts and other sweets.  Amber M. avoids “simple 
sugars” and drinks no soda.  At the same time, she favors whole-grain bread, fruits, 
vegetables, and beans and tries to eat plenty of fiber-rich foods.  Like many of the teens, 
she’s shifted her carbs from less healthful types to kinds that are higher in fiber, vitamins, 
and minerals. 
 Some teens went out of their way to stress that eating more fiber has been an 
important weight management strategy.  For instance, Aaron T. said that, with the help of 



a nutritionist, he ate more whole-grain foods while he was losing his 50 pounds, and he 
continues to do the same now. 
 Likewise, Jeana S. said that since losing weight, she eats more fiber-rich foods, 
such as fruits, vegetables, beans, and whole grains.  A growing number of studies suggest 
that eating plenty of fiber helps with weight control—partly by helping people feel full.  
As with other foods, weight-conscious teens need to pay attention to portion sizes and 
number of servings even of healthful options in the carb category. 
 
Key to Success #7: They don’t deprive themselves. 
Another strong message from the teens is that they don’t’ deprive themselves.  As Olivia 
C. aptly says, “It’s just life.  When you’re a kid, you gotta let yourself stretch a little and 
still be a kid and eat junk food sometimes.”  Christine F. says, “I don’t disallow foods, so 
I’m not tempted by forbidden things.  If I crave cake, I have a piece—but not the whole 
cake.” 
 When I asked the teens how often they treat themselves, more than half said they 
do so at least several times per month.  Many said they have a treat once a week or more 
often.  Some do every day, but it’s likely to be something modest.  Marie P. says, “I 
allow myself one small treat per day—like a small piece of chocolate or a couple of 
cookies.  That way, I get a little of what I’m craving without limiting myself too much.”  
Jayden L., who used to think there were “good foods and bad foods,” now has a “higher-
fat, more empty-calorie snack” about once a week. 
 The teens offered several reasons why it is important for them to avoid 
deprivation. 
 

• David G. says, “It’s better if you allow small amount of treats fairly regularly.  
Then you don’t binge and eat a bunch of it.” 

• Wes G. says, “Deprivation always backfired for me.  From the day I started to 
lose weight, it was important to me not to remove myself completely from 
tempting foods and environments—not only because I occasionally wanted to eat 
them but also because I knew I couldn’t always hide from them.” 

• Vincent J. says, “If I don’t eat what I desire, I will keep snacking.” 
 
The Teens’ Tips for Managing Cravings 
The teens have evolved ways of avoiding feeling deprived, enjoying ‘extras,” and making 
sure that things don’t get out of hand. 
 

• They limit portion sizes.  Kristy C. says, “I do get cravings, and I allow myself 
to indulge.  But I always try to keep it down to a minimum—like a piece of 
chocolate instead of a whole bar or bag, or small-size French fries.”  Katie S. 
advises, “If I’m craving Doritos, I buy a single-serving bag to hit the spot. 

• They have designated “extras” days.  McKenzie K. says, “On the weekends—
the time I feel most tempted to eat junk—I usually have ice cream on day, or 
whipped cream and sprinkles.” 

• They make tradeoffs.  Aaron T.’s strategy is to “think about what I eat before 
doing so.  I can have chips with lunch if I have no cookie after dinner.” 



• They enjoy “extras” in a controlled situation rather than keeping them 
around the house.  Jeana S. eats ice cream once a week or so, but she has it only 
in a restaurant or store.  She says, “I don’t keep it in the house.” 

• They have lower-calorie versions of regular treats.  As often as once a day, 
Jayden L. eats 97 percent fat-free kettle-corn; TCBY soft serve frozen yogurt; 
Skinny Cow ice cream sandwiches; or fat-free, sugar-free pudding with fat-free 
Cool Whip.  

 
Key to Success #8: They snack smarter. 
The teens haven’t stopped snacking.  More than half have an afternoon snack, and 4 out 
of 10 have one in the evening.  But one of the major differences between how the teens 
eat now and how they ate when they were heavier is that they snack smarter.  Before he 
slimmed down, Sid J. says, his snacks were so big that “there was no between-meal 
snacking—there were between-meal meals!”  Now his school snacks include a diet soda 
and a sandwich bag containing a controlled portion of Cheerios (sometimes mixed with 
raisins), cheese-flavored crackers, animal crackers, or Teddy Grahams.  His afterschool 
snack might be pretzels, part of a soft pretzel, or a kiddie cup of Baskin-Robbins ice 
cream (sometimes regular, sometimes sugar-free). 
 
The Teens’ Tips for Snacking Smarter 

• Rose Q. says, “Rice cakes and Light ‘n Fit Smoothies are great snacks for eating 
on the go.” 

• Marie P. observes, “Having something with fiber and protein with every snack 
makes me full.  If I want something sweet, I’ll have peanut butter on celery or an 
apple.  When I want something crunchy, I have baby carrots and low-fat salad 
dressing.” 

• Sid J. says, “I switched to a lower-fat microwave popcorn.  When I order popcorn 
at a movie theater, I ask for an extra empty box and give half to someone else.” 

• Katie S. notes, “I eat one or two snacks a day, ranging from hummus on pita 
bread to yogurt to fruit to a controlled portion of kettle chips.” 

• David G. says, “I found snacks that are both tasty and healthy—rice cakes, 
pickles, cottage cheese, and sugar-free Jell-O to name just a few.” 

• Aaron T. comments, “The best way for me to stop the munchies is to chew 
gum—the sugar-free kind, of course.” 

 
Key to Success #9: They switched restaurants. 
The overwhelming majority of the teens said that their restaurant habits have changed.  
They now go to restaurants with healthier choices, and they’ve also markedly changed 
their ordering habits.  Katie S. is typical: “When I dine out, I pick the lighter items, like 
salads, fish, chicken, and some pastas.” 
 In addition, a good number of the teens said that they eat smaller portions, and 
many make it a point to order fewer fatty foods.  Nineteen-year-old Rebecca M., who lost 
51 pounds more than four years ago, says, “This can be challenging, but I’ve usually been 
able to find something on the menu.” 
 Seven out of 10 teens said that they have fast food no more than once a week; 27 
told me that they never eat it.  In contrast, a study in the Journal of the American Dietetic 



Association showed that, on average, young people ages eleven to eighteen eat at fast-
food restaurants twice a week.  As for dining in other types of restaurants or getting take-
out, 6 out of 10 teens told me that they do so just once a week or less. 
 My son Wes says, “At Taco John’s, I used to order one of the most fattening 
combo meals on the menu, and I’d dip the Potato Olés in cheese sauce.  I’d finish the 
whole meal and still think I was hungry!  When I was losing weight, I switched to having 
two hard-shell tacos and a small order of Potato Olés, and I stopped using the cheese 
sauce.  And I had fast food less frequently.” 
 Overall, fast food is short on important nutrients and long on fat and calories.  A 
study sponsored in part by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention found that, 
over time, girls who ate fast food twice a week or more gained more weight in relation to 
their height than did girls who ate fast food once a week or not at all. 
 
The Teens’ Tips for Eating Out 
The teens have developed various strategies to take control of what they eat in 
restaurants. 

• They plan ahead.  Felicia S. says, “Before I go to a restaurant, I set my mind on 
what I’m going to eat.  I fill up on water and salad and try to limit myself to one 
slice of bread or a roll.” 

• They order smart.  At fast-food restaurants, Marie P. orders things such as 
“entrée salads with low-fat protein like chicken on top, or a meal with a small 
hamburger, side salad, and a small fruit and yogurt parfait.” 

• They get a child-size meal.  Erin D. says, “When I go to a fast-food restaurant, 
I’m satisfied with a kid’s meal.”  She notes that her portion sizes are three times 
smaller now than when she was overweight. 

• They substitute veggies for higher-calorie extras such as fries.  Xavier L. 
points out, “Almost all restaurants now can give you a side of steamed vegetables 
instead of potatoes.”  Katie S. says, “I may get a chicken sandwich that comes 
with fries, but I’ll substitute steamed veggies or a salad for the fries.” 

• They box it up before they eat.  Rose Q. asks for a takeout container at the 
beginning of a meal so she can put half the food away before she even starts.  Eric 
D. asks the waitperson to bring out half of his meal on a plate and to package up 
the other half and bring it out when he’s finished eating.  “This way,” he says, “I 
never see it—out of sight, out of mind.  I’ve only eaten half of the meal, plus I 
have extras for later.” 

• They’re choosy.  Jorgey W. looks for “little marking indicating things that are 
low fat.”  She adds, “If the menu doesn’t have these, I look for stuff that’s grilled, 
baked, broiled, or steamed.  I ask the waiter to hold the butter and other fattening 
condiments.  I get fat-free or low-fat salad dressing.” 

• They check out nutrition facts.  When she was losing weight, Ally S. found it 
helpful to go online before going to a restaurant to see if she could find nutrition 
information for menu items.  Numerous Web sites provide nutrition facts for 
various restaurants. 

• They’re wary of buffets.  For Aaron T., dining hall buffets at college can be a 
downfall.  “I take one plate, fill it up, and walk away.  And I’m not afraid to 
waste.”  Some teens avoid buffets altogether. 



• They find a favorite place that works for them.  “Subway!  Subway!  
Subway!” Katie S. says.  “While I was losing weight, I ate Subway four to five 
times a week.  I had many options, ranging from turkey to roast beef and more.”  
Thaddeus M. says, “I eat fast food about two to three times a week, but only from 
Subway.”  Victor F. offers this tip: “At Subway, I always ask them to scoop out 
the break on both sides.  It definitely saves me 100-plus calories.” 

 
Key to Success #10: They party wisely. 
The teens have learned to cope with a barrage of food-related events.  Quite a few eat 
what’s served in moderation, while others try to stick with healthier options.  Many teens, 
such as Katie S., use a combination of strategies.  Katie says, “Sometimes, before I go to 
a party, I eat something so I’ll be full.  Once there, I choose the lighter items.  But I eat 
some of what I want.” 
 
The Teens Tips for Partying Wisely 

• They scope things out and plans ahead.  Ally S. says, “I survey the food 
selection and plot out what I’ll eat ahead of time.”  Some teens, like John B., 
“budget what they’ll eat in advance.  If John’s going to a party at night, he eats 
less during the day. 

• They focus on socializing and move away from the food.  Jeana S. says, “I stay 
away from the food and keep myself occupied with a low-cal drink or an 
activity.”  Ally S. eats slowly and tries to do other things, such as talk with 
friends, to get away from the food.  Marie P. spends her time dancing. 

• They bring or provide healthy food.  When McKenzie K. hosts a gathering, she 
always puts out chips, candy, and a plate of veggie and dip.  She says, “The 
veggies and dip go the fastest and seem to bet he area most people gather around” 

• They splurge, then are sensible.  Aaron T., who almost never eats fast food, 
says, “People have to have fun sometimes.  But after throwing the ‘diet’ out the 
window for the party, I make sure to be more aware of what I eat during the 
following days.”  Like other successful teens, Aaron has learned that maintaining 
a healthy weight doesn’t mean being a food saint; it means finding the right 
balance. 
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