Finishing an entire container of fried rice, sweet and sour pork, and a
spring roll, well past the point your stomach is full, comes down to two
mechanisms working on your brain at once, and both are creatively
exploited by the people who design food products for a living.

The first is the flavor ratio. Food companies have spent decades
studying the exact combination of sugar, fat, and salt that maximizes
how much a person wants to keep eating, a target the industry calls
the bliss point. Journalist Michael Moss spent years inside food
company labs researching this for his book Salt Sugar Fat, and found
scientists running formal sensory panels to calibrate that ratio down to
precise percentages. A typical Chinese takeout spread made with
plenty of oil, sticky sweet sauce, and lots of soy sauce or MSG, hits all
three in truly blissful ratios.

The second is texture. One food scientist Moss interviewed pointed to
a phenomenon called vanishing caloric density: foods engineered to
dissolve quickly in the mouth trick the brain into registering far fewer
calories than are actually going in, which is why a bag of Cheetos
disappears so much faster than a bag of raw almonds with the same
calorie count. Fried, battered, sauce-coated food works on a related
principle. The batter is a delivery mechanism for the oil it's fried in,
soaking up far more fat than its light, crisp texture suggests, and the
sauce adds intense, sweet-salty flavor without adding obvious bulk.
Your brain is fooled because the usual weight or density of food is no
longer a reliable signal of how much you've actually eaten.

Layered on top of both is a third effect: sensory-specific satiety, the
well-documented tendency for enjoyment of a single flavor to drop off
the more of it you eat, which is why there's always room for dessert
after a meal that should have finished you off. Some snack companies
address this head-on, blending flavors together so precisely that no
single taste is distinct enough to trigger that drop-off. A dish like
General Tso's chicken or tofu does something similar in a single bite:
the crispy fried batter carries the oil, and the sauce blends sweet and
salty together so thoroughly that no one flavor dominates long enough
to trigger that drop-off.

Recognizing these mechanisms can help you reclaim some control and
awareness over what and how much you're eating. Overeating
engineered food regularly comes with consequences, like more intense
post-meal blood sugar swings, feeling sluggish and overfull, and, over
time, an increasingly unreliable perception of feeling satisfied. Long
term, a steady diet of this kind of food is linked to higher rates of
obesity and chronic disease, including type 2 diabetes and heart
disease.

Put it into practice
With Chinese takeout specifically:

Plate a portion before you start eating, rather than eating
straight from the containers, so there's a visual stopping
point instead of an open-ended one.

Order one fewer dish than you normally would, or split
dishes family-style, to naturally shrink the volume of
blended flavors on the table.

Balance the order with something not built on the fried-
batter-plus-sauce formula, a steamed vegetable dish or a
cucumber salad.

Ask for sauce on the side when you can. That alone puts
you in control of how much of the engineered flavor
combination ends up on the food.

Add something with staying power, like extra vegetables, a
side of edamame, or a food with protein like chicken or tofu.
Box up leftovers before you sit down to eat, before the first
bite hijacks your judgment.

For the salt-sugar-fat trap generally:

Round out a salt-sugar-fat food with something high in
fiber or protein, like a piece of fruit, a handful of nuts, or a
scoop of cottage cheese, to help fill in the fullness signals
that dish is missing.

Pause partway through the meal and give your stomach a
minute or two to catch up. That extra time can mean the
difference between eating enough and overeating.

Slow down on the first few bites in particular. The initial hit
of an engineered flavor combination is typically the most
intense, and rushing through it usually just means reaching
for more to chase the same feeling.

Drink water alongside the meal rather than only afterward.
Thirst is easy to mistake for a desire to keep eating.

Keep these foods less visible and less within reach at home,
on a high shelf or out of the pantry's front row. Proximity
and visibility measurably increase how much of them
people eat.

If you're craving more after a meal, do something that
resets your palate instead of feeding the craving: brush
your teeth, chew a piece of minty gum, or make a cup of
herbal tea. Mint in particular makes most food taste
unappealing right after, which works in your favor here.
Step away from the table or the kitchen entirely for a few
minutes. Distance from the food itself
is often enough to let the craving pass Diet ID
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Sesame Tofu with Broccoli

A healthier but still tasty version of the takeout classic, with less sugar,
salt, and fat than the original. To boost the nutrition value even more, add
more veggies like carrots, peppers, or cabbage.

Ingredients:

1 lb extra-firm tofu, cubed
3 tbsp cornstarch

2 tbsp oil

1/4 cup soy sauce

2 tbsp rice vinegar

2 tbsp honey or brown sugar
1 tbsp sesame oil

2 garlic cloves, minced

1 tbsp fresh ginger, grated
1 head broccoli, cut into
florets

Sesame seeds and sliced
green onion, to finish

Instructions:

1.Toss the tofu with the cornstarch until evenly
coated.

2.Heat the oil in a large skillet over medium-high
heat and cook until golden and crisp on all
sides, 8 to 10 minutes, then remove and set
aside.

3.In the same skillet, add the broccoli with a
splash of water, cover, and steam for 3 to 4
minutes until bright green and just tender.

4.Meanwhile, whisk together the soy sauce, rice
vinegar, honey, sesame oil, garlic, and ginger.

5.Return the tofu to the skillet with the broccoli,
pour in the sauce, and toss until everything is
coated and the sauce has thickened slightly,
about 2 minutes.

6.Finish with sesame seeds and green onion.
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