Homing in on Good Restaurants via Internet Tools

by Gerry Patrick

Computer & Technology Group, Lexington Senior Center

Lexington, Massachusetts, January 5, 2011
The above presentation is captured in three files, in our Yahoo Group File Archive (2011):  1) the text of the agenda
and talking points in this Microsoft Word “ReadMe.doc” text file, and 2) the slides of “screen shots” of example web
pages, in the accompanying Adobe Acrobat “PartOne.pdf” and “PartTwo.pdf” files.  My reason for separating the
text material is so the web addresses included here are guaranteed to work as active hyperlinks – hold the Ctrl key
and left-click with your mouse.  The screen-shot slides are in two .pdf’s  so neither file will exceed a megabyte. 

The extent of detail in this material was aimed at preparing a one-hour presentation, and not more, so there are websites
listed as simply known, but not investigated. 

This ReadMe file should display in landscape mode in Microsoft Word.  If it doesn’t, select

the Page Layout tab, Page Setup, Orientation, and click on Landscape. 

In my original talk I forgot to mention the final topic, Dining Clubs or Groups, as another way of discovering good
restaurants through the knowledge of others.  One example is included under that topic heading below. 

One of the audience comments at the conclusion of the meeting was how often one finds a surprisingly wide range
of opinions about any one restaurant, ranging from 5-stars, excellent, to 1-star, poor (although usually with more
agreement at one end, or in the 3-star middle).  Indeed, one has to wonder how the same restaurant can trigger such
positive and such negative opinions!  I don’t have an answer, but did point out that TripAdvisor reviews provide a
link to other reviews by the same person. Yelp does the same. By exploring that, one can at least get a better sense
of that reviewer’s temperament in general.  I have added that feature as an advantage for TripAdvisor and Yelp.
Since January 5th I have added material about the website iDine.com, which enables dining out at a discount, but
by offering rebates after the fact, rather than discount coupons in advance.  I initially dismissed this site from
inclusion because of what seem to me rather demanding requirements to earn the rebates!  However, iDine also
deserves mention for its restaurant search and review content.
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Restaurant Review Websites, case one, containing voluntary customer reviews

The following are my recommendations for best user interface, and ability to present the most satifying choices.
www.tripadvisor.com:   is a travel advisory service; hotels, airlines, restaurants, points of interest, etc. 

       For restaurant screening, TripAdvisor produces 22 results for "Lexington, MA." Only establishments with review(s)


    are included.  Clicking on restaurant name brings up a detail page, including customer reviews.


Pro:
As one types in a city or town, a list pops up for auto-completion, thereby confirming TripAdvisor has listings there.




See screenshot, slide #2 in PartOne.pdf


Search-result list defaults to ranking order, highest to lowest.  This summary list gives name, rank in list, 




overall star rating, # of reviews, cuisine, and two summarizing review comments.



Has map to the right of search-result list, showing location flags, numbered corresponding to search-result list.


Hovering with mouse over any flag in the map creates information pop-up (name, address, star rating, # of reviews,




cuisine, and rank # in the list.   See screenshot, slide #3 in PartOne.pdf.


Map can be dragged with mouse, and triggers new results for the new bounds.


Search filtering available on type of occasion (e.g. atmosphere), cuisine, price range. 



Detail page includes rating histogram, and restaurant website URL if known.



Clicking on Reviewer’s name link accesses other reviews written by the same person.


Con:  Search filtering not quite as extensive as in Yelp; e.g. no vegan, kosher, or gluten-free friendly.



Have to click on “more” to see all of each customer review.

www.yelp.com:  is a listing of consumer services in general, not just restaurants.  See screenshot, slide #4 in PartOne.pdf.

For restaurant screening, Yelp produces 56 results for “Lexington, MA,” quite exhaustive, of which 45 have reviews.



(Includes the  National Heritage Museum cafe, Fife & Drum at Minuteman Tech., and the Public Schools!
        Pro:  "Show filters" expansion is nice.  List of filtering criteria is extensive.  See screenshot, slide #5 in PartOne.pdf.

    Map to the right of search-result list shows location flags, numbered corresponding to list.


    Hovering with mouse over any flag creates information pop-up, for name, address, telephone #, star rating, and


     
# reviews and price range.  (but map flags for some are missing, a negative)


Map can be dragged with the mouse, and checkbox "redo search in map" updates the results with new bounds.



Clicking a listing for detail page also changes the map, zooming in enough to show all street names nearby.




Detail page includes helpful information such as parking, attire, $$, outdoor seating, takes reservations, and




website if known.  See screenshot, slide #6 in PartOne.pdf.


In Detail page, clicking “Rating Details” under restaurant name pops up a histogram and timeline  see slide #7.


Clicking on Reviewer’s name link accesses other reviews written by the same person. 


Con:
 results list order is unclear; seems to be ranking order, or distance?  but has some variability. 



There doesn't appear to be any way to change the list order. 



A little clutter from sponsored result(s) at the top of the list.



Unclear what the checkbox "Map stay put" means - can still drag it with mouse.
Restaurant Review Websites, case one, containing voluntary customer reviews, continued.


Other websites useful for certain features:

www.opentable.com:  Provides searching and making a reservation in this one website. Diners' Choice restaurant list based

upon customer reviews; numerous reviews for Boston. Browsing restaurants, one can't narrow it more than "Boston

Suburbs," and by price ($$ and $$$, for example, brought up 127 restaurants in Boston Suburbs; only 2 in Lexington).


List can be sorted alphabetically by town. 


Pro:  Built-in online reservation system, shows times available.



"Find a Table" reservation lookup does allow one to specify a single town (zipcode) and a radius (2, 5 miles, etc).



Hovering mouse over name in the list provides a pop-up with address, parking situation, cuisine, price range,



 # reviews, star ranking.


Con: Restaurants are included only if they are members of the Open Table Reservation System. 



Star rankings seem to have suffered grade inflation – many 4½ stars. But many in the list are Diners' Choice winners).


Screenshots, slides #8–12 in PartOne.pdf  show the OpenTable User Agreement for the online reservation system.

www.iDine.com: Its chief feature is offering price rebates (see discussion under Discounts, below), but it gives one access

to reviews written by customers.  It is recommended to use the Advanced Search mode, to target a search area. Search result
list includes name, address, telephone number, composite member rating score, number of reviews, number of "favorites"
(presumably marked such by reviewers), average entree price range, and days of the week a rebate is available.

Search produced only three in Lexington - Waxy O'Connor's, Ruyi, and the Upper Crust, but 9 more within 5 mile radius.
Filtering can be called right at the top of the search results page, by Establishment type, cuisine, features, “open for”

 (breakfast, lunch or dinner, etc.)  and price range.

Clicking on the restaurant name brings up an overview page with photos and a description of the restaurant.  Tabs on the

Overview Page let you navigate to menu, reviews, map, and features.

Pro:  search area is specified by radius, with wide choice of 1/2, 1, 5, 10, 15 or 30 miles.


A map can be called up that has number-keyed flags.


“Features” selections for search refinement are unusually wide-ranging.  See screenshot, Slide #13 in PartOne.pdf

Many reviews for each restaurant listed in the search results.


Review page gives daily hours of operation, and rating split out into food, service, cleanliness, and value. 

Nice website design in that there are multiple ways to navigate around.

Menu image is embedded in the iDine “Menu” page, although readability is sometimes not good.  

Con:   List of restaurants is limited to those that are members of the rebate program.

Restaurant Review Websites, case one, containing voluntary customer reviews, continued.

www.urbanspoon.com/c/4/Boston-restaurants.html:  Defaults to "Top Neighborhoods" in Boston, Cambridge, and

Somerville, (allows one to single out one of these, or suburbia in an expanded list). 


Lists 48 establishments in Lexington, including bakeries & take-out.  This list shows restaurant name, address, price


 range, and a "%" number indicating what percent was positive of reader voting.



Pro:
has a "new restaurants" box on the left side.  See screenshot, slide #14 in PartOne.pdf


has a "Special Features" box to filter on such things as BYOB, Gluten-free-friendly, vegan, vegetarian, free



Wi-Fi, 
outdoor dining, etc.   (on the same screenshot page, but below the bottom of what shows).


has a box with links to food-critic reviews and other blogs  (likewise, way down low on this web page).

Con:  very few written reviews.



map not as convenient as other sites because


 

map flags are just bullseyes, not keyed to the list, and don't reveal the name unless one actually clicks on it;




Pop-up gives only the name and phone number, not the address or ranking.




dragging map does not redo the search.

the chefmoz Dining Guide, http://chefmoz.org/about.html, is an aggregator of other review sites:

"You can read and write restaurant reviews here, but you'll also find direct links to reviews on other sites.”


 See screenshot, slide #15 = http://chefmoz.org/United_States/MA/:  for the additional websites it lists, and an overview


 list what chefmoz has for each town. “It's all the work of our volunteer editors, who scour the web to collect restaurant

 information for you. We also accept reviews and restaurant information from the public.”
  For Lexington, lists 22 establishments alphabetically, including links to 68 reviews, but no ranking shown in listing.

 Does show phone #, address, price range, and cuisine type.

  Chefmoz is part of the Open Directory Project, www.dmoz.org, which says in the “about” page “The Open Directory is
        the most widely distributed database of Web content classified by humans.”
(go on to the next page; display slides will be found in PartTwo.pdf)
Restaurant Review Websites, case two, containing professional-writer reviews

Best known is probably www.zagat.com/boston:  A seven-day free trial is offered, after which a year's subscription is $24.95.


See screenshot, slide #2 in PartTwo.pdf., the Zagat homepage.
www.gayot.com:  professional restaurant reviews; 3 listings in Lexington. 

www.hiddenboston.com:  a guide to lesser-known restaurants, 2 in Lexington, descriptions.

www.bostonmagazine.com:  see screenshot, slide #3 in PartTwo.pdf.  "Reviews" tab is a dead link, but "Find Restaurant"
gives location area choices within Boston, Cambridge, Somerville, Greater Boston, north, west, etc.  Wait!  Clicking

on the light blue link "Recent Reviews" yields a list of Magazine articles about individual restaurants, or a selection
by a certain theme. 

   Greater Boston yields about 25 restaurants, all within Boston.   Apparently each of these was in a Best of Boston list
sometime(s) in the past 5 years, with links to the comment(s) at the time(s).  "West" produced only three (one in
Worcester); Solea in Waltham, and Comfort in Watertown. Neither of these was Best of Boston.

    Listing doesn't indicate rating, and description may or may not review quality of food.  Very thin on user reviews. 

www.cookorgoout.com:  Feature articles on restaurants in Boston area, or recipes and cooking, written or gathered by
Juliette Kopecky, a self-proclaimed food blogger.

If you are a AAA member, it is a restaurant resource for you. http://sne.aaa.com/sne/home/index.php is the Southern New
England chapter.  Log in, then click on Travel (in red bar), then in drop-down menu, click on Online Travel Guides
 under Maps and Directions. Then click on Restaurants among the blue links just below the red bar.
   Restaurant ratings in Lexington produced only two; Kushboo and Lemon Grass Thai Restaurant, with AAA inspector
writeups, but neither with a contributed review.   See screenshot, slide #4 in PartTwo.pdf
   Widening the search to Lexington, Boston and Vicinity produced 321 results, stretching all the way to Gloucester, etc. 

   Listings show a link to menu, if available online, presented in a AAA  webpage.  Clicking on that gives more tabs: map,
directions,  reviews (but not many have contributed reviews, I think). information in listing is description, address,
 hours, price range, and features (such as full bar).  $$$$ = >$30, $$$ = $21-30,  $$ = $.

Accessing Restaurant Menus:

The easiest method is to Google “<restaurant name>  menu  <town/city, state>”  Sometimes a travel website will show a
URL for a selected restaurant, but if it doesn’t, don’t assume automatically the menu isn’t available online. 

Online Reservation Websites:

www.opentable.com, as given above. 

Online Discount Coupons:

www.10best.com/destinations/massachusetts/boston/restaurants/filter/?discounts=Y.  Has reviews attached; 

    Worth looking at; for example a $25 coupon for $10, for Bistro 44 on Middlesex Turnpike, Bedford. 

www.wickedlocal.com: (The newspaper chain for the Lexington Minuteman covers nearly all Boston-area towns).

     See screenshot, slide #5 in PartTwo.pdf  for map of towns covered by Community Newspapers Company.
     See screenshot, slide #5 and #7 in PartTwo.pdf  for a sample of discount deals offered.

www.dealfind.com/boston:  Sign-up requires your email address.
http://eversave.com:  a half-off voucher is offered for only a day or two, but good for a year once you buy it and print it.

    For example, a coupon for Ruyi Restaurant (new in Lexington), $40 worth for $20.

www.Groupon.com/Boston:  calls for your email address (and has a sign-in tab), and sends you daily emails with discount

offers.  Print the voucher and take it to the vendor.  Discounts cover many kinds of businesses. If you give your age, gender,
and certain preferences, they promise to send you Personalized Deals. 

www.iDine.com:  offers price rebates after a meal, rather than discount coupons.  Rebates start at 5%, and can be as much

as 15% with spending conditions (see below), and are issued as $20 American Express Gift card(s) (once one has
accumulated at least $20 of rebate due) and can be used anywhere AmEx cards are accepted.
Pro:  Fairly extensive list of restaurants (but a thinner number participating in the suburbs).
         New restaurants are likely to participate to promote themselves. 
         The rebate is a % of the total bill, including tax and gratuity (if you put it all on your credit card).
         iDine has some positives for its search and reviews content - under “Restaurant Reviews” heading, above.
Con: a rather demanding list of requirements to earn each rebate:  www.idine.com/howitworks.htm.
    
Must register your email address and agree to receive marketing emails from iDine.
     
Must register your credit or debit card with them.

Must log in and fill out an online survey after eating at a participating restaurant to earn that rebate.
     
Rebates greater than 5% require a dollar volume per year: >$250 spent overall earns 10% thereafter; >$750 earns 15%.


Some restaurants rule out rebates some days of the week (days are shown in a restaurant search results list).
Online Discount Coupons, continued:

http://LivingSocial.com/deals/boston
AAA: www.sne.aaa.com/sne/discounts/index.php:  Select “Dining” as Category, and screenshot, slide #8 in PartTwo.pdf  is an
   example of discounts available if one is a member of AAA.
OpenTable discount deals: http://spotlight.opentable.com/deal/boston.   Description of the OpenTable site is given above.
ShopatHome:  www.shopathome.com/Restaurant-Coupons.aspx?dc=no
Weforia:  www.weforia.com/pages/how-it-works.html
Restaurant Food-safety Inspection Reports:

Public Health Department Inspections of restaurants for safe food-handling practices and environment are public records.  Most
 towns do these inspections one to four times per year, depending upon category of food-handling service, and prior reports. 

 Most towns aspire to putting the information online, but few have done so. 

Boston and Cambridge do have inspection reports online:

Boston, MA: www.cityofboston.gov/isd/health/mfc/court.asp;  the Mayor's Food Court. “isd” stands for Inspectional
Services Department.  In this webpage, roll down to the sub-heading “Online Services,” click on “Search the Mayor’s Food
Court.”  See screenshot, slide #9 in PartTwo.pdf.  This brings up a new page with a search box where you can enter the name
of the establishment.
Cambridge, MA: www.cambridgema.gov/inspectional/searchinspections.cfm:  Enter the name of establishment in the

search-box provided.   See screenshot, slide #10 in PartTwo.pdf.
Dining-out Clubs or Groups:

The Osher Lifelong Learning Institute (sponsored by Tufts University) offers membership to the public ($35 per year).
Osher has a Dining Out Club, that tries out area restaurants.  www.ase.tufts.edu/lli.  Meets several times per year.
An example announcement: Thursday, January 27, 6:00 pm, at “Technique", the restaurant at Le Cordon Bleu School
for Culinary Arts, 215 First Street, Cambridge. To sign up, please RSVP by Monday, January 24th.
