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How to use this Ebook


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken to a list of all the recipes covered in that chapter.





Alternatively, jump to the index to browse recipes by ingredient.





Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related recipes.
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Introduction


If you’ve picked up this book you may already be a convert to intermittent fasting. Alternatively, you may have heard about its benefits and are wondering whether to give it a go. At the other end of the scale you may be a battle-weary diet sceptic, still holding out a small hope you’ll one day find the way to shape up and feel healthier permanently. Whatever your starting point or motivation, if you have a small or large amount of weight to lose and would like to feel more comfortable in your own skin, it’s for you too.


So what is the 5:2 approach to weight loss and how does it work? There are any number of ways people practise intermittent fasting, from one day of light eating a week to no food at all for several days in a row. The 5:2 approach works well for most people because it’s a pragmatic solution that steers a safe, doable and yet effective path through these extremes.


How to use the book


The 5:2 plan allows normal eating (including treats and meals out) for five days a week and then restricts calorie intake for the other two. Until recently, 500 calories for women and 600 calories for men was the ‘norm’ that most people tried to stick to on fast days. But the good news is that as more has been learnt about 5:2, it’s now generally accepted that up to 800 calories – for both men and women – can help people lose weight successfully. For most people, it’s the perfect compromise that allows for socializing, family life and work commitments, while still introducing enough calorie control to make sure you lose weight at a healthy rate.


With its delicious and innovative recipe selection, this book shows just how easily you can make 800 calories keep the hunger wolf from the door and, yes, even tickle your taste buds at the same time! It also includes some sweet treats, but they are perfectly suitable for a fast day as they’re not too high in sugar.


Ultimately, you’ll be losing weight – as can only ever be the case – by eating, overall, fewer calories than your body uses up. But where the 5:2 diet is particularly brilliant is how marvellously achievable it can make this task for food lovers. People who find success with 5:2 often report that they failed to lose weight in the past because cutting back every day was such a struggle – doing so for just a couple of days a week, albeit more drastically, is a much more attractive proposition.


Better still, far from being a short-term fad, those who practise intermittent fasting find it is a lifestyle choice that they can stick to because it doesn’t take over their whole life, doesn’t demonize specific foods and can even run alongside other supportive weight-loss regimens, such as online food diary methods.


As to the health benefits? As you lose body fat and get trimmer, you can expect to greatly reduce your chance of having a heart attack or developing heart disease. And, in strands of research unrelated to the weight-loss benefits, there’s a growing groundswell of science that shows that periodically putting your body into a fasted state – particularly for unbroken stretches of more than 12 hours – may cause various chemical changes linked with lower risk of age-related diseases and higher chance of living healthier for longer.


Whether you’re a 5:2 fan in search of food inspiration, or just intrigued to know more, you’ll find something in this book for you. Read, digest, get slimmer and enjoy!




IS THE 5:2 DIET FOR EVERYONE?







Most overweight adults can benefit from a 5:2 diet, but it should never be embarked on by children or adolescents, for whom any form of nutritional stress is undesirable. Also, do not do the 5:2 diet if any of the following apply (check with your medical practitioner if you are uncertain).


•   You are pregnant, trying to get pregnant or breastfeeding.


•   You are already at the bottom end of your healthy weight. You can check this using an online Body Mass Index (BMI) calculator – a BMI of 20 or less would indicate you are not a candidate for 5:2, or indeed any weight-loss programme.


•   You are an elite athlete or in training for a marathon or other big stamina event (although normal levels of activity can be undertaken on the 5:2 diet).


•   You are diabetic.


•   You have irritable bowel syndrome


•   You have been diagnosed with an eating disorder, either recently or in the past.









How does intermittent fasting work?


People have fasted – out of choice or through necessity – for millennia, so the general concept is far from new. Interest was roused in the 1930s (and repeatedly since) when scientists found that restricting the calories fed to various animals and insects increased their lifespan. The idea of severely restricting calories every other day – rather than by a smaller amount every day – came later, in 2003, with laboratory research carried out at the National Institute on Aging (NIA) in America. The concept of intermittent fasting – and more specifically the 5:2 diet – for managing weight reached a mass audience when Dr Michael Mosley presented the theories in a BBC Horizon programme aired in August 2012.


The IGF-1 advantage


Most people are more than happy with the tangible benefits – a flatter stomach and streamlined thighs – that intermittent fasting can bring. But experts are interested in what it may do to our internal chemistry, in particular a hormone called IGF-1, or insulin-like growth factor. IGF-1 is important for growth when we are young but, in adulthood, lower IGF-1 levels are better, as they are linked with a less rapid turnover of cells and, potentially, a decreased cancer risk.


What’s been discovered is that fasting can lower levels of IGF-1 and that a modest protein diet (as opposed to a typically meat-packed western one) can have this effect too. IGF-1 levels don’t stay depressed for long when you return to normal eating, so the repeated on/off pattern of intermittent fasting might help keep levels persistently lower and healthier. It’s a fascinating area of research with lots still to be discovered!


Fasting is nothing new!


Fasting for physical wellbeing and spiritual reflection is as old as the hills and all of the big religions, such as Judaism, Buddhism, Christianity and Islam, embrace it. It’s only in modern times that we’ve become obsessed by the notion that we’ll grow weak and depleted if we don’t graze on food around the clock. In fact, you don’t have to think too long about it to realize that a menu of regularly spaced meals and snacks is probably more alien to our body than periods of feast followed by periods of famine. For cavemen and women, there would undoubtedly have been periods when they were subsisting only on berries, roots and leaves until the next animal kill, when they were able to stock up on concentrated calories ready for further lean times ahead.


Nowadays, despite being bombarded with never-ending eating opportunities, our bodies are still designed with a biology and hormones that expect food to be scarce at some times and more plentiful at others. This is why many scientists believe intermittent fasting could be a particularly healthy and physiologically appropriate way to keep trim and fight ageing.


As well as suiting our biology, intermittent fasting also works well on a psychological level. The ‘carrot’ of being able to eat without depriving yourself for five days a week far outweighs the ‘stick’ of two tougher days each week.



Extending the food-free window



As research around intermittent fasting has progressed, a new way of tackling 5:2 has emerged, which involves the extra element of fitting your meals into an 8–10-hour time eating window. The theory goes that we can benefit from an extended 14–16-hour food-free period overnight because it means we get a rest from processing incoming fuel, helping to keep blood glucose and insulin levels lower for longer periods, which in turn may help with controlling weight and reducing diabetes risk.


Research by biologist Satchin Panda and colleagues at the Salk Institute in California found that mice following a diet did not become as obese (even on exactly the same calories) if they ate over an 8-hour period, rather than grazing all day. And while blood pressure, blood glucose and blood cholesterol went up in the snack-all-day mice, these measures stayed lower and healthier in those animals who ate only during a constricted time period.


Whether this is applicable in humans is not at all certain, and it may be that if you eat healthily (and don’t gorge on fatty foods like the mice did) the benefits may not show up. But there is certainly no harm in giving it a go. In practice, an 8-hour eating window might mean not having breakfast or brunch until 11 and finishing your evening meal by 7pm. A 10-hour eating window – more practical for most – means you could stop eating at 6pm and breakfast again at 8am. This ‘window’ approach to eating can be used on fast days and non-fast days alike, as regularly as is practical given your own circumstances.



Addressing 5:2 diet concerns



Although intermittent fasting diets and 5:2 are now mainstream, you may still have some concerns if you’ve only ever eaten or dieted in a more conventional manner. To put your mind at rest, some of the most common worries about the 5:2 diet are dealt with below:


FASTING MAY BE OKAY FOR MEN, BUT ISN’T IT BAD FOR WOMEN?


The basis of this argument seems to be that women have lower lean tissue levels and as such have less reserve if skipped meals lead to the breakdown of essential muscle. Even if this were a concern – and studies of moderate intermittent fasting regimes suggest it’s not – this is covered by eating modest amounts of protein on your fast day (see Fast Day Eating guidelines). Another small study that compared the experiences of eight non-obese men and women might also seem a blow to women, as it concluded that intermittent fasting seemed to ‘adversely affect glucose tolerance in non-obese women but not in non-obese men’. However, the subjects were on a harsh regimen with no food at all for 36 hours in every 48-hour period. Obese women following much gentler routines, like the one advocated in this book, show very good responses in blood glucose levels and markers of diabetes risk.


DOESN’T ‘FASTING’ ENCOURAGE EATING DISORDERS?


We’re very clear that you shouldn’t try intermittent fasting if you have ever had an eating disorder. This is just to be safe in case it unearths any old obsessive behaviours. More lengthy forms of fasting may be somewhat addictive but 5:2 isn’t a food-free fast at all, it’s just a restricted-calorie one. There is no evidence at all that it can trigger a new eating disorder.


ISN’T SKIPPING MEALS BAD FOR YOU?


If skipping meals is part of a generally erratic and unhealthy pattern of eating, where you lurch from one unhealthy snack to another in lieu of proper balanced meals, then yes. However, with the type of controlled food restriction advocated by 5:2, the focus is on getting good nutrition despite having very few calories. There’s now also lots of evidence showing that, far from being bad for you, periods with no or very little food intake are actually healthy, provided, as outlined in here, you don’t have a medical or psychological condition that prohibits it.



HOW ABOUT BREAKFAST?



The need to eat breakfast for better health and weight control has been rammed into us! But if it works for you to leave eating until later on a fast day (or indeed a non-fast day) you can absolutely do that – in fact doing this may offer benefits as already described. While there is a correlation between breakfast eating and better health, the former probably doesn’t directly cause the latter. Instead, breakfast eating is likely just a marker for better behaviours in general – breakfast eaters may be less likely to smoke or eat a lot of saturated fat for example.


ARE 5:2 REGIMENS STRICT ENOUGH TO GET MAXIMAL HEALTH BENEFITS?


One criticism, usually from academic quarters, is that 5:2 fasting doesn’t actually deliver as many health benefits as it could and that periods of 18–36 hours without food are needed for potential protection against conditions like Alzheimer’s and cancer. This is at odds with what’s conventionally thought safe and sensible, so is there a sensible compromise? If you want to potentially maximize the benefits of 5:2, one way may be to extend your food-free window, as detailed. However, fasting in any prolonged fashion is beyond the remit of this book, and the focus of our 5:2 advice is safe and efficient weight loss, so never do anything that feels uncomfortable.


CAN IT AFFECT SLEEP AND STRESS LEVELS?


There have been some reports that fasting can lead to people sleeping more fitfully or feeling more anxious, which may be linked with changes in blood sugar level. However, such side effects are much more likely to occur with intense fasting programmes than they are with the more moderate 5:2 regimen, especially this one that allows you a fairly generous 800 calories on fast days.




WILL I NEED VITAMIN SUPPLEMENTS?







5:2 does not advocate the cutting out of any foods or food groups, and so is less likely to leave you short of nutrients than more faddy regimens. If you use 5:2 as an opportunity to overhaul your eating habits for the good, there should be even less reason to need supplements. However, some people, women in particular, can find that nutrient intakes become borderline when they cut calories. If you do choose to take a supplement make it a basic A–Z style one.









The health benefits of intermittent fasting


As with any emerging new science, intermittent fasting attracts a variety of expert opinion and debate, but what’s undeniable is that the research into the health benefits of intermittent fasting is really picking up. Although to date the number of human studies may have been rather small, this is rapidly changing, with new results coming out all the time.


So what do we know are the benefits of intermittent fasting so far?


Inflammation


Inflammation is more than just the swelling or redness we experience in response to an allergy or injury. Low level chronic inflammation (which is made worse by poor diet and being obese) is now thought to play a role in very many diseases from arthritis and asthma through heart disease, type 2 (adult onset) diabetes and even cancer.


A healthy diet that’s low in saturated fat and rich in fresh fruits and vegetables, whole grains and healthy fats (like those found in oily fish), can help dampen inflammation. But there’s also evidence that intermittent fasting can help reduce levels of inflammation. Researchers at Yale School of Medicine found that a compound called ß-hydroxybutyrate (BHB), which is produced by the body during periods of intermittent fasting, can inhibit the action of a complex set of proteins (the inflammasome) that is key in driving the inflammatory response.


Weight loss


When you eat no more than 800 calories for two days a week and don’t significantly overcompensate during the remaining five days (as evidence shows most people don’t), it stands to reason that weight will start to fall off. But research suggests that intermittent fasting may help people remove excess weight in a more efficient and effective way than normal calorie restriction.


In particular, a 2011 review by researchers at the University of Illinois at Chicago found that people who did alternate day fasting (a repeating pattern of one day unrestricted eating followed by one day of no- or low-calorie fasting) were more likely to retain higher amounts of muscle tissue while losing at least as much fat. This is important because muscle helps to keep your metabolic rate higher, in essence because it is much more metabolically active than other tissues. In short, by having a more muscular frame you can continue to burn more calories all day every day, even when you are resting, which is very helpful in managing your weight over the longer term.


What doesn’t kill you makes you stronger


Research published in the Journal of Nutritional Biochemistry showed that feeding rats and mice only every other day improved the health and function of their brains, hearts and other organs. Other studies have shown that mice and rats on intermittent fasts develop fewer cancers, are less prone to neurological disorders and live 30 per cent longer than their siblings that were fed every day. All this is fascinating stuff that’s driving the new wave of human studies, but what’s particularly interesting is that experts think it’s the stress that fasting puts on the body that does the good!


According to Professor Mark Mattson – the world’s most cited neuroscientist as reported in New Scientist magazine – fasting is a type of hormesis, a process whereby organisms exposed to low levels of stress or toxins become more resistant to tougher challenges. For example, the mild biological stress induced by fasting causes cells in the heart and gut to produce proteins that decrease heart rate and blood pressure and increase gut motility (the movement of food through the gut), reducing the risk of heart disease, stroke and colon cancer. It really does seem to be a case of what doesn’t kill you (i.e., managing on minimum food for a couple of days a week) makes you stronger!



Diabetes and blood sugar control



Any amount of weight loss in obese individuals, however it is achieved, will generally result in the body becoming more sensitive to insulin, which is an important step towards reducing the risk of diabetes (exercise has the effect of making you more responsive to insulin, too). But intermittent fasting could have a particularly good effect on your blood sugar control and diabetes risk.


In Dr Michelle Harvie’s studies at the Genesis Breast Cancer Prevention Unit at Manchester’s Wyntheshawe Hospital, women on a 5:2-style low-carbohydrate, high protein fasting diet (consuming up to 650 calories for two days each week, and a Mediterranean-style diet for the rest of the time), have been compared with women restricted to 1,500 calories every day. In both groups women lose weight, reduce their cholesterol levels, record lower blood pressures and have reduced markers of breast cancer risk. When it comes to reductions in fasting insulin and insulin resistance – both signs that diabetes risk has decreased – the benefits are greater in the 5:2 diet group than those using conventional calorie restriction.



Heart disease



As already alluded to, a reduction in cardiovascular risk factors – for example, LDL cholesterol (that’s the ‘bad’ type that carries cholesterol towards arteries, where it collects and causes ‘furring’) and high blood pressure – can be expected on the 5:2 diet. Triglycerides in the blood will also tend to fall as you lose weight (put simply, this means that your blood is less sticky and therefore less liable to clot).


Much of the work in this area has been done by Dr Krista Varady and her team at the University of Illinois at Chicago, with one of her scientific papers on the subject being entitled ‘Intermittent fasting combined with calorie restriction is effective for weight loss and cardio-protection in obese women’ (November 2012). The research outlines the benefit that intermittent fasting, and wider, healthy weight loss, can contribute to a healthy heart. It’s all very much in the title really!


Brain function


Much of the research into intermittent fasting actually started, and continues, in the healthy ageing field, and brain ageing in particular. At the National Institute on Aging in America they’ve been investigating rats and mice that have been genetically engineered to develop Alzheimer’s disease. Given normal circumstances, these animals show obvious signs of dementia by the time they are a year old (getting disorientated in a maze that they have previously been able to navigate with ease, for example), but when they’re put on an on/off fasting regimen they don’t develop dementia until they’re around 20 months, or much nearer the natural end of their lives.


What could be the reason? One thing that’s been reported is that the fasting mouse brain produces more of a protein called BDNF (brain-derived neurotrophic factor), which stimulates the growth of new nerve cells in the hippocampus part of the brain, essential for learning and memory. There’s certainly an evolutionary logic for the fasting state to be linked with better cognitive function, too: if you were hungry in caveman days, you needed your wits about you to track down the next meal and survive!


As yet there are still many unknowns (for example, whether longer periods of fasting are needed than normally experienced on a 5:2 diet) and the human studies have still to be done, so it’s impossible to say if intermittent fasting will help to prevent dementia. But it’s certainly a very interesting area of research, and one to watch.



Cancer



Much of the published research into the potential disease-protective effects of intermittent fasting involve measuring a biological marker named insulin-like growth factor-1 (IGF-1), which is known to be associated with cancer. Fasting has the effect of reducing IGF-1 levels, at least temporarily, and also seems to stimulate genes that repair our cells.


How a reduction in IGF-1 translates into successful real-world outcomes (i.e., a reduced chance of people getting cancer) is still unclear, however. One 2007 clinical review did look at ‘real-world’ health outcomes and concluded that intermittent fasting (specifically, alternate day fasting, which usually has minimum 18-hour periods without food) may have a protective effect against cancer, as well as heart disease and diabetes. However, it concluded ‘research is required to establish definitively the consequences’, which is a fair reflection of the science as it currently is. In short, how effective intermittent fasting is against cancer relative to other healthy-eating or weight-loss regimens is still to be clarified.
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