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A LITTLE BIT ABOUT ME


Having trained and worked as a dietitian in the United States for almost eight years, I returned to my home city of Waterford in 2005 and set up my own private practice. My first consultation took place in a converted room in my parents’ house, and I could hardly imagine how my career was going to take off! That first client referred seven more and things went from there. From those humble beginnings, my private practice has gone from strength to strength and brought me to the national stage.


In 2014 I joined the Operation Transformation team as the nutrition expert on the panel. It was certainly a daunting task at first, but with great support from my co-experts and the production team, it has been such an enjoyable and rewarding experience. It is great to be involved in something that has such a positive impact on the health of our nation. My role on the show is to devise the recipes and guide our leaders and the nation in the right direction for eating well and losing weight. Year in, year out, the show proves that the plan works and, even better, it works for the long term. The plan is very simple: eat better foods, eat appropriate portions, move more!


The most rewarding feeling is meeting previous leaders years later and seeing that they have continued with the plan; that they have maintained the weight they lost and continue to lose more, striving for a healthier weight. The changes to their eating habits and attitude to exercise have had a positive impact not only on their lives, but also on their families and communities. It has been a great learning experience, and much of what I have learned over my years on the show, including the recipes, is here in this book.
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There is a great saying, ‘Do what you love and you’ll never work a day in your life.’ I truly believe this and I have to say I LOVE what I do. It never feels like a chore when I’m working with people who want to make changes to their lifestyle, be it one to one, in a group setting or in the media.


Becoming a mother for the first time in 2014 shaped me in a way I could never have imagined. It was about this time I became passionate about supporting pregnant women and families, and how powerful this can be to change the health of our nation for the better. When my little boy Dylan turned six months, we started to introduce solids, and it made me start thinking about how I was cooking and how I would have to adjust things going forward. I am a strong believer in ‘one family, one meal’, so I knew if I was going to practise what I preach, there were going to have to be some changes!


I learn so much from the clients I work with – be they in my clinic, the sporting field or the corporate setting. The one thing I know for sure is that in each of these settings, the key to success is about getting the simple things right and being persistent with them. Perfection is really not required, but it is about making the healthy choice the easy choice.


I hope there are recipes here that will become family favourites, just like they are in my family. Life is for living and food is to be enjoyed, and that is something we shouldn’t forget!


xoxo




HOW TO USE THIS BOOK


Let me be clear – in case you are under any illusions – this is NOT a diet book. However, fear not, this book is here to help you and your family make lifelong changes to improve your food choices and to lose weight.


Over the past 10 years or so in my clinic, and especially over the past few years on TV, I have found that the people who are most successful at losing weight long term are those who embraced making a complete change to their lifestyle and who avoided the pitfalls of falling into a yo-yo dieting pattern.


My intention with this book is that you will start to think a little differently about how you eat, what you eat, when you eat and why you eat. I want to help you to be successful at making better meal choices for you and your family and, in turn, to lose weight if that is your goal.


WHAT IS THE BEST APPROACH FOR WEIGHT LOSS?


Most people don’t know how to focus on losing weight without going on a diet. Did you know that only 2% of people lose weight successfully when following a diet? The thing is, diets don’t work. In fact, most people who follow diets will actually regain more weight than they lost in the first place. So this book gives you an opportunity to take a different approach. That approach is to focus on wellness and lifestyle changes. Instead of focusing on avoiding certain foods, you are placing your focus on the bigger picture of changing your habits and behaviours to make weight loss stick.1 Much of current research suggests that this approach will be more beneficial for you and your family in the long term.


‘Just tell me what I need to do!’ My top 5 tips


Sound familiar? Yes, because this is what most people want – I regularly hear ‘just tell me what I need to do and I’ll do it’. The first important step is to make sure your head is in the right place so that you can get off to the best start. These are some starter tips, but you will notice other tips along the way to build up your toolbox.


1 Have a strong foundation for WHY you want to lose weight/make changes. This needs to be something that resonates with your soul, a reason strong enough to stop you having two biscuits on the way up the stairs to bed.


2 Be honest with yourself. If you really want to be successful in maintaining a healthy weight for life, you need to stop believing the ‘line’ you are telling everyone around you. For example, ‘I overeat because I’m lonely/I’m sad/I’m bored’; the list can go on. Or instead of the line ‘I’m too busy to cook’, the truth may be closer to I’m not organised/prepared at the weekends to be able to cook midweek and I don’t want to take the time needed to do this.


3 Make the healthy habits EASY to do. Think of the ‘triggers’ that make the healthy habits/food choices easy to do. For example, if you want to drink more water, rather than focusing on drinking 2 litres of water a day, what I recommend is to keep the focus on bringing a water bottle with you to work. If you have your water bottle with you (the trigger), you are more likely to achieve your goal (healthy habit).


4 Build barriers to unhealthy habits. Make it difficult to continue the unhealthy habits that get in the way of your weight loss goals.


5 Make sure you are not on a ‘diet’. Keep your focus on the habits you want to change rather than on an ‘all or nothing’ approach.


But seriously, what do I need to do?


Okay – now over to the practical tips and tricks to get you started:


• Keep a food diary. Although very tedious and boring at times, food diaries do work. Research shows that people who keep a food diary lose almost twice as much weight as those who don’t.


• Eat regularly. Make sure you never skip meals, especially breakfast. My recommendation is to eat three main meals (breakfast, lunch and dinner) each day, in addition to two snacks.


• Get your five-a-day. This very basic advice – but there is not a person on the planet who is overweight or obese from eating too much broccoli. Make sure half of your plate is filled with vegetables, at lunch and dinner.


• Choose wholegrain carbohydrates in moderation. So many people are ‘carb-phobic’ right now, but there is not strong enough evidence to really suggest we should avoid carbohydrates. In fact, they are a very important energy source. However, be smart about your choices – choose wholegrains that are high in fibre and aim to keep them to one-quarter of your plate, at lunch and dinner.


• Be sure to have lean protein choices at all your meals. Lean protein choices such as lean meat, fish, poultry, tofu and eggs will provide long-lasting energy when combined with carbohydrates at meals. Aim to have lean protein on one-quarter of your plate, at lunch and dinner.


Do I need to count calories?


NO! But that being said, at a very basic level, weight loss comes down to calories in and calories out. However, as with everything in life, it’s not that simple. Despite what we have been led to believe, all calories are not created equally. Our body deals differently with the calories from refined carbohydrates (simple sugars) compared with the calories from fat and protein. Let’s not get into the nitty-gritty of it, but understand that choosing high-fibre, low-sugar carbohydrates is just as important as watching total calorie intake. All of my recipes have been created with these theories in mind. So meals are nutrient-dense rather than calorie-dense. Rest assured, you don’t need to take your calculator out and count calories – it has all been done for you right here!


Research also tells us that for weight loss people need to limit daily calorie intake to 1,200 and 1,500 calories per day for women and men, respectively. This is just a general guide and, remember, your activity level will also play a big role in your total calorie (energy) needs for the day. All my recipes have been analysed but to give you an idea, the average daily calorie intake on the two-week meal plan is 1,300 calories – well within normal ranges.


IF I FOLLOW THESE RECOMMENDATIONS, WHAT CAN I EXPECT?


It is important to be realistic about your weight loss goals. Of course, most people want a magic wand that ensures whatever changes they make work within a week. Unfortunately that is not how long-term weight loss works.


In my experience a realistic target to aim for is 4–5 lbs of weight loss each month. Following this plan the longer term target would be 14 lbs (1 stone) every 3 months and 56 lbs (4 stone) over an entire year. The best news is that if you lose weight this way, you are more likely to keep it off. No point losing 2 stone in a month and gaining 3 stone back in the following few months, right?


Research demonstrates that losing 10% of weight when overweight/obese can help prevent and manage diseases and conditions such as type 2 diabetes, heart disease, raised cholesterol and raised blood pressure. Therefore, my recommendation is – if you are overweight/obese, set an initial weight loss target of 10% of your current weight. This may be less than your long-term target – but it is a realistic and achievable place to start. When you achieve that, you can set your next 10% weight loss target.


Current weight (lbs) * 0.10 = _______ lbs of weight loss required


MOTIVATION TO MAKE A CHANGE: DO I NEED IT?


One of the most common questions I get asked when people come to me about making changes to their lifestyle is ‘How do I keep motivated?’ My answer often surprises people: ‘You don’t need it.’ In part this is tongue-in-cheek, but I truly believe we rely too much on being highly motivated all the time. We should actually base our changes on things that take the lowest possible level of motivation, because for many of us this is actually the norm. And the research backs up my belief.


I was lucky enough to have been at a lecture given by B. J. Fogg2 in California a few years back. The information he shared from his research changed everything I’d been saying to clients and shifted my focus on to how people can actually create permanent behaviour change in their lives. According to Fogg, motivation goes through peaks and troughs at different times of the day, week, year, and so on. You don’t have to be a rocket scientist to know that, right? Fogg suggests that when motivation is high, it is a great time to make big changes that can have long-lasting effects on your week, month, year, and life. But what should we do when our motivation is low? This is when we need to focus on things that are easy to do. And rather than focusing on all the changes you want to make, we should actually focus on the triggers that make the healthy habits easy to do. I am going to repeat that so it really sticks: focus on the TRIGGERS that make the healthy habits EASY to do.


Let’s take a look at some real-life examples.


I had a client, Tom, who was making some great changes in his life, but he found that his biggest downfall was when he went for coffee with his colleagues mid-afternoon. Tom was always tempted by the big cream cakes in the coffee shop and found it impossible to resist the temptation. This was really upsetting him, as he felt he was doing so well up until this point of the day. Unfortunately, this treat often triggered a downward spiral of high-fat, high-sugar foods. Tom wanted to know how he could increase his willpower and motivation to stop him giving in to this afternoon treat. At this point I wanted to focus more on the trigger – one that made it easy to only choose a cup of tea/coffee. The solution we came up with was that he would only bring enough money with him for his cup of tea/coffee. Tom felt this was the best solution for him because he didn’t like to ask colleagues to lend him money and it limited his ability to buy the cake. This worked a treat for him!


Another client, Mary, was having trouble with exercise. She planned to exercise in the morning after dropping her children to school. But every morning was the same – chaos trying to get everyone in the house sorted. This led to Mary not planning much until she got back from the school run, by which point she just wanted to savour a cup of coffee and a biscuit and enjoy a quiet house. By the time she even thought about exercising it was too late. The simple trigger we incorporated into Mary’s life was for her to have her workout gear left out from the night before and get dressed in it first thing in the morning. This simple change meant she was ready to exercise immediately after dropping the children to school and she still found time for her peaceful cup of tea at home afterwards. Win–win.
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