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Advanced Praise for
THE WIN-WIN DIET


“Julie Wilcox’s The Win-Win Diet makes me excited to pivot from my omnivore lifestyle to a flexitarian one. With her guidance in this book, I know that I’ll be able to stick to my goals of becoming more plant-based without sacrificing joy.”

—Dana Cowin, Founder, DBC Creative

“After working with Julie one-on-one, I hired her at TBWA\Chiat Day to set nutrition goals for my team and help achieve them. The guiding principles are now codified in her book, The Win-Win Diet. I’m so glad she’s sharing her wisdom, recipes, and tips with the whole world so everyone can have the extraordinary opportunity we did to enhance health and well-being.”

—Nancy Reyes, CEO TBWA\Chiat\Day NY

“As an Asian American, I was brought up with a high carb, sugar, and sodium diet and given junk food as an award. I also developed a late-night eating habit lifestyle. I wanted to change but as the saying goes, ‘old habits die hard.’ When I got to know Julie, I was inspired and decided to cut down on my meat consumption. After a few weeks and immediate changes in my physical and mental health, I decided to double down the success by becoming vegan. I have lost almost fifty pounds and have never had the energy and the strength that I have now. The win-win approach has not only helped me lose weight and see other physical changes but has also given me a new perspective on life.”

—Philip Chong, President & CEO, Quincy Asian Resources Inc.

“Julie Wilcox is the real deal. Not only is she fiercely dedicated to her work, she walks her talk. Never have I met a woman so committed to leading a healthy lifestyle without falling prey to the dogma of fad diets we see today. We all have something to learn from her.”

—Jillian Turecki, Relationship Expert

“Julie Wilcox takes you through all you need to know about healthy eating. The Win-Win Diet tells you how to live longer with enthusiasm and joy!”

—Jana Klauer, MD, author of How the Rich Get Thin and The Park Avenue Nutritionist’s Plan

“The potential benefits of these health-promoting lifestyle recommendations are enormous, and readers will appreciate Julie Wilcox’s patient, individualized, small changes approach to implementing and adhering to a more nutrition-conscious way of eating that can benefit not only each of us, but also reduces animal cruelty and improves planetary wellness—clearly a ‘win-win’ for all concerned.”

—Jonathan N. Tobin, PhD, Professor, Department of Epidemiology & Population Health, Albert Einstein College of Medicine/Montefiore Medical Center
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Introduction

The rise in popularity of plant-based eating spurs many questions: What exactly is a plant-based diet? Can I be plant-based and still eat some meat? If so, what kind and how much? How can I ensure that I will get all my nutrients when I am plant-based? How can I prevent myself from eating a meatless diet just as unhealthy as the one I ate before? Can being plant-based reverse my diabetes or hypertension, help me lose weight, or alleviate climate change? Can I afford to go plant-based? Will I be able to eat out? How will I be able to cook so many new foods? Are eggs good or bad? Is dairy inflammatory? And what is the truth about soy?

These are just some of the questions about this topical approach to eating I’ve been asked by clients, friends, and family, which is why I decided to write this book. I believe a plant-based diet is an excellent choice for most, because it offers many avenues and a large potential for personalization. What’s more, becoming plant-based is easier than you think, as minimal changes yield a significant impact on your health, the environment, and animal welfare. In Part One of this book, I will explain the evidence in favor of a plant-based lifestyle, delve into the pros and cons of important foods to know about as you transition to this eating pattern, and lay out four approaches—flexitarian, pescatarian, vegetarian, and vegan—to help you determine where on the plant-based spectrum you fall. Then, in Part Two, I will help you put the principles from Part One into action, so that you can successfully maintain your plant-based lifestyle for life. In Part Three, I will show you how to transition from an omnivorous diet to the four I have selected, provide guides to help you assess yourself and your progress, and help you deal with different eating environments. I will explain why it is so important to find a community of support, be mindful, and self-nurture. Lastly, I will show you how to develop your own personalized diet with recipes in Part Four and sample meal plans in Part Five.

The buzz about plant-based diets is growing, and no matter what media you’re into, it’s hard to ignore. On Netflix, the documentaries The Game Changers and Forks Over Knives profile people from all walks of life—from an average American struggling with various chronic metabolic diseases to an elite athlete—who have transformed their lives with plant-based diets. In a 2019 New York Times article, “The Meat-Lover’s Guide to Eating Less Meat,” Melissa Clark wrote about modifying her meat-heavy diet when she realized that cutting back on animal products, even a little, could benefit the environment. According to Clark, “The World Resource Institute, an environmental research group, recommends that wealthy nations cut their beef, lamb, and dairy consumption by forty percent to meet global emissions goals for 2050.” Using the forty percent reduction amount as her guide, Clark decided to limit herself to two or three meals per week that included meat, seafood, or dairy. This plan has worked well for Clark and she’s been able to stick with it for two reasons: she doesn’t deprive herself of animal products completely, which she loves, and she is contributing to the wellness of the earth.

Clark is not alone. Bill Clinton, who remains devoted to a plant-based lifestyle, was one of the first to bring this style of eating to popular culture. In 2010, he announced he had become vegan to save his veins, arteries, and heart. In doing so, he also lost twenty-four pounds. Kim Kardashian has become an advocate of plant-based eating. Soccer star Alex Morgan swears by her plant-based diet as a performance-booster. In his acceptance speech for Best Actor at the 2020 Oscars, Joaquin Phoenix promoted plant-based eating by highlighting animal cruelty in food production. Even medical professionals, known to avoid giving nutrition advice for disease prevention and treatment, are increasingly endorsing plant-based eating, not only for their patients but also for themselves.

And the public is listening: according to surveys, polls, and industry sources, a significant percentage of American consumers over the age of eighteen are intending to eat less meat or cut it out of their diet all together (between 30 and 50 percent according to Rebecca Ramsing of the Johns Hopkins Center for a Livable Future, who conducted a survey on meat consumption habits from a representative sample of US households). Consumer-research powerhouse Gallup reported that plant-based food sales grew by 8.1 percent in 2017 and exceeded $3.1 billion in sales that same year. Global financial company UBS projects that the plant-based meat industry could grow from $4.6 billion, where it was in 2018, to $85 billion in sales in 2030, with annual increases of 28 percent.

Despite these facts, stats, and my personal adhesion to one type of plant-based diet (pescatarian), every individual is unique, so no single eating pattern fits all; what works for your sister, best friend, parents, or spouse may not be the right way to eat for you. But if you are thinking about becoming plant-based and want your new diet to last for the long term—whether your doctor suggested it for health reasons, you’re interested in sustainability, a friend wants you to try it with them, or you just want to experience something different—this book will educate you about foods that can be a part of your shift and provide a guide to help you create an achievable, informed, and nutritious approach, uniquely tailored to your tastes, goals, and lifestyle. It’s time to change your thinking from losing—weight, foods, satisfaction, and joy—to winning, on every front.

The win-win strategy operates on several levels. First, while implementing a framework that evidence shows has myriad health benefits, you will also be contributing to the well-being of the environment and animals. Second, despite what diet culture typically purports, you get to be plant-based without having to eliminate entire food groups or deprive yourself of foods you love. Third, with The Win-Win Diet you do not have to conform to an unattainable methodology made for the masses, but can design an entirely realizable, personalized plan, which has structure yet is flexible, balanced, and sustainable.
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Part One


THE PLANT-BASED LIFE





What Is a Plant-Based Diet?

According to Oxford Languages, the definition of the term “plant-based” is “(of food or a diet) consisting largely or solely of vegetables, grains, pulses, or other foods derived from plants, rather than animal products.” In conjunction with this meaning, “plant-based diet” is a catch-all term for any eating pattern mostly, but not wholly, comprised of vegetables, fruits, whole grains, legumes, nuts, seeds, and plant-based protein foods. Contrary to popular belief, therefore, this eating pattern can include modest amounts of animal-sourced foods such as eggs, dairy, fish, and yes, even meat. Plant-based diets also de-emphasize processed foods in favor of whole, natural foods. The expression “plant-based diet” can be misleading because most people associate the word “diet” with weight-loss strategy. While it is possible and common to lose weight by shifting to a plant-based eating pattern, the appeal is not just about getting slim. It’s about developing a flexible, balanced, and sustainable eating pattern and lifestyle to address the increasing human health and environmental concerns related to food production and consumption, as well as animal welfare.

Interest among the general public in eating mostly or solely plant-based foods started to grow in the early 2000s, after author T. Colin Campbell and his son, Thomas M. Campbell II, published The China Study in 2006, which showed remarkable evidence that diets rich in animal products and processed, fast, and chemically derived foods drive disease and mortality, while whole, plant-based foods do the opposite. However, plant-based eating is hardly a modern fad. Vegetarianism dates back thousands of years to ancient Indian and Buddhist civilizations. During the life of Pythagoras, a meatless eating pattern was known as a “Pythagorean Diet.” Throughout history, additional figures including Plato, Leonardo da Vinci, Descartes, Sir Francis Bacon, Voltaire, Rousseau, Einstein, George Bernard Shaw, and Gandhi promoted vegetarianism. Most early plant-based diet adopters grounded their rationale in compassion and nonviolence toward animals, religion, and perceived health benefits, which, with the advancements in nutrition science, we now know to be true.

The words we use to describe various approaches to plant-based eating, however, emerged much later. “Vegetarian,” which refers to people who eat eggs and dairy but neither meat nor fish, appeared in the Merriam-Webster dictionary in 1839. “Vegan,” defined as vegetarians who exclude all animal-based products, appeared in 1944. It wasn’t until 1993 that “pescatarian” emerged as a term for those who eat fish, eggs, and dairy, but not meat (pesce is the Italian word for fish) and, more recently, “flexitarian” entered the lexicon, to describe a person who eats mostly vegetarian food, but also small amounts of meat and fish. The Mediterranean diet, DASH diet, VB6, fruitarian diet, reducetarian diet, and still others, qualify as plant-based too. The evidence-based reasons I chose the flexitarian, pescatarian, vegetarian, and vegan diets on which to focus are: 1) They follow a continuum, from limited meat consumption to consumption that is completely animal product-free, and thus appeal to many people with different tastes, preferences, and needs. 2) They are balanced and in line with public health objectives and evidence on healthy eating. 3) They can vastly improve health and reduce mortality. 4) They significantly reduce harm to the environment and animals. If you are still confused about what you can and can’t eat on a plant-based diet, don’t worry—that’s what this book is for. But for now, perhaps the most straightforward way to think about what “plant-based” means is Michael Pollan’s famous seven-word guide: “Eat food. Not too much. Mostly plants.”





Why Now?

There are four major answers to the question of why plant-based diets are exploding in popularity today: the global prevalence of chronic disease due to the overly processed salt-, sugar-, and fat-rich Western diet, which has encroached on the rest of the world; the evolution of nutrition science, which has unveiled new research supporting the health benefits of plant-based living; climate change and expanding interest in sustainability; and the mindfulness movement, which has renewed people’s concerns over animal welfare. The novel coronavirus, which evidence indicates is exacerbated by some health conditions caused by poor diet choices, is yet another emerging reason. Let’s take a brief look at each of the four larger issues.

The Current State of Our Diets

Poor diet, chronic disease, and premature mortality are no longer solely America’s problem. Obesity, type 2 diabetes, and cardiovascular disease (CVD)—all diet-related illnesses—are prevalent globally. Worldwide, obesity rates have tripled since 1975, due to calorie-dense, nutrient-imbalanced diets. In 2016, 13 percent of the global adult population was obese and 39 percent overweight, amounting to two billion people total. In the US alone, between 2015 and 2016, 39 percent of adults over the age of twenty were obese and 71.6 percent overweight. The age-adjusted prevalence among adults with obesity in the US from 2017 to 2018 rose to just over 42 percent. Both “obese” (defined as a BMI greater than 30) and “overweight” (defined as a BMI greater than 25) are major risk factors for cardiovascular disease, cancer, type 2 diabetes, and now COVID-19. According to the World Health Organization, cardiovascular disease ranks as the leading cause of mortality worldwide and is responsible for 31 percent or 17.9 million deaths each year. Cancer is the second leading cause of death in the world and accounts for approximately 16.5 percent or 9.6 million deaths. Diabetes, which more than doubled in prevalence between 1980 and 2014, is now ranked as the seventh leading cause of death, accounting for 8.5 percent or 1.6 million deaths globally. According to the CDC, 48 percent of hospitalized patients with COVID-19 are obese.

Decades of scientific research show that the biggest risk factors for these diseases are low consumption of fruits, vegetables, and whole grains, and high intake of meat and processed food, a style of eating that has spread from high-income countries to the developing world. As countries with emerging-market economies have become wealthier and more urbanized, the invasion of low-cost, low-quality convenience foods has increased consumption of meat to amounts that exceed healthy levels. (In the United States, meat consumption already exceeds recommendations from the 2015–2020 USDA guidelines by 20 to 60 percent.) Simultaneously, chronic disease and mortality have increased. If the world continues on this path—with global population expected to reach 9.8 billion in 2050 (up from seven billion in 2010), overall food demand projected to increase by 50 percent, and demand for animal-sourced foods forecasted to grow by 70 percent—the chances of achieving a sustainable food future are grim. A plant-based life is the preeminent means by which we can stymie and reverse these ominous health trends.


Health Benefits

Several years ago, I had a client seeking to manage her symptoms of polycystic ovary syndrome (PCOS). Like many women with this condition (one in ten women of childbearing age have it), she suffered from persistent abdominal pain, irregular periods, and infertility. During our initial assessment, I learned she was an omnivore. She ate meat once a day, loved dairy and eggs, and had a weakness for Doritos. Given this information, I asked her to try a plant-based diet, which studies have shown can significantly improve symptoms of PCOS and even help women who have not been able to conceive have babies. Over the course of six months, my client gradually eliminated red meat from her diet (she still ate white meat a couple of times a month), reduced her egg and dairy consumption, and stopped eating processed foods all together. The result? Her abdominal pain subsided, her periods became more regular, she lost weight, and, lo and behold, she got pregnant!

Health benefits are usually at the top of the list for people who want to learn more about plant-based diets. Frequently, interest is sparked after a doctor’s visit. Perhaps your physician informs you that you need to reduce your blood pressure, cholesterol, weight, or blood glucose—factors that put you at risk for cardiac events, metabolic disorders, and other diseases. Possibly you complain of wanting to feel more energized, focused, and clear-minded, or you want to sleep more deeply. Maybe you learn you are leptin-resistant and never feel satiated after a meal, or that your ghrelin is on overdrive, making you feel hungry all the time. (Leptin is the hormone that signals the brain we are full and ghrelin that we are hungry.)

And the health objectives for going plant-based don’t have to stem from a negative place. Athletes who want to improve their performance go plant-based. People who want to instill healthy eating habits in their families, partners, and friends reduce their meat intake and shift their own diets toward healthier, unprocessed plant foods to set a good example for their loved ones. Because plant-based diets can improve so many components of well-being, they can suit anyone and everyone, as long as they are executed in a mindful manner.

Although nutrition science is a rapidly evolving field, research continues to corroborate the findings of The China Study: that increasing consumption of vegetables, fruit, whole grains, nuts, seeds, and plant-based proteins, as well as reducing meat intake and refined food consumption, can help prevent and treat a wide range of conditions, including type 2 diabetes, hypercholesterolemia, dyslipidemia (high triglycerides), hypertension, heart and fatty liver disease, certain cancers, some neurological diseases, hormonal imbalances, infertility, symptoms of PMS and PCOS, and psycho-emotional disorders such as depression, anxiety, and ADHD. Of course, not everyone reaps all of these benefits, but mounting evidence suggests that a plant-based lifestyle can do wonders for many people suffering myriad illnesses.

A noteworthy 2014 study by González et al., for instance, showed that even a mild increase in vegetable intake coupled with a reduction in animal-sourced food consumption yielded health improvements. In this study, the researchers developed a provegetarian score—a rating system which compared the quantity of fruits and vegetables people consumed to how much meat they consumed—based on repeated dietary measures in omnivorous Spanish adults with a high risk of cardiovascular disease. Plant foods were weighted positively while animal foods were weighted negatively, meaning the higher the score, the more plant-based the subject’s diet. The authors found that the higher the provegetarian score, the lower the risk of mortality from all causes, including cardiovascular disease. The study was even more nuanced because it tiered the scores, comparing very low provegetarian scores to low scores, moderate scores, and high scores, finding that as scores increased incrementally, so did health benefits. The takeaway? As vegetable intake increased and meat consumption decreased, so did health benefits, and vice versa. This study is one of many indicating that the health benefits of a plant-based diet are real and profound, and can be achieved even with the inclusion of some animal products. You do not need to go to the extreme and become vegan or even fully vegetarian to get results.

The Environment

We’re all familiar with how global warming is jeopardizing our planet. In the past two years alone, we’ve seen the Australia and California wildfires, floods in Europe and China, earthquake in Haiti, Hurricanes Harvey and Ida, and melting glaciers in Greenland and Iceland.

According to an overwhelming majority of climate scientists and the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) of the United Nations, human activity on both the individual and collective level is the main cause of global warming. Culpable activities cited by the UN include the growing use of coal and overall industrialization in China and India, large-scale agriculture, deforestation, extreme population growth, overuse of automobiles, air travel, heating and cooling systems, and importantly, the amount of animal products we consume. Each of these undertakings contribute to the release of harmful greenhouse gases—CO2, methane, and nitric oxide—which interfere with the atmosphere and add to global warming.

I am not here to preach about climate change; I simply want to provide facts about the impact food production has on the environment. So, let’s take a closer look. Animal agriculture and food production together, which support our meat- and dairy-eating habits and drive the consequential chain reaction of events responsible for many facets of environmental damage, produce approximately a quarter of greenhouse gas emissions in the form of nitrous oxide and methane (carbon emissions are allocated to the energy sector). They are the second greatest contributor of human-made greenhouse gas emissions after fossil fuels, and also the leading cause of deforestation, water use and contamination, and air pollution. On the subject of deforestation, animal agriculture is responsible for 80 percent of forestry burning, which releases more carbon into the atmosphere than all exploitable fossil fuel reserves. The clearing of forests also eliminates the planet’s ability to absorb carbon, which is the job of trees. As for water, approximately 70 percent of fresh water evaporated or removed from the watershed is used for food production. (A watershed—also known as a drainage basin or catchment—is an area of land that drains all the streams and rainfall to a common outlet like a reservoir, bay, or stream channel.) Together, these effects make animal agriculture the largest contributor to biodiversity loss globally.

Research has identified meat as the food whose production has the greatest impact on greenhouse gases and land use. Production of 1,000 kilocalories of lamb or beef generates fourteen kilograms and ten kilograms, respectively, of greenhouse gas emissions, compared to 1,000 kilocalories of tofu or lentils, which generates one kilogram and three kilograms, respectively. Furthermore, producing a single serving of beef requires 1,211 liters of water and a single serving of pork 469 liters, compared to the 220 liters it takes to produce one serving of dried beans, the 57 it takes for a serving of tofu, and the 30 liters required for tomato production.

Although these statistics may seem insurmountable, the good news is that as an individual, you can help reduce these emissions, as well as water, land, and energy use, merely by decreasing your consumption of meat by even a small amount. A 2018 study modeled the effects of different diet scenarios in 150 countries in all regions of the world and found several notable results. One conclusion was that the widespread adoption of plant-based eating patterns, which reduce animal-sourced products anywhere between 25 and 100 percent, would reduce global environmental impact, nutrient deficiencies, and mortality. Another was that four specific nutritionally balanced, plant-based eating patterns could also reduce impacts on environmental and human health globally. Those four diets are the ones I am focusing on in this book: flexitarian (limited red meat, moderate animal-sourced foods, plant foods); pescatarian (meat replaced with fish, moderate animal-sourced foods, plant foods); vegetarian (no meat, moderate animal-sourced foods, plant foods); and vegan (no animal-sourced foods, plant foods).

Since 2014, research and awareness about sustainable diets, a concept that combines environmental and health concerns, has expanded. Systematic reviews have suggested that reductions in the environmental impacts of food production are generally proportional to reductions in animal-sourced foods, which in turn have a positive effect on health. Interestingly, the approaches that included healthy eating as a motivator were more successful than those focused only on reducing environmental pressures.

Animal Welfare

Whereas climate change pushes some folks toward plant-based eating, others are equally or more concerned about animal welfare. According to the Humane Society International, over eighty billion animals worldwide are slaughtered for food every year, mostly on factory farms. Factory farming is the main mechanism of industrialized food production; it is how the majority of red meat, pork, and chicken ends up on our tables. Unfortunately, the industrialized processing of animal-based products involves practices many believe are incredibly cruel toward animals. From the time they are born until the time they are killed, livestock and other animals consumed as food are separated from their mothers, kept in confined solitary spaces, handled violently, fed unsanitary food, subjected to intense stress such as electric shocks, and injected with hormones and antibiotics (which ultimately end up in us).

But not all animal-sourced food production involves such practices, and you need not feel guilty about the desire to keep some animal products in your diet, even if you’re going plant-based. If you enjoy meat and want to continue eating it, there are healthier, more compassionate, and more sustainable ways of obtaining your animal-based food products. You can eat locally farmed, organic, pasture-raised, and grass-fed meat, dairy, eggs, pork, and chicken, and stay away from animal products that are highly processed.





Foods That Fit…Or Don’t

The first step to adopting a plant-based diet is to learn about common categories of food that complement fruits and vegetables in a plant-based diet. The second is to decide whether you want to include them in your eating pattern. The benefits of incorporating a robust variety of fresh fruits and vegetables in any diet are incontrovertible, yet conflicting research and conflated media stories have propagated numerous myths about the foods highlighted in this section, leaving people misinformed and dubious—often for the wrong reasons—about whether to incorporate them into their diet. The foods that I’ve found elicit the most questions and concerns, particularly by those trying to eat in a more plant-based way, are soy, legumes, eggs, dairy, fish, meat, and processed goods.

Soy

“Where Do We Stand on Soy?” headlines a 2018 CNN article. “Is Soy Good or Bad for you? Here’s the Science-Backed Answer,” leads another 2020 piece in Good Housekeeping. From hard news to lifestyle publications, the debate on soy is ongoing, and the science on soy, like many foods, is often misunderstood or misinterpreted.

Here’s the truth: save for if you’re allergic to soy or have a medical reason to avoid eating it (e.g. hypothyroidism, IBS), this food can be a terrific and nutritious addition to your diet with many health benefits. For instance, soy is a staple of many Asian diets, which are considered some of the healthiest eating patterns on the planet. The traditional Okinawan diet, for instance, includes about eight times more soy than that of the typical American diet and Okinawa was ranked among National Geographic fellow Dan Buettner’s “Blue Zones.” (Blue Zones are places in the world Buettner identified as home to the greatest number of centenarians—the longest-living and healthiest people on Earth.)

The science on soy shows that its health benefits are manifold and outweigh its minimal possible risks. First, soy contains isoflavones, a class of phytoestrogen. (Phytoestrogens are plant-derived compounds found in a wide variety of foods that have many health benefits but are also known to be weak estrogen agonists/antagonists and potential endocrine disrupters.) Some studies associate these compounds with the prevention of bone loss; improved sleep quality; lower depression; lower risk of menopausal symptoms like hot flashes; reduced risk of cardiovascular disease, obesity, metabolic syndrome, type 2 diabetes, and brain function disorders; and reduced risks of several cancers, including colon, stomach, prostate, rectal, and breast. Second, soy is high in calcium, which, in addition to being key for bone health, could be an additional regulator of breast cancer cell proliferation. Third, soy contains a lot of fiber, including an important type called pectic polysaccharides. Pectic polysaccharides regulate proteins that may otherwise cause cell death in the colon and that are essential for any healthy diet because they reduce cholesterol, blood glucose, diabetes, and risk of heart disease and cancer. Furthermore, intestinal bacteria ferment and degrade this fiber, which helps normalize the overall gut microbiome. Finally, soybeans are a good source of protein, unsaturated fatty acids, B vitamins, iron, zinc, and other bioactive compounds, which make edamame, tempeh, tofu, and natto excellent food choices.

The issue with soy that seems to draw the most negative attention pertains to its connection to hormones and fertility. Many people believe that the phytoestrogens in soy can reduce fertility, because some studies have shown that, in excess, phytoestrogens can signal the body that the estrogen environment is high, which in turn can cause it to stop producing estrogen (in a negative feedback loop). Estrogen is necessary for the process of ovulation and pregnancy to begin because it initiates the cascade of fertility hormones to take off (gonadotropin, FSH, and LH). Thus, a low estrogen environment due to the presence of phytoestrogens could prevent the release of other fertility hormones.

The research, however, only suggests a possible association between phytoestrogens and infertility if a person ingests more than one hundred milligrams of isoflavones a day—an amount drastically higher than the typical human consumes, and which could potentially, but not necessarily, induce the body to think estrogen is high. Here is some context in which to frame this: the average isoflavone consumption in the US is approximately 2.5 milligrams per day, while traditional Asian diets, which are higher in soy, contain approximately ten to twenty-five milligrams of isoflavones per day. As there are about twenty-five milligrams of isoflavones in one cup or serving of soymilk made from whole soybeans, one hundred milligrams would be equivalent to four cups of soymilk.

So, how much soy is safe to eat with regards to fertility concerns? Studies to date suggest that anywhere from one to two servings (cups) of soy per day is benign (two servings is fifteen grams of soy protein or fifty milligrams of isoflavones), provides the above-mentioned benefits, and poses no risk of infertility. Those seeking soy’s cholesterol-lowering capabilities, however, might have to increase their daily intake of soy protein to twenty-five grams, which is still significantly under the prospective daily limit of one hundred milligrams of isoflavones.

For similar reasons, studies also suggest that the phytoestrogens in soy could aggravate endometriosis. Women who suffer from endometriosis often overproduce estrogen to begin with; since phytoestrogens can bind to estrogen receptors, the assumption is that they could signal the body to elevate estrogen levels even further, which in turn could thicken the uterus. While an association between phytoestrogens and endometriosis requires further research, many studies, in fact, already indicate the opposite effect of phytoestrogens on endometriosis. These studies show that because phytoestrogens can prevent actual estrogen from binding to receptors in high-estrogen environments (because phytoestrogens bind first), they could in fact have anti-estrogenic effects (they are also weaker than estrogens), thereby reducing the risk of endometriosis. The evidence of soy’s effect on endometriosis is inconclusive and highly dependent on individual genetics, age, metabolism, gut microflora, antibiotic use, underlying conditions, environment (variety, harvest, food processing, cooking, and growth locations of foods), and how much soy one consumes.

The most definitive evidence on the adverse effects of phytoestrogens applies to their interaction with the thyroid. If you have hypothyroidism and are taking medications for the condition, your doctor might advise you to stay away from soy because it can prevent the absorption of thyroid medication, as well as uptake of some of the iodine needed to make thyroid hormones.

While some people should indeed be cautious about soy consumption for the above-mentioned rationales (and if you suffer from IBS, soy could also be a culprit and you might try an elimination diet to see if removing it alleviates your discomfort), there are good reasons for most to start or continue eating food from this category in moderation. The best way to make the decision about whether to consume soy is to weigh the pros and cons in the context of your particular health status with your doctor or dietician.


Legumes

Legumes are edible, nutritious seeds in the form of pods, such as beans, lentils, chickpeas, peanuts, and alfalfa sprouts. Like soy, they are another food group that sparks controversy, because fad diets such as Whole30 and Paleo swear they do no good. I can assure you, however, that demonizing these powerhouses is misguided, because a large body of evidence illuminates their health benefits, which generally outweigh their potential costs. Yet despite the science, only about 8 percent of US adults eat legumes on any given day.

If you’re going plant-based, here are some reasons you might want to eat legumes. They are a rich source of protein, fiber, carbohydrates, B vitamins, iron, copper, magnesium, manganese, zinc, and phosphorous. They are naturally low in total fat, practically free of saturated fat, and cholesterol-free. They have a low glycemic index, which means they do not cause a fast insulin spike. Finally, legumes contain lectins, which are antioxidants that slow the digestion of carbohydrates and can kill cancer cells. For all of these reasons, many studies support legumes as a critical part of a healthy eating pattern, highlighting that they lower the risk of type 2 diabetes, hyperlipidemia (because they lower low-density lipoproteins, or LDLs), and hypertension (because potassium, magnesium, and fiber all have a positive effect on blood pressure). Moreover, for those hoping to shave off a few pounds, these gems could also have the potential to assist in weight reduction; their high fiber content lends to feeling more satisfied, which could result in eating less.

Given the above, you might be wondering why so many trendy diets, and individuals who follow them, are so quick to eliminate legumes from their meal plans. Let me explain. The concern about legumes stems from the fact that they contain anti-nutrients such as phytates and lectins. (Anti-nutrients are natural compounds found in many plant- and animal-derived foods that can bind to the cell walls of the digestive tract, which can in turn disrupt the breakdown and absorption of nutrients while affecting the growth and action of intestinal flora.) Theoretically, phytates and lectins could decrease the absorption of iron, zinc, magnesium, calcium, and phosphorous. It is unknown, however, to what extent nutrient loss actually occurs due to these anti-nutrients for a couple of reasons: individual metabolisms cause variation and the amount and effect of phytates and lectins highly depends on how one prepares, cooks, and eats their legumes. For instance, soaking, boiling, or sprouting legumes before consuming them—and we rarely eat them otherwise—reduces, removes, and deactivates anti-nutrients, rendering them harmless.

If you still have doubts about anti-nutrients in legumes, here is another point of information that may allay your skepticism: phytates and lectins might exert an effect on nutrients in one meal but not the next. In other words, too many legumes in one sitting could in theory increase the risk of poor nutrient absorption, but the same quantity would not have any overall effect if spread out over other meals. Thus, if you eat a balanced diet with normal portion sizes (no more than half a cup of legumes per meal), you should have no reason to worry. And here’s another interesting piece of research: studies on vegetarians, who could be at risk of nutrient deficiencies due to diets high in plant foods containing anti-nutrients, show that they do not generally lack iron or zinc, which leads scientists to presume that the body might adjust to the presence of nutrient antagonists by increasing the gut’s absorptive capacity of the affected minerals.

You can tell I am a fan of legumes because of their rich health profile, but, like any food, they aren’t for everyone. High in bloat-causing fiber, lentils, black beans, chickpeas, and other such foods can wreak havoc on the digestive systems of those with IBS, Crohn’s disease, ulcerative colitis, diverticulosis, and other gut-related issues (adding baking soda during preparation is a key secret to reducing potential bloating and gas). If you suffer from discomfort due to legumes, however, before you simply stop eating them, consult a dietician with whom you can work to discover if there are certain varieties and ways you can eat them (e.g., minimal amounts or puréed) or if you must eliminate them all together.

Eggs

Having taken on two controversial groups of plant-derived foods, it’s time to dive into animal-sourced products that also fit into a plant-based eating pattern, but are often approached with uncertainty. Swearing off animal-sourced foods entirely is unappealing and unsustainable for a good portion of the population, like the many of us who love a plate of fluffy scrambled eggs, a perfectly poached egg atop a slice of whole grain avocado toast, or a sating bowl of shakshuka. Not to mention all the foods that eggs turn up in, such as baked goods and casseroles.

Including eggs in your plant-based diet has many upsides. Eggs are cheap, low in calories (about seventy calories per egg), and high in protein. They also contain a variety of other nutrients including folate, riboflavin, selenium, choline, vitamin B-12, vitamin K, and vitamin D. Eggs can enhance the bioavailability of antioxidants lutein and zeaxanthin, which fight disease-causing free radicals. Furthermore, despite common thinking based on obsolete research, most healthy people do not need to worry that eggs will elevate their cholesterol. The latest research concludes that: 1) Dietary cholesterol (cholesterol in food) does not adversely affect the body’s total cholesterol levels or risk of cardiovascular disease and 2) The consumption of one egg per day, or up to seven a week, is perfectly acceptable for those who are not genetically predisposed to elevated plasma cholesterol and who do not have type 2 diabetes (which interferes with cholesterol transport). Those with diabetes should consider eating less than three eggs per week.


DEBUNKING THE MYTH OF THE “EVIL EGG”

Are you still convinced that eggs have no business in a healthy diet because you remember hearing that even half an egg a day is bad for you? I get your concerns, but let me give some context. Many of the studies that gave rise to this popular thinking were done in the 1970s and were not intervention studies (meaning they did not compare the test group to a control group). These studies, which were observational studies, analyzed participants over time who ate eggs and examined how the eggs affected them, without comparing them to subjects who did not eat eggs. (Comparative studies, also known as intervention studies, are the gold standard in nutrition science; observational studies are always therefore taken with a grain of salt.) Second, they did not consider what participants ate in addition to eggs (e.g. bacon, white toast, butter, hash browns), which would highly influence all risk factors. Finally, the authors failed to examine with what participants substituted eggs if they didn’t eat them, which could have had positive or negative effects on outcomes. These oversights not only led the way for the current research, which has cleared the egg’s reputation, but also gave birth to today’s United States Department of Agriculture 2015–2020 guidelines, which do not set limits on the amount of dietary cholesterol one can consume.



If you love eggs or feel you need them to meet your protein and other nutrient requirements, I hope you’ll eat them because, for most people, they really do fit into a healthy, strong, and nutritious plant-based lifestyle. Just be mindful about from where you’re purchasing them (local farms that sell pasture-raised eggs from grass-fed chickens are best), how you’re preparing them (cook them in olive or canola oil as opposed to butter to reduce saturated fat intake and get the incredibly healthy monounsaturated fatty acids instead), how many you’re eating, and with what you’re eating them. Salt, sugar, fat, and excess calories in highly processed foods such as ham, sausage, and biscuits commonly creep in as complements to eggs, so choose healthier alternatives such as avocado, spinach, fresh fruit,100 percent whole grain toast, flourless seed bread, or tortillas made with nut and legume-based flours.

On the other hand, if you’re thinking about going plant-based for animal welfare or health reasons, you may choose to avoid eggs. Unfortunately, chickens are treated no better than cows or pigs—unless you buy local, pasture-raised, grass-fed, organic eggs, which are sourced from chickens that are treated more humanely than those produced on factory farms.

Dairy

One of the foods clients and friends most commonly ask me about is dairy: What do you think about milk? Should I cut it out? What about for my kids? What’s the stuff about hormones? How about acne? What about cheese? Do you eat it? What are your thoughts on milk substitutes?

If you’re determined to eliminate all animal products from your diet, whether for health, the environment, or animal welfare, it’s time to say goodbye to dairy. But for the rest of us, while dairy is often vilified by diet culture, in moderation, it can be a nutritionally powerful part of any diet, including plant-based ones.

Dairy is replete with vital nutrients including calcium, vitamin D, vitamin B-12, and high-quality protein, which are crucial for bone and muscle health from childhood throughout life, protecting against ailments such as rickets, sarcopenia, osteoporosis, and osteopenia. In addition, although research is mixed, numerous studies show that dairy is associated with fewer incidences of cardiometabolic disease, including childhood obesity, type 2 diabetes, cardiac events such as arrythmias and heart valve disease, strokes, chronic inflammation, and several types of cancer (colorectal, bladder, gastric, and breast cancer). Moreover, this may be surprising, but studies show that in adults, dairy can support weight loss and improve body composition. This is because milk proteins such as whey contain branched-chain amino acids like leucine, which assist with muscle protein synthesis while reducing fat mass.

If you enjoy dairy and rely on it to ensure the intake of essential nutrients, I encourage you to understand the latest guidelines. The American Heart Association recommends non-fat or low-fat dairy, which studies show have an inverse relationship with hypertension and stroke. Coupled with this evidence, newer research indicates that if you have a well-balanced healthy diet with controlled saturated fat, salt, sugar, cholesterol, and calorie intake, you can also enjoy full-fat dairy products in reasonable quantities without having to worry about weight gain or increased risk of chronic disease. (This is because people often consume more low- and non-fat dairy products than regular ones, increasing their calorie and sugar intake, which in conjunction with other poor diet choices can reduce and even nullify their beneficial effects.) Furthermore, some studies support the intake of dairy foods such as cheese and fermented products like yogurt and kefir, in light of evidence showing they can reduce coronary artery disease and positively affect gut health due to their probiotic content. (Probiotics are live organisms present in certain foods. They are associated with enhanced gut health because of how they interact with the trillions of other bacteria in our intestinal microbiome as well as our brain, organs, and other body systems. Probiotics can suppress pathogens, modulate our immune systems, reduce systemic inflammation, and stimulate epithelial cell proliferation, differentiation, and fortification of the intestinal barrier.)

But dairy isn’t for everyone. Lactose intolerance is a real and prevalent condition. If you suffer from abdominal discomfort, gas, diarrhea, or vomiting after consuming dairy, it’s possible that—like 65 percent of the world’s population—your body doesn’t produce lactase, the main enzyme that digests lactose. If you have symptoms like the above, don’t wait and wonder. Go to your doctor and get a hydrogen breath or a blood glucose test to see if you are lactose intolerant. If your results are positive, you can reduce or eliminate your consumption of dairy, or stay away from forms and quantities of it that trigger your symptoms.


LACTOSE INTOLERANCE

Many lactose-intolerant individuals can tolerate certain quantities and types of dairy such as a glass of milk, a scoop of ice cream, and especially hard cheese and fermented dairy products like yogurt and kefir. Why? Regarding milk and ice cream, reactions are often dose responsive (which means that symptoms only occur at certain quantitative thresholds). As for cheese and fermented products like yogurt, the former contains negligible lactose, and the latter has a form of lactose (with bacterial lactase) that the body digests more easily than the lactose in milk.



Another reason you might choose to abstain from consuming dairy is if you are allergic to any of a number of milk proteins. Casein and whey are the two most common proteins to which people are allergic. Like lactose intolerance, there are tests for these allergies. If you are indeed allergic to one or both, it’s possible you’ll need to avoid cow, goat, sheep, and buffalo milk.

Finally, if your incentive for becoming dairy-free is that you’re concerned about hormones (growth hormone IGF-1) and antibiotics that end up in your body potentially causing acne or increasing your risk of certain types of cancer (e.g., prostate cancer), or because you’re an animal rights or sustainability advocate, it’s totally legitimate to reduce or eliminate it from your diet. Dairy can be inflammatory and isn’t necessary for optimal well-being; you can get all the nutrients it provides from other foods (e.g., dark leafy greens, soy, legumes). Just be aware that the nutrient profiles of plant-based milk substitutes are completely different from that of milk and cannot be considered equal alternatives. Though few studies to date have compared dairy to its substitutes, the current science illuminates things to consider when choosing your alternatives: 1) Soy is the only plant-based milk that contains a similar amount of high-quality protein to milk. 2) The nutrient profiles of milk substitutes vary considerably depending on how they have been processed and fortified. Many have added sugar, vegetable oils, the inflammatory agent carrageenan, and are more caloric than regular dairy. Though they may be fortified with some vitamins and minerals, they can be deficient in others present in regular milk. 3) There are cases of severe nutritional deficiencies in children due to inappropriate consumption of plant-based drinks. (For more on alternative dairy beverages, go to pages 110–111.)


DOES DAIRY CAUSE ACNE?

For a long time, it has been thought that the Western diet, and dairy specifically, may cause acne. The theory behind dairy and acne is based on the fact that hormones injected into cows and/or milk-derived amino acids may promote insulin secretion and induce hepatic insulin-like growth factor-1 (IGF-1) synthesis. Studies suggest that IGF-1 may be a primary driver of acne because it stimulates the growth of cohesive follicular epithelial cells that don’t shed correctly, and which drive sebum production and inflammation. But whereas several studies show a correlation between dairy and acne, these studies are limited and the evidence inconclusive. One recent systematic review and meta-analysis, for instance, concluded that the odds ratio, which measures the possibility that dairy is associated with acne, suggests that any dairy such as milk, yogurt, and cheese, was associated with an increased odds ratio for acne in individuals aged seven to thirty years old. In addition, this study showed that the more milk subjects drank per week, the greater the odds ratio (1.24 for two to six glasses of milk per week, 1.41 for one glass per day, and 1.43 for greater than two glasses per day). As for full-fat milk versus low-fat and skim milk, this study indicated that the association between dairy and acne increased for skim milk, possibly because people drank more of it. Finally, this study also showed that cheese had a higher odds ratio for its association with acne than other type of dairy. So, here’s the catch: despite the results, the authors indicate bias in the study and discuss that there are many other potential causes of acne—including diet and genetics—making it hard to single out and determine causation by any one component.



Fish

Although fish is perhaps less controversial than the other food categories discussed thus far, there are some common uncertainties to be addressed. Two questions that frequently arise are: Why is fish distinguished from meat? And why do some people eat fish but not meat?

Meat, by definition, is the “flesh of an animal (especially a mammal) as food,” whereas fish is “flesh of fish used for food.” With this in mind, some people justify eating fish, but not meat, arguing that fish are cold-blooded, hairless, and do not feel pain (this is debatable). Others, however, eat fish—but not meat—for religious reasons. And yet others, like me, refrain from eating meat but still eat fish for what I call aesthetic reasons (taste, texture, mouthfeel, appearance, smell), along with the health benefits, and provision of variety in a diet. Then, there are those who do not differentiate between the two and eat both, or neither, considering fish to be meat because they are animals, period.

The strongest argument in favor of eating fish but not meat is that numerous studies show it is much healthier than meat. Unlike meat, evidence illustrates that fish consumption can lower risk of cardiovascular and chronic disease, while it has no effect on cancer. Second, fish is noted for its high levels of protein, vitamin D, vitamin B2 (riboflavin), calcium, phosphorous, iron, zinc, iodine, magnesium, potassium, and vitamin B-12. Third, fish is famous for its high content of healthy omega-3 fatty acids. According to the USDA, eating fish, particularly varieties high in omega-3s, at least twice a week (each serving would be approximately four ounces), appears to reduce the incidence of cardiac events, especially sudden ones like heart failure, stroke, and arrhythmias, because they combat inflammation, reduce triglycerides, lower blood pressure, decrease blood clotting, and keep the heart beating at a steady clip.

Despite these benefits, there are also reasons to be cautious about fish consumption. As with livestock, raising fish for food adversely affects the welfare of entire species and environmental sustainability. Like land animals, fish are often bred, fed, and treated in unnatural and cruel ways. Farmed fish can be crowded into small, unclean, and bound areas, fed chemicals such as dioxins and polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs), and killed in ways believed to be particularly inhumane. Wild fish are also exposed to toxins from industrial runoff that pollutes the oceans and seas. Certain types of fish for example, including king mackerel, tuna steak, swordfish, tilefish, marlin, and Chilean sea bass, are high in mercury and other potentially poisonous chemicals. Finally, overfishing taxes marine systems, destroying coral and kelp forests and divesting ocean ecosystems of their equilibrium, while bycatch, which refers to accidentally catching animals other than the intended fish—including turtles, dolphins, and seabirds—threatens these populations, as well as those of the fish intended to be caught. Although bycatch is a lesser-publicized issue than some of the others in aquaculture, it is a serious problem and threat to our planet.


Meat

While the science showing the negative effects of meat consumption on health, the environment, and animal welfare is clear, we still have an extraordinarily difficult time jettisoning it from our diets: a 2018 USDA report forecasts that the average meat-eating American will have access to and consume approximately 222.2 pounds of red meat and poultry alone in a year!

Why? Meat is readily available in most of the world, affordable, and ingrained as a meal staple in many cultures. In addition, people enjoy the unique taste and texture of it, as well as the experience of preparing it, from grilling hamburgers and hotdogs with family and friends on the fourth of July, to massaging a steak with a marinade, to the family rituals around cooking a turkey for Thanksgiving. Meat is also a very high source of protein, iron, and vitamin B-12, all of which the body needs and craves. Yet despite the appeal of meat, as discussed earlier, the numbers of people considering reducing or foregoing it are rising for several reasons.

Climate weighs heavy on many, and meat, more than any other food we consume, is the greatest contributor to our planet’s ill health. On average, producing meat (and dairy) is far more resource-intensive than producing plant-based protein, requiring eleven times more fossil fuel energy than grain-based protein. Furthermore, red meat production is one of the most highly inefficient systems, with an estimated ratio of kilocalories of energy expended to kilocalories of protein generating a fifty-seven-to-one ratio for lamb and a forty-to-one ratio for beef. Due to the increasing demand for meat (because the population is growing and humans love to eat it), food production systems are under such incredible stress that researchers predict they will not be able to sustain future population growth, especially when simultaneously contending with the negative effects of climate change.

You may also be reconsidering meat intake after reading that many meat varieties including red, processed, and white meat contain high amounts of saturated fat, hormones, and antibiotics, which evidence consistently demonstrates are associated with a higher risk of heart disease, several types of cancer (stomach, bladder, breast, colorectal), and type 2 diabetes. Perhaps you’ve come across articles in the news about processed meat as even more problematic than unprocessed meat because it contains nitrites and nitrates, which correlate with an increased risk of heart disease and cancer, especially colon cancer.

When it comes to health and diets, however, it doesn’t have to be all or nothing; moderation is an option. Two very influential, large, and long-term studies, which analyzed risk factors including nutrition for chronic diseases, showed that replacing one serving of red meat per day with fish, poultry, legumes, nuts, low-fat dairy, or whole grains lowered the risk of premature death by 7 to 19 percent. The authors found similar results when they looked at how swapping small amounts of meat with the above alternatives affected type 2 diabetes. Research further indicates that simply reducing your meat consumption to low or moderate amounts (no more than two to three portions per week totaling two to eighteen ounces) has the potential to decrease your total chronic disease risk, while still allowing you to enjoy and reap the nutritional benefits of it (e.g. protein, iron, B-12). The bottom line? If you like meat and want to keep it in your diet, you can, just do so mindfully.

Processed Food

As with meat, research is consistent on whether we should include processed food, snacks, and sweets in our diets. Evidence clarifies it is essential to minimize our intake of these foods for all the causes covered thus far—our health, the environment, and animal welfare. The packaged food industry thrives on using salt, sugar, and fat to hook the consumer and achieve corporate gains, even though its products end up devastating those things that matter to us most. According to the Dietary Guidelines for Americans 2020–2025, we consume more than 1,000 extra milligrams of sodium than recommended (3,393 milligrams compared to 2,300 milligrams for the average adult), mostly from commercially processed food. The top sources of sodium are sandwiches at 21 percent (think deli meat, mayonnaise, cheese); rice, pasta, and other mixed grain-based dishes at 8 percent; and pre-made vegetables at 7 percent. The same goes for added sugar, of which we consume more than twice the recommended daily amount (13 percent as opposed to 7 percent), with the top sources including sugar-sweetened beverages at 24 percent, desserts and sweet snacks at 19 percent, and coffee and tea drinks at 11 percent (think added milk, cream, whipped cream, and syrups). When it comes to saturated fat, the top category is again sandwiches at 21 percent; desserts and sweet snacks at 11 percent; and rice, pasta, and other mixed grain dishes at 7 percent.

I understand that with life’s limitations of time, affordability, and access, it can be very difficult if not impossible for many people to reduce and even eliminate processed food. That said, I want you to have the knowledge so that to the extent you can reduce and avoid these foods, you will. The easiest way to work on this is to prepare your food at home as frequently as possible, using whole, organic ingredients. Avocado, egg, and tuna salad toasts you prepare in your kitchen (see recipes in Lunch Mains starting on page 156) are healthy, easy-to-make alternatives to sandwiches with processed meat you would buy at the deli, convenience store, or fast-food joint. Homemade chocolate chip cookies (see recipe on page 277) are not equivalent to bagged and boxed chocolate chip cookies. Water, black coffee, and plain tea are always better choices than soda, juice, and coffees and teas we buy sweetened with milk, sugar, and whipped cream. You don’t need to deprive yourself of the occasional treat. While I am extremely mindful about the detriments of consistently consuming commercially processed food, and encourage you to be cautious too, I confess to eating ice cream, drinking a diet coke, and indulging in some chips occasionally.
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