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PRAISE FOR THE PARISIAN DIET




Dr. Jean-Michel Cohen provides keen and astute wisdom as he has us looking beyond traditional “dieting.” By blending the effective healthy lifestyle of the French and the determination of Americans in their never-ending quest for losing weight and feeling great, Dr. Cohen gives us new and fresh ways to approach our health. I highly recommend this book as a revelation and one that will truly work! C’est magnifique!


—Robyn Webb, MS, LN, food editor at Diabetes Forecast Magazine, cookbook author, and nutritionist





*




In France and beyond, Dr. Jean-Michel Cohen is the undisputed and well-respected leader in the field of nutrition and physical well-being. He has earned this position through his efforts to debunk many unscientific myths and pseudo scientific abuses in the field of nutrition. Instead of the charlatanism pervasive in the industry, his diet offers basic rules that are rooted in his medical experience and in his deep understanding of the psychological aspects of nutritional health that he has garnered from treating tens of thousands of patients. He has developed simple, applicable solutions and practical guidelines. They are compatible with our modern way of life, and help us confront the challenges we face from a food industry that is not always health conscious. It’s no surprise that Dr. Cohen’s books and television appearances have made him the father figure of a good, sensible, and healthy style of nutrition.


—Guy Sorman, journalist, philosopher, and author





*




Dr. Cohen puts something useful on every page of this book. His plan is easy to follow and practical, but it’s also motivating—two ingredients that should be on the list of everyone looking for a better diet.


I love how Dr. Cohen places emphasis on enjoyment of food. He shows the reader how to really take pleasure in the process of becoming healthier. He reveals how to reach the weight that’s best for you, and how to feel great about it. This book is for more than just dieters, it’s for anyone who wants a healthier lifestyle.


—Keith-Thomas Ayoob, EdD, RD, FADA, Associate Professor, Department of Pediatrics, Albert Einstein College of Medicine, New York





*




What is great about Jean-Michel Cohen is that his approach to eating well combines pleasure and health. His in-depth understanding of ingredients is what makes his advice so successful.


—Thierry Marx, Executive Chef and Food & Beverage Director at Mandarin Oriental, Paris





*




This book is written by a well-known food scientist, but that is almost irrelevant because it is so rich in practicalities and devolves from the rich clinical background of an experienced physician. It begins where most of us begin—unrealistic information from the media about food, body image, etc., which is more focused on marketing than on individual or public nutritional health.


As a clinician myself I really appreciated the early case-based scenarios, for they brought forward the day-to-day issues that often have a psychological basis rather than a medical/scientific one.


The “Right Weight” formula is a place to start and notes a practical way to set one’s initial goals. What follows is a three-phase program, including commonsense “rules” and step-by-step “work-arounds” that take into account one’s likes and dislikes and permit substitutions. There is something for everybody in the rich anthology of menus: I want to travel to France—or learn how to cook in the French style. There are practical thoughts for the various phases and how to traverse among them.


Part 4 may be the most important—how to integrate the Parisian diet into your life. This is much more than just plain old nutritional science! It even gives good dining out advice and presages some of the pitfalls to help you stick to the diet.


I had expected a well-rounded scientific compilation of advice—I got so much more! I am impressed with how Dr. Cohen relied on his personal clinical experience and integrated it with some of the social sciences in the arena of nutrition to produce a well-reasoned, practical, yet delightful book on “dieting.” I am anxious to try multiple of his suggested meals in any of the three phases of his “life-style” diet for health.


—Alan D. Rogol, MD, PhD, Vice President of the Endocrine Society





*




To eat you have to make a choice! For us—omnivorous gourmand bipeds—living in this part of the world where we are inundated with options, each meal presents a dilemma. You have to learn how to choose, how to nourish yourself. From among all of these varied food types—whether they’re natural or engineered—delivered from all corners of the globe by the pallet load, you have to choose which ingredients you put on your plate.


But it’s not easy to decide. Sometimes we need a hand, we could use some help. We seek informed advice that will help us organize our desires. How much is based on our whim? And how much on what is actually necessary? It takes time to get to know ourselves, to figure ourselves out.


Because he knows his subject like the tip of his fork, Jean-Michel Cohen can help you sort it all out. He knows what he’s talking about, and he explains it well. He uses essential concepts—clear and easy to assimilate—simply, like a friend would do.


—CharlElie Couture, musician, painter, and sculptor
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FOREWORD



by Fabrice A. Boutain


ONE AFTERNOON IN JUNE 2007, I entered the waiting room of Dr. Jean-Michel Cohen’s medical practice in Paris. It was two o’clock in the afternoon and the room was crowded. I sat down next to a heavy-set older woman. Chatting with her, I learned that she had arrived in Paris that morning from Bordeaux, a five-hour journey. Her consultation was scheduled for three o’clock. She was early, but couldn’t afford to be late because there was a three-month waiting list for appointments. My own meeting was scheduled for two thirty. In a few minutes, I was going to meet the most famous French nutritionist. The one who appeared on television several times a week, the favored doctor of overweight celebrities: singers, actresses, politicians, etc. Even though I was a bit nervous, I was really looking forward to meeting him.


It was the day after the official launch of the first iPhone by Steve Jobs, which marked a major revolution in mobile phone history. I was particularly struck by two things that Jobs had said: “Apple is going to reinvent the telephone” and it would put “your life in your pocket.” These two catch phrases may have seemed far-fetched or pretentious at the time, but we take them for granted today. In 2002, I had created Anxa.com—an online start-up based on a simple and ambitious idea: to revolutionize health and fitness by using new technologies (internet, mobile, and desktop). My technique was largely inspired by Jeff Bezos’s philosophy for developing Amazon.com. I had the privilege of speaking with Bezos in 1999, during the Amazon France launch where he advised me that the key to success in the twenty-first century would be the quality of the customer service. His work both persuaded and inspired me. And so I placed the individual at the center of our business strategy by developing a particularly proactive level of customer service. To do so, my team maintains daily contact with each client, individually, in order to check on their progress and satisfaction, and to offer encouragement. Anxa.com had already established a reputation in Paris by 2007, and the company was poised to revolutionize the online health, nutrition, and fitness market.


In a few minutes I was going to ask Dr. Cohen if he would partner with us. The conversation I’d had with the woman from Bordeaux had confirmed the potential merits of such a collaboration. I knew that with someone of Dr. Cohen’s caliber on our team, we would be in a position to help hundreds of thousands of people all over France. And it would no longer be necessary for them to put up with a three-month waiting list, or to spend ten hours traveling back and forth to Paris. I imagined online coaching not as a replacement, but as a useful accompaniment to the components that already existed: the initial consultation to make a diagnosis and to get off to a good start, the indispensable monthly appointment for tracking the patient’s progress, the diet books for informing patients in detail of what steps they needed to follow to succeed in their weight-loss efforts.


Dieting can be hard. There are so many mixed messages and so much temptation everywhere. The first step has to be your own commitment, and then you need a plan that will keep you motivated over time. To succeed, you need to make a promise to stay with the program. That is what I said to Dr. Cohen at our first meeting and what initially got him on board; his own work with his patients was based on the same concept. And that was the beginning of our collaboration in the Anxa.com online coaching service, which has helped five hundred thousand people in France lose weight over the past five years.


Now, to supplement this book—and drawing from the lessons of Jeff Bezos and Steve Jobs—I have developed theparisiandiet.com, an online coaching site that offers personalized daily emails, videos, and discussion groups, as well as The Parisian Diet Smartphone application.


It is true that in France, we enjoy a certain quality of life, we have a vision of happiness, and pursue our famous joie de vivre. These are three wonderful characteristics that we like to share with the world. Our lunches can famously last up to two hours. Even when they are less extravagant, they remain an important part of our day and are often shared with friends and colleagues. Dinner, which can take at least as long as lunch, is always devoted to our families. France also has a long history of cuisine, gastronomy, nutrition. So I am very proud to introduce you to the diet solution from Dr. Cohen, the man who, for so many years, has helped over a million people to lose weight and stay in shape. In this book you will discover his best advice and practical tips for shedding your excess pounds and starting a new life.


This time, it’s the right time; now it’s up to you to lose weight by improving the way you eat and starting your new Parisian-style life, “la vie en rose.”





PREFACE


THE FACT THAT I BECAME A NUTRITIONIST was no accident. I waged my own battle with weight loss.


My mother, after several challenging events in her life, began gaining weight and, over time, became obese. It was the 1970s and diet gurus were all the rage. I saw her go from one quack to the next, each one promising the moon yet always leaving her to gain back even more weight.


Like mothers everywhere, she adored her oldest son, yours truly. She manifested her love by feeding me, probably more than I needed. I became a chubby kid, then obese. As a result, I was bullied at school. In the locker room, I felt humiliated by the stares that my flab attracted. I was uncomfortable interacting with others, especially with girls. In a nutshell, my weight was linked to everything that made me unhappy. But I was totally incapable of following a diet—I couldn’t even fathom trying. And I certainly couldn’t count on my mother, who kept reassuring me of all of my other positive qualities.


The first time I set my mind to losing weight was after a young romance went sour. I hated my body and decided that it was the cause of the break-up. I threw myself into a severe, self-imposed diet. I ate a slice of bread with butter in the morning and had meat and a piece of fruit every day for lunch and again for dinner.


During the diet, I exercised intensely, which took my mind off my broken heart. I lost weight quickly. With each pound that melted away, I became increasingly motivated to lose the next one. That said, following the period of rapid weight loss, I developed a kind of food phobia, in which everything seemed to be forbidden. My mother, of course, was extremely worried; she discouraged my weight-loss efforts and constantly pressured me to eat.


Later, when I began my medical studies, I didn’t realize that my desire to help people stemmed from a desire to help my mother and myself. The day I met the talented man who ran the hospital nutrition center was the day I found my future career. I dove into the world of nutrition with a passion that still drives me today, and I was fortunate to become one of the early pioneers of this science. Back then, when I arrived at the hospital to treat patients, the other doctors often thought I was a chef!


*


After thirty years of treating patients in France—where I also hosted a popular reality television weight-loss program—I have shifted my focus to the growing problem of obesity in America. I’ve admired the United States for a long time now, and have held a strong emotional connection to the country since my childhood, when, living in war-torn Algeria, the American soldiers stationed there were a symbol of security and hope for my family and me. I remember occasional interactions with soldiers who treated me with kindness and entertained us by sprinkling their effervescent powder onto the ground (it was standard-issue powdered drink mix, but it—and they—seemed magical to my young eyes). My family eventually fled to France to escape the horrors happening in our homeland. There, I fell in love with American culture, in particular with Hollywood’s sensational heroes—from Superman, to Batman, to Rocky. Virtually all of the discoveries in the field of nutrition that I studied in medical school came from doctors and researchers in the United States, who were my precursors and role models. Yet today, the country’s best scientists struggle to resolve the greatest epidemic facing their health industry.


I am perplexed to see a country that has always exuded such strength and vitality now allowing the world to view its typical citizen as obese and its national cuisine as junk food. How is it possible that Americans—always cutting edge and renowned for succeeding at every endeavor—still haven’t found a solution to their national obesity problem? And what, therefore, is the prognosis for the rest of the world in the face of this health crisis.


I feel compelled to help. I see so many people around the world struggling with their weight, in increasing numbers, and professionally, I want to make a difference.


*







PART 1



BATTLING THE BULGE
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INTRODUCTION


EVERY YEAR COUNTLESS FAD DIETS EMERGE with miracle promises, yet none provide a lasting solution for managing your weight. For those who have tried and failed repeatedly, this is a painful reality. Once you step into the world of dieting, you are unlikely to ever get out again. The desire to shed pounds quickly becomes an obsession: you wake up thinking about how to lose weight and go to bed dreaming of being slim by morning. It’s time for a realistic diet, based on a healthy balance of eating enough so you’re not hungry yet reducing your calorie intake so you slim down—all while relishing each meal.


With the Parisian Diet, I’ll teach you how to change the way you eat, but not radically, so that you’ll be able to stick with it. I’ll show you how to break old habits and clear up misconceptions about food, such as the belief that the only way to lose weight is through abstinence. You can’t maintain an important life change if it is based on deprivation; that’s a sure-fire recipe for failure! I offer a sustainable solution. It’s not another flash-in-the-pan diet that will suck you into a cycle of yo-yo weight fluctuations. It’s a new approach to eating, drawing from a European tradition of regularly spaced meals and featuring delicious, healthy, and easy-to-prepare recipes that will bring a taste of France to your table.


Just because you’re on a diet doesn’t mean that fun is off the agenda. I will give you clear strategies for eating out, show you how to celebrate special occasions without ruining your diet efforts, and help you deal with cravings when they hit. Use my list of alternative ingredients in recipes to substitute anything you don’t like to eat.


With this diet, education is the key. You will succeed in losing weight permanently only when you learn to do so intelligently. I explain how to recognize the food industry’s tactics that get us to eat more and teach you how to put into context the unrealistic ideal of beauty prevalent in the media. I encourage you to seek deep within yourself to uncover the real cause for your weight gain, and share strategies that will help you become—and stay—slim. My straightforward plan includes practical dieting checklists and pointers on how to avoid common food traps. This book blows the whistle on false claims in the food industry and in fad diets in order to help you learn to diet better.


*


For several years, I have been analyzing American eating patterns, looking at the whole food chain and the habits that impact the way Americans eat. With globalization, these habits have become fairly common around the world and reflect the wide range of issues that lead to obesity. In the Parisian Diet, I address the physical, psychological, and cultural factors that impact our complex relationship with food. The solution I offer is a French one, born from my understanding of the problem from both a scientific and personal perspective. This customized weight-loss program, with personalized coaching also available online at www.theparisiandiet.com, will permit you to steadily lose 6 to 11 pounds (2.5–5 kg) per month. And in the end you’ll see that it’s not just about losing weight. It’s about accepting your body and its contours and transforming it into everything you want it to be.



FRENCH LESSONS







The Parisian Diet is modeled on healthy French eating habits, which offer substantial health benefits and protective features. Implementing French traditions alone can improve your health dramatically. Consider this: On average French people spend around two hours per day eating meals. The French consume more than 90 percent of their daily calorie intake at mealtimes. Conversely, Americans, for example, consume less than 80 percent of their calories at breakfast, lunch, and dinner. That means more than 20 percent of Americans’ calories come from snacking between meals—a substantial amount. A recent study shows that, over the past thirty years, American adults have increased their number of daily meals and snacks from three and a half to five, which amounts to an increase of 400 calories per day. The study concludes that “efforts to prevent obesity among U.S. adults (and among adults in other developed countries) should focus on reducing the number of meals and snacks people consume during the day as a way to reduce the energy imbalance caused by recent increases in energy intake.”1


In France, mealtimes are considered a real and necessary ritual, even when they don’t last for very long. In contrast, in many other countries, eating often is seen more as a mechanical act of “refueling”; something that can be done at the same time as other activities. Sixty-eight percent of French people eat lunch at home during the work week. This number is far lower in the United States, where “about 65 percent of employees eat lunch at their desk or don’t take any lunch break at all,”2 and in the United Kingdom “over six million UK employees are chained to their desks as just three in 10 (30 per cent) take a lunch hour.”3 And the number of families dining together, especially during the week, has been plummeting. In the past, family time revolved around the dining table. Our modern lifestyle, backed by the development of new food technologies—snacking, sandwiches on the go—ensures that opportunities to get together to eat are becoming increasingly rare. Whereas mealtimes and food once brought groups of people together, today they isolate them. We eat from vending machines and drive-thru windows. We move ever farther from the ways of our ancestors. In the United States there have been some strides to offset this negative shift, but the results may be even worse. We’re being sold—with the help of advertising and branding—new, 100-percent artificial food products that are supposed to recreate this sense of community in the form of “family-sized” boxes of macaroni and cheese, frozen pizza, and more.


Americans, as a result of these factors, are now the most obese people in the industrialized world, according to figures from the World Health Organization, with New Zealand, Canada, and the United Kingdom following closely behind in second, third, and fifth place respectively.4 In France, the proportion of obese people with a Body Mass Index (BMI) of 30 or greater is relatively low compared to other developed countries at 16.9 percent of the population, compared to 33.9 percent in the United States, 26.5 percent in New Zealand, 23.1 percent in Canada, 22.7 percent in the United Kingdom, and 21.6 percent in South Africa.5 I have spent a great deal of time studying why the French seem to be faring better than other populations. Most of it has to do with cultural and behavorial differences. First, the French are actively interested in cooking and cuisine. Pleasure is deliberately emphasized as a fundamental aspect of the eating experience and the quality of the ingredients is very important. A perfect hors d’oeuvre is appreciated for its flavor, color, texture, and presentation—and each morsel is savored. Anglo-Saxons, on the other hand, tend to attach more importance to the nutritional content of food and to the quantity, with the assumption that more is better. For the French it is the joie de vivre and the “naturalness” of foods that guarantee good health. The French do not eat simply to nourish themselves; eating is an activity in and of itself that begins with writing the shopping list and continues as we prepare a meal and sit down at the table to enjoy it with our family. This is a key difference between the French and Anglo-Saxons. Eating together at regular times is a priority in the Parisian’s daily routine. It helps us to avoid snacking throughout the day, which is critical in the fight against excess weight and obesity.


*



PARISIAN TIPS FOR YOUR DAILY ROUTINE





1   Enjoy your meal and indulge yourself from time to time. This is the most important element in succesful dieting. If you force yourself to eliminate all of your favorite foods, you’ll eventually give up on the diet. Instead, if you slip up or simply can’t resist a craving, take the time to enjoy your occasional splurge. Just be sure to make up for it with a recovery plan meal, and then resume your diet.


2   Space meals out regularly throughout the day and rediscover the pleasure of sharing a meal instead of leaving each member of the family to nibble away on whatever they can find in the fridge and the cupboards at every hour of the day and night. This will help to limit snacking between meals with the added bonus of promoting good relationships within the family.


3   Take a break. Three times a day, take time off to eat—a minimum of twenty minutes per meal—and pay attention to what you eat. Don’t distract yourself with anything else. Reading, watching television, working on the computer, or engaging in other activities while you eat are particularly hazardous because they focus your attention elsewhere, which prevents you from tuning into the clues that your body sends to acknowledge when you’re full. It’s very easy to keep on eating as if you’re on autopilot until all of the food is gone, unless you give your meal your undivided attention.


4   Focus on making each meal a pleasure. Now that you’re focused on your meal—get all of the senses involved. Savor each mouthful. Really taste every bite. It may sound funny, but when you take a moment to look at and smell your food before tasting it, it can enhance the overall experience, making you more fully appreciate and feel more satisfied with your meal.


5   Get back into the kitchen. Return to home cooking with simple recipes and fresh ingredients, rather than prepackaged, ready-made meals, which contain excessive amounts of salt, saturated fats, and trans fats, and which make it difficult to achieve a balanced diet.


6   Reduce portion sizes. When you overload your plate and then feel compelled to eat everything on it, you often end up eating more than you really need—and continue eating even after you feel full.


7   Drink water throughout the day.
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CHAPTER 1


STRIVING TO BE THIN: AGAINST ALL ODDS


ONE SIZE FITS ALL: AN IMPOSSIBLE IDEAL







WE ARE AT ODDS WITH OURSELVES. At the dawn of the third millennium, fat is out, yet the majority of us are just that. While we’re more obsessed with body shape than ever before, few of us are happy when we look at ourselves in a mirror. We are much like the evil queen in Snow White: when she sees her reflected image and learns she is no longer fairest of them all, she becomes enraged and depressed. Who hasn’t felt this way? Our well-being is dependent upon the way we view ourselves, no matter who we are and where we live in the world.


From Paris to Hollywood, and in every small town in between, the belief in inner beauty has been largely abandoned. Instead, week after week, we monitor the changes in the waistlines of our favorite celebrities. Who has put on or lost the most weight? We barely discuss their current performances, as their talents of singing or acting have taken a backseat to how they look. We scrutinize their derriere or their legs, in the hope that these celebrities, when they lose weight, will divulge the magic formula. And some of them do lend their name to endorse a wonder product—even though they might not have tried it themselves—and we follow them blindly, credit card in hand. In our minds we create a personal ideal of beauty that is insidiously oppressive and destructive. And this is done with the complicity of the press, the fashion world, the media, and even doctors!


Who hasn’t heard both of these statements from their doctor: “You must lose weight; your health depends on it” or “Don’t diet like that; it’s dangerous for your health”? How can you sort through these mixed messages?


The current situation is not unique to the United States. It’s happening everywhere. Since the media have such a firm grasp on defining our ideal of beauty—and news organizations have become increasingly international—distinctive regional, national, and continental notions of beauty are becoming blurred in favor of identikit characterizations of one size fits all. The same supermodels grace the covers of magazines everywhere; the same actresses are shown in New York, London, and Hong Kong; the same idols appear on the small screen and in video clips. A homogenous world style has emerged. And when those idols are matchstick thin, androgynous, anorexic, or flaunt silicon-enhanced breasts, an unhealthy so-called norm emerges that millions of women attempt to emulate.


And this “accepted standard” is far from reality. “Since the mid 1970s, the proportion of people who are obese … has increased sharply in many countries.”1 Take my country, France, for instance. According to the World Health Organization (WHO), more than 49 percent of the population has a BMI of 25 or greater, qualifying them as either overweight or obese.2 The figures cited by the WHO are even worse elsewhere. A staggering 66.9 percent of Americans, 62.7 percent of New Zealanders, 61 percent of Britons, and 59.1 percent of Canadians today qualify either as overweight or obese.3 And while the WHO finds nearly half of all Australians have a BMI of 25 or greater, a recent national study by the Australian Bureau of Statistics reports an even higher figure for its population, indicating that “in 2011–12, 63.4% of Australians aged 18 years and over were overweight or obese.”4
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