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Introduction



I’m truly honored and grateful to be able to share this cookbook with you. One of the biggest lessons I’ve learned while working in the field of health and wellness the past twenty years is that food can be a powerful tool for happiness and healing, but it can also be a powerful weapon for degradation and disease.


Food is one of the most powerful entities in our universe—and I don’t make that statement lightly. The food that we eat literally becomes a part of us. Through a process that’s nothing short of miraculous, food is able to be transformed into human tissue. Every cell in your heart, your brain, your bones, and your belly is made from the food that you eat. Food is what makes us who we are. But in many ways, we’ve lost sight of this.


In my university biology classes, while learning about the wondrous world of our cells, my classmates and I were never taught that the quality and content of our cells would be determined by the food that we eat. There was a disconnect from understanding that our mitochondria were made from our meals, our nuclei were made from nutrients, and our membranes were made from our menu. In essence, we were given an assumption that these parts and processes “just happen.” And this lack of awareness has filtered its way through every part of conventional medicine.


The highest levels of training in health care and medicine receive a staggeringly small amount of education in nutrition. Oftentimes, that education is superficial and positions food as just “fuel” or a means to avoid deficiencies. The dominant role that food plays in health is simply not understood. The average cardiologist, as brilliant and caring as they might be, has little conscious awareness that the organ they are treating is made from the food their patient has eaten. They’re operating blind to the fact that the veins, arteries, and makeup of blood itself are all made from their patient’s diet. Could this missing link in health care be the reason behind our epidemics of chronic diseases that have skyrocketed in recent decades? I believe that once we truly understand how much food matters, we will see a revolution in the health and well-being of our society.


Food Literally Saved My Life.


In my darkest days, food came to the rescue and helped me reshape my mind and body. At just 20 years old, I was diagnosed with an advanced arthritic condition of my spine. My bone density was so low that I broke my hip while running, and I was a few drive-thru menu items away from no longer recognizing myself in the mirror.


I was tip-toeing into obesity as stealthily as a ninja. My residual self-image was that of someone who’s a fit athlete who could perform at any given moment. But my life circumstances were that of someone who was living with chronic pain, addicted to fast food, and gaining so much weight that my booty broke through the frame of my couch when I sat down one day. Did that experience help me realize that I needed to make some changes and get healthy? Well, in the words of Forrest Gump, “The only good thing about being wounded in the buttocks is the ice cream.”


So more ice cream it was! But only the premium cheap stuff from Dairy Queen… added to my usual rotation of McDonald’s, Burger King, Taco Bell, Popeye’s Chicken, and Papa John’s Pizza. I ate fast food 300-plus days of the year for several years. And when I wasn’t eating fast food, you’d find me dining on a box of Velveeta Shells & Cheese (yes, the whole box was my meal), a family-sized can of beef ravioli, or one of many cartoon character–laden boxes of cereal. I was eating myself into an early grave, yet not one of my physicians asked me about my diet.


A massive meta-analysis published in The Lancet in 2019 titled “Health effects of dietary risks in 195 countries” examined the links between poor diet and the skyrocketing rates of chronic diseases in our world today. The scientists determined that poor diet kills 11 million people around the world every year. The researchers stated, “Our findings show that suboptimal diet is responsible for more deaths than any other risks globally… highlighting the urgent need for improving human diet across nations.”1


Poor diet is responsible for more deaths than any other issue in the world. Why is this not breaking news every day? The situation is beyond dire. But the good news is that we know what the problem is, we understand the social systems that enabled this to happen, and we now have clinically proven strategies to turn this situation around.


It’s important to know that we don’t get to this level of disease and dysfunction from tripping and falling face-first into a box of Twinkies. There are coordinated efforts by processed food manufacturers, lobbyists, friendly government regulations that corroborate the processed food industry, and relentless marketing of low-quality foods—with an especially malicious aim at our children.


That’s how Cap’n Crunch and Ronald McDonald got their hooks in me. I was young, impressionable, and my developing brain didn’t stand a chance against the well-funded teams of food scientists who were formulating fake foods to make them irresistible. My childhood was filled to the brim with fake foods and their even faker mascots. I saw Toucan Sam on the television telling me to “follow your nose” to a box of Froot Loops, and that’s just what I did. I didn’t have any context to understand that he could be lying to me right through his rainbow-colored beak. And I was far from alone.


A report published in Archives of Pediatrics and Adolescent Medicine detailed an eye-opening study that tested if placing a cartoon character on the box of cereal influenced children’s taste preferences. The children were asked to taste test what they believed to be different cereals and rate them on a five-point smiley face scale. Some of the cereal boxes had cartoon mascots, some did not. Even though the cereal was actually the same, kids consistently rated the taste of the cartoon-featured cereals better.2


Every day, processed food companies are manipulating our families biochemically and psychologically. By the time I made it to college, I was so inundated and addicted to chemical-laden processed foods that nearly every meal I ate was devoid of meaningful nutrition. And as a result, my health was rapidly falling apart.


Physician after physician told me that my condition was “incurable” and it was something that “just happens,” which was very similar to the ideology that I picked up in my university education as well. But something just didn’t add up. There was another principle that kept gnawing at me: the concept of causality.


Nothing in our identifiable reality “just happens.” There are specific causes for the effects that we see and experience. We might not be able to consciously pinpoint what those causes are. But just because a well-meaning expert can’t explain what the reason for the effects are, it doesn’t mean that our circumstances are just a stroke of bad luck. After several years of pain and suffering, I finally asked myself a couple of important questions that changed everything:


“If my spine and bones are degenerating, what’s causing the degeneration? What are my spine and bones actually made of?”


And since my attention had been solely focused on disease and I’d been outsourcing my health to others that entire time, it was like a switch was flipped on in my mind. I asked: “What can I do to feel better? What can I do to get healthier?”


By changing my perspective, I suddenly felt less like a victim and more like I had influence over my actions and outcomes. When I began asking better questions, it led me to better answers. Eventually, I realized that our bodies simply can’t build our tissues correctly without being provided with the raw materials to do so. Our bodies are incredibly intelligent and resilient, and if forced to, they can do a patchwork job to try to hold our health together. But what if we provided our bodies with the essential nutrients required to build robust cellular structures? And what if we avoided the things that are proven to tear those cellular structures down?


Some of the critical nutrients needed to shore up my bone density went beyond the call for calcium I’d seen in commercials. Celebrities donning Steve Harvey–sized milk mustaches were telling me a tall glass of pasteurized, homogenized milk would give me strong bones. Yet no matter how much milk I was guzzling, I was feeling more like Mr. Glass than Mr. Incredible. By investigating what’s really required for great bone density, I learned about dozens of other powerful nutrients that I rarely received on my drive-thru diet. Nutrients like vitamin D, vitamin K, magnesium, zinc, and amino acids like glycine were all noted in peer-reviewed studies to improve and support bone density. Even omega-3 fatty acids have been proven to contribute to bone mineral density. A study published in the peer-reviewed journal PLoS One found that the consumption of omega-3s can improve bone mineral density specifically in the hips and the lumbar spine—the two regions where my body just happened to be breaking down!3


Omega-3s are some of the most delicate, most easily damaged compounds in nature. With the way that I was eating, it’s not an exaggeration to say that I could easily go years at a time not getting in a viable source of omega-3s. But now that I knew what to target, I felt like there was a powerful momentum shift happening in my favor.


I could’ve easily become a natural pill popper and started gobbling up synthetic forms of all the nutrients I needed. And, actually, I tried that for a bit. I got a little bit better, but I also got a lot broker. Buying all of those supplements on my college student budget was not going to cut it. However, the process of figuring things out for myself led me to one of the most overlooked keys in all of health.


The nutrients needed to be bioavailable—that is, efficiently assimilated and utilized by my cells. In our haste to dominate and control nature (the central tenet in modern science), we have missed out on the fact that there’s an underlying intelligence that animates all of life. When you isolate things into parts, you negate the power of the whole. A synthetic nutrient, though it may have the same chemical makeup, does not have the underlying intelligence or, even more tangibly speaking, the supporting elements and nutrient cofactors that magnify its resonance with our human cells.


Food isn’t just food; it’s information.


Take vitamin E, for example. This nutrient is important for healthy function of your cardiovascular system, cognitive performance, and even the health of your skin. Well, a study published in the American Journal of Clinical Nutrition determined that natural vitamin E has nearly twice the bioavailability of synthetic vitamin E. What about the fan favorite vitamin C? Renowned for its support of our immune systems, it’s also important for improving our sleep quality, supporting cardiovascular health, and it’s one of the most powerful antioxidants ever discovered. A study cited in the Journal of Cardiology put a vitamin C–dense berry up against a synthetic vitamin C supplement to see which one was more protective against a potent oxidative stressor like smoking. The study had twenty male smokers consume camu camu berries (one of the highest botanical sources of vitamin C) daily over the course of a one-week study and found that it led to significantly lowered oxidative stress and inflammatory biomarkers such as C-reactive protein. What’s more, there were no changes in these markers in the group who received an ordinary synthetic vitamin C supplement. For the researchers, this indicated that the combination of other antioxidants from the berries had a more powerful antioxidant effect than synthetic vitamin C products alone.4,5


Food isn’t just food; it’s information. And real food has the intelligence and resonance with human cells to make all the difference in the world. Once I understood this, I began to focus on eating foods that were rich in the nutrients my body had been craving. These real, delicious, nutrient-dense foods began to transform my body from the inside out. Within a matter of days, my energy levels began to increase and I felt more motivated, optimistic, and capable. Within a matter of weeks, the pain I’d been experiencing for years began to fade away and I began to release the fear of moving my body. I didn’t need pharmaceutical drugs to help me get around anymore, and the pain was no longer waking me up at night. And within a matter of months, I’d lost nearly 20 pounds, my skin was glowing, and my body was transforming in ways I couldn’t have imagined.


Real food saved my life, and it ignited a fire in me to inspire and serve others. I began working as a trainer at my university gym, and after graduating I began teaching cutting-edge nutritional science to individuals and organizations all over the world. It’s been surreal to see all that’s transpired the past twenty years in this field. I’ve had the honor of working with organizations ranging from Google to ESPN. I’ve lectured everywhere from the neuroscience department at New York University to the cold climate and warm hearts of the students and faculty at Dalhousie University in Canada. There was a time when all of the speaking and traveling for my mission was frequently taking me away from my family. Nowadays, they’re usually accompanying me on these adventures, and the mission of improving our society’s wellness has become a family affair.


Friends, family, and food are going to be there to help guide you on your mission. And I’m going to show you how. You’re about to discover some mind-blowing facts about food that will change your life forever.


I believe that we can leave our world, and the health of our communities, better than we found it. But for that to happen, we have to find ways to innovate, to connect, and to empower. That’s the reason that I started my show ten years ago, when podcasting wasn’t, yet, a part of our popular lexicon. It was to provide the education that I wish I would’ve had access to when I was struggling to turn my health around. I know, firsthand, the power of awareness, access, and opportunity. And that’s the passion I put into every episode and the thousands of hours that have been invested into uplifting every person I can. The Model Health Show has been the number one health podcast in the US many times over the years. But what makes that statement truly special is that it was created by someone who was led to believe that he was unhelpable; someone who believed that his conditions of pain, poverty, and despair were his destiny; someone who’d hit rock bottom and finally decided that it was a firm place to stand up.


I don’t believe that there’s anything particularly special about me. To me, we are all so beautiful, phenomenal, and capable that it’s difficult to articulate. The rub is that we must each decide, as an individual, to unlock that beauty and capacity within us. We have to decide who we’re going to be in this world and how we’re going to serve. It takes a tremendous amount of courage to work on ourselves and decide to express more of our potential. But the good news is that we don’t have to do it alone.


Friends, family, and food are going to be there to help guide you on your mission. And I’m going to show you how. You’re about to discover some mind-blowing facts about food that will change your life forever. Plus, this is change that you actually get to eat! Within these pages are a plethora of amazing recipes deliciously designed with a specific purpose. The bridge that I crossed, going from the drive-thru diet that was promoting my illness, to real-food nutrition that was promoting my health and vitality, was much more fun and easier than most people realize. Having a family, there was no way we were going to go from eating the processed food in a value meal to serving my kids a sliver of romaine lettuce topped with a dropperful of hypoallergenic hummus. We would’ve had a revolt from the townspeople! Just picture the kids in your family coming at you with pitchforks—or any forks, for that matter. Neurosis and diet dogma are not necessary. Our number one objective is to make delicious meals we know and love while radically upgrading their ingredients. That’s what transformed my health and the health of my family, and that’s what I’ve had the honor of teaching countless others to do along the way.


The companion to the cookbook you are holding in your hands, Eat Smarter: Use the Power of Food to Reboot Your Metabolism, Upgrade Your Brain, and Transform Your Life, took off like a rocket when it was released. It was the number one new release of all books on Amazon, a USA Today national bestseller, a top 10 audiobook, and several other incredible accolades. But what most surprised me about this important “big idea” book that was dedicated to teaching people about metabolic health, cognitive health, emotional intelligence, and more, was how many readers were making and posting recipes from the book and sharing them with their friends and family online. Even with the paradigm-changing information in the book, it still boils down to making tasty meals and eating them. That’s what inspired me to create this Eat Smarter Family Cookbook. So let’s get started with the life-changing insights that will help you stack conditions in your favor!
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Family Matters



CHAPTER ONE Eating smarter is about much more than preparing and eating delicious foods. It’s about going beyond the plate to upgrade your environment so that healthy eating becomes automatic.
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We might be under the illusion that we are making the choices of what we eat by our own free will. But the research clearly indicates that our environment and, more interestingly, whom we’re eating with have a huge impact on our diet and health outcomes.


For thousands of years prior to our current generation, food centered around more than just the act of eating. Food was about family. Food was about sharing and cooperation. Food was about celebration and community.


We’ve quickly shifted from a species that prepared and ate food together for millennia to frequently eating in isolation with processed foods and mind-numbing media. What is the real impact of this shift in behavior? Did eating together help protect human health in some way?


Several studies have now demonstrated how much the simple act of eating as a family can influence the outcomes of our food choices. For instance, researchers at Harvard University recently uncovered that people who consistently eat dinner with their families frequently consume more fruits and vegetables and less soda and processed foods. Their data analysis also showed that increased frequency of family dinner was associated with higher intakes of several nutrients that support health and defend the body against diseases. Specifically, eating together as a family increased consumption of fiber, calcium, folate, iron, B vitamins, vitamin C, vitamin E; lowered glycemic load; and lowered the intake of trans fats.1


FACT: The conditions in which we eat have a profound impact on what we eat.


If we’re constantly trying to target the food choices themselves, without addressing the environment and the family culture around eating, we are truly doing ourselves a disservice. Having a family ritual of eating meals together makes it easier to eat better things. The consistency in routine, the intentional meal planning, and the elimination of distractions are just some of the reasons this simple act can have such a huge impact.


Another study, cited in the Journal of Nutrition Education and Behavior, found that children who ate breakfast with their families at least four times a week were more likely to consume adequate amounts of nutrient-rich fruits and vegetables. The study went on to report that children whose TV was never or rarely on during family meals were significantly less likely to consume soda and chips. And children who consumed breakfast, lunch, or dinner with their family at least four days per week ate at least five servings of fruits and vegetables the vast majority of days each week.2


What’s specifically interesting about this study is that it was incorporating data from minority children who generally lived within the construct of low-income communities. This shines a subtle but hopeful light that even if we don’t yet have access to the best food options, creating and sustaining a new family ritual of eating together more often can dramatically improve the health outcomes of our families.


In the introduction to this cookbook, I shared how I grew up inundated with ultra-processed foods. Oftentimes, my family struggled to get by. There were times that we’d receive food from charities, we’d receive food from government assistance programs (unless you’ve had government cheese, you simply can’t understand government cheese), and more often than not, my mom would have to make a dollar stretch further than your favorite yoga pose.


My parents did the best they could with what they had. But none of us understood how much the heavily processed foods we were eating every day was influencing our health outcomes. As a result, essentially everyone in my family and extended family had at least one chronic disease—obesity, heart disease, diabetes, asthma, eczema, and depression, to name a few.


We were literally surrounded by fast-food restaurants and liquor stores overflowing with heavily processed foods. The food was cheap, accessible, and artificially designed to tantalize our taste buds. But it wasn’t just the external environment, or the food itself. It was our family culture around eating. It may sound unreal, but I can count on my two hands the number of times my family actually sat down and ate a meal together. We’d often eat at the same time, but it was more like a free-for-all. Everybody would grab something and eat wherever we could sit, often in front of the television, and often with the trappings being ultra-processed foods.


With these pieces of data, it can become easy to place blame on our caregivers for our personal habits. But that’s not what this is about. I simply can’t blame my parents for my eating behavior. It was a cultural phenomenon.


But here’s where our power truly resides. We are not just products of our environment, we are creators of our environment. Once we become aware of how our environment is shaping our choices, we can make simple yet powerful shifts in our environment to make healthier choices more accessible. Again, the process starts with awareness.


For example, despite our economic status, had we known that simply eating together as a family more often could provide an added defense against illness and improve our health outcomes, we could’ve taken advantage of it. Now that I have this information within my grasp, I can use it to stack conditions in my family’s favor and help spread this empowering information to every family possible.


This education is needed more than ever. Along with the steady decline in family meals, there’s been a steady increase in our society’s consumption of heavily processed foods. Today, according to data published in the BMJ, nearly 60 percent of the average American’s diet consists of ultra-processed foods. This is a shocking statistic, when only a fraction of that amount was common just a few decades ago. And the worst impact is happening to our kids.3


A new study published in the Journal of the American Medical Association (JAMA) analyzed the trends in ultra-processed food consumption by young people between the ages of 2 and 19 over the past two decades. The study found that from 1999 to 2018, the average American youth’s ultra-processed food consumption went from an already staggering 61.4 percent of their diet to an even more alarming 67 percent! In association with this growing trend, childhood obesity has tripled in the last thirty years. We cannot stand idly by and allow this crisis to continue. It’s up to us, as parents, to make changes at home that can filter their way out to the community at large.4,5,6
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According to data published in JAMA Network and the journal Pediatrics, children and adolescents are at vulnerable stages for the development of environment-fostered obesity. The researchers uncovered that eating together as a family more often provides an added layer of protection against obesity and more. The data revealed that children and young adults who share family meals three or more times per week are more likely to be in a healthy weight range and have healthier eating habits than those who share fewer than three family meals together. Additionally, and incredibly important, these children were far less likely to engage in disordered eating. Just three family meals per week is the minimum bar to set to provide an additional layer of real health insurance.7,8


Eating together isn’t just great for kids, it’s amazing for parents, too. A study cited in the journal Family and Consumer Sciences disclosed that sitting down to a family meal helped working parents reduce the tension and strain from long hours at the office. The researchers found that even if test subjects had major stress at work, if they could make it home in time to eat dinner with their family, their employee morale stayed high. However, as work increasingly interfered with the ability to eat dinner with their family, levels of dissatisfaction at work began to creep up. It’s still not widely understood how devastating excessive stress can be to our well-being. According to data published in JAMA Internal Medicine, upwards of 80 percent of all physician visits today are for stress-related illnesses. Stress is exacerbated when we’re not eating well and not getting enough healthy social connection. Eating dinner with people you love is a surprising buffer against that stress that more people need to know about.9,10


Despite all of the psychological and biological benefits of eating together seen in studies, according to researchers at Harvard University today only about 30 percent of families manage to eat together regularly. Again, the cultural norm of eating together as a family has steadily declined in recent decades, while our consumption of technology and ultra-processed foods has steadily gone up.11


A startling truth is that our devices can divide us. Used intentionally and responsibly, our technological innovations can help us to connect in many ways. But as the research indicates, jacking into the matrix through our screens can have us immersed (and even addicted) to a virtual world and missing out on the real world—and real people—right around us.


We all love the experience of getting together to watch a movie or a big game with food, friends, and family. This can be a wonderful event to take part in. Yet when meals in front of screens becomes the daily norm, as it is for many families, social and eating dysfunction is likely not far behind.


Television programming has been programming our families for decades. America literally invented the concept of the “TV dinner” back in the 1950s. The ads showed happy families huddled up around the television with their freshly reheated frozen dinner trays. The ads would say things like “Ready in minutes… No work and no dishes!” That’s like straight-up sexy talk to parents in an increasingly fast-paced world. The catch was, this act of dissociation leads to overlooked stress in other ways. Let’s take a look at the field of epigenetics to understand why.
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We are not just products of our environment, we are creators of our environment.


Your genes expect you to connect.


I first learned about epigenetics during a lecture from renowned cell biologist Dr. Bruce Lipton many years ago. The prefix epi means “above,” and epigenetics is the study of our cellular function above genetic control. In college, I was taught about health through the lens of the “central dogma.” This was the belief that your genetic information flows only in one direction, from DNA to RNA to protein. There is no room for change. Your genes control everything about you. And there’s nothing you can do about it. The central dogma is like Sho’nuff from the movie The Last Dragon, swearing that he’s “the master.” But in reality, when you truly understand epigenetics, that’s when you realize you have the power to access “the glow.”


I was led to believe that I was simply the victim of some bad genetic cards, and that my health problems were something that “just happens.” But in reality, I had elicited the function of several epigenetic factors that were causing my DNA to “print out” lower-quality copies of me.


Yes, we all have genetic predispositions for certain conditions, but as a recent study published by researchers at UC Berkeley concluded, only a tiny fraction of diseases are caused by true genetic defects. The report, titled “Genetic Factors Are Not the Major Causes of Chronic Diseases” elucidates several epigenetic environmental and lifestyle factors that actually promote disease expression—things like smoking, deficiency in critical nutrients like omega-3s, and the consumption of trans fats from heavily processed foods. But one of the fastest growing epigenetic factors being studied is interpersonal human relationships in the real world.12


A collaborative analysis from scientists at Stanford University and the University of Illinois states: “Genes in the brain are malleable, turning on or off in response to internal and external cues… [and] social signals can have a profound effect on when and how genes function.” Social animals (not just humans) require healthy social interactions for optimal function and maintenance of DNA. This is why our relationships are emerging as one of the most potent epigenetic controllers influencing our health.13,14


A meta-analysis of 148 studies tracking over 300,000 participants uncovered that adults with strong social ties have a 50 percent boost in longevity versus individuals who don’t. I want to take a moment to appreciate how profound this really is. According to the scientists at Brigham Young University who compiled this data, healthy relationships can contribute up to a 50 percent reduction in risk of death from all causes. In fact, strong social relationships were more indicative of longevity than exercising or beating obesity.15


Now, that’s not to say that exercise and having a healthy body composition are not incredibly important. But it highlights that there’s a lot more to health and longevity than the standardized things we’re programmed to think about. Community and connection are things that are encoded in our DNA. Our genes expect us to have strong bonds to other humans. It’s how we evolved… it’s how we made it to this point as a species. Yet today, in many ways, we are more isolated than at any other time in history.


On the surface, it can look as though we’re more connected than ever. We may have hundreds or even thousands of friends through online social networks. We have Skype, Zoom, FaceTime, and so much more to see people face-to-face virtually. We have access to countless online groups and so many other virtual ways to connect. But something is missing…


A report from the National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine demonstrates that in the US, more than one out of every three adults aged 45 and older feels lonely. And research utilizing the UCLA Loneliness Scale revealed that loneliness scores are highest in people between the ages of 18 to 22 years old. The study demonstrated that well over half of our population feels lonely. And the rise in social media use has paradoxically increased loneliness, with 73 percent of heavy social media users ranking high in loneliness scores, as compared with 52 percent of light social media users ranking high in loneliness. Neither fact is good. And it’s having a serious impact on our health.16,17


The report succinctly detailed that:




[image: image] Social isolation significantly increases a person’s risk of premature death from all causes.


[image: image] Social isolation is associated with about a 50 percent increased risk of dementia, currently the sixth leading cause of death in America.


[image: image] Having poor social relationships, as characterized by social isolation or loneliness, is linked to a 29 percent increased risk of heart disease and a 32 percent increased risk of stroke.


[image: image] Loneliness is strongly associated with higher rates of depression, anxiety, and suicide.




Again, these results don’t “just happen.” Our real-world relationships are crucial epigenetic controllers that determine our health outcomes. On the empowering side, this is another factor emerging from studies on healthy centenarians (people who live to be 100 years old or more). There are wide-ranging diet and exercise habits from centenarian to centenarian, but community and social connection consistently stands out as a definitive factor for longevity.


Yes, technology can ignite and support relationships. But there’s something vital about connection in the real world that simply cannot be replaced. Let’s use this powerful science as a call to action for our little ones, elder ones, and everyone in between. Part of healing our health struggles is being more intentional about coming together with friends and family and eating together more often. The dinner table can truly act as a unifier. Sharing a meal is the perfect opportunity to catch up, talk, and connect with those who matter most. It’s cool that we have our hustle muscles flexing big time in our world today (we’ve got some work to do!), but it’s also absolutely critical to decompress. And doing that along with good food and family can transform our reality.


Here are some tips to start utilizing to radically up-level your nutrition, your health, and your relationships.


No. 1 Schedule It!


Today, it’s easier than ever to have random things invade your good intentions. Rather than leaving things up to chance, block off specific times each week that are sacred for your family. The very best data we have shows that three meals per week together with your family is the minimum bar to see some profound improvements in nutrition, mental health, and overall health outcomes. More is fine, but three is the minimum bar to set.


This can be breakfast, lunch, dinner, or even a combination of different meals. For example, you could block off Monday, Wednesday, and Thursday for family dinners. Or family dinners can be scheduled for Tuesday and Thursday, plus a family brunch on Sunday. Or, say you work in the evenings, and family breakfast together Monday through Friday works best. There are many ways to slice and dice this. But the most important thing is that it complements your lifestyle and family goals in the most graceful way possible.


Remember, it’s essential to schedule it! Put it on your calendar and set a reminder. It’s a vital step towards making it real.


No. 2 Make It a Phone-Free Zone


This is one of the most important things you can do to be more present and make the most of your family meal times. The science is very clear on this. Devices will divide you. If you want to connect and reap the health benefits we’ve covered, it’s a must to set up a phone-free parameter.


A plethora of studies demonstrate how the active use of smartphones reduces our awareness of the external environment, distracts our focus, and contributes to diminished performance when multitasking. When you are scrolling social media while simultaneously talking to a friend, you are definitely not 100 percent present with your friend. That’s obvious. But what’s not so obvious is that the mere presence of your phone, whether you’re on it or not, has been proven to reduce your mental capacity. Researchers at the University of Texas at Austin conducted fascinating studies to test a variety of cognitive processes while test subjects had their phone facedown on the table next to them, versus having their phone in their pocket or backpack, or having it in another room entirely. Having the phone within their field of vision led to significant reductions in their cognitive capacity. (The researchers surmised that the presence of their phones reduced their mental energy or caused more “brain drain.”) Having their phone in their pocket or backpack near them caused slight reductions in cognitive capacity as well. But in both instances, the participants subjectively didn’t think that having their phone near them affected them at all. They were severely wrong. They believed, as most of us do, that as long as they’re not on it, it’s not a distraction.18


The reality is that we have a very strong cognitive association with our phones and what they give us access to. According to another study published in the journal Social Psychology, even the sight of someone else’s phone distracts our attention. The researchers detailed how the mere sight of a smartphone turns up our awareness of the “broader social community” we can access through that device. This attention-robbing experience is largely unconscious. But it’s just the tip of the iceberg of the growing body of science revealing how our devices are impacting our brains.19


The bottom line: Accessing the benefits of eating together with your family means not bringing your digital teleportation device to the table with you. Make a pact with your family to leave the smartphones in another room, tuck them away out of arm’s reach, or implement another creative way to keep your phones from trespassing on your family time.


No. 3 Embrace the Adjustment (and Be Kind to Yourself)


When making changes to your family’s routine, there’s naturally going to be an adjustment period. Some families find out about the benefits and protective elements of eating together as a family and immediately find a rhythm that works and enjoy the process right off the bat. Some families—particularly if eating together has been rare and devices have been the usual meal companions—have a little more turbulence when making family meals a new part of the family culture. No matter what boat you’re in, you can get the ship sailing to more connection and better family health. Remember, you are the captain of the ship. You can fly by the seat of your pants like Captain Jack Sparrow, or you can intentionally guide your crew to the destination you want to arrive at.


The first step is clarity. What is the end result you want? What is your north star? Communicate that with your family. Be a benevolent leader and say, “This is what we’re doing as a family,… this is the direction we’re going,… and here are the reasons why.”


For example, let’s say your end result is having family dinner together three nights per week. Communicate your mission statement with your family: “We are going to make it a power-packed family tradition to have dinner together Sunday, Monday, and Wednesday each week. This is something we’re all going to make sacred, and support each other on. We’re going to do this to ensure that our family is able to connect because I love you so much. And I want to make sure that we’re all creating healthy habits that you’ll be able to pass down for generations to come.”


Whatever the goal you have is, whatever the reasons might be, a little communication can go a long way.


Again, some families hop right on board and enjoy the new open waters. Other families might have some questions about the voyage, while other families might have a member or two who feel like they’d rather walk the plank.


One of the simplest ways to get your kids on board is to get them involved. Ask them for input on what an awesome family dinner would look like. Ask them questions about what could make it more fun and rewarding for them. Maybe they’d love family dinner to be outside one of those nights each week, whether it’s a patio, a blanket in the backyard, or a picnic table at a nearby park. There are so many flavors of what an outdoor meal can look like. Maybe they’d like to have a special seating arrangement, a special premeal ritual, or a special dessert. There are so many ways to help them be involved in the process. You’ll likely find that when you give them specific choices (A or B), they’re more willing to oblige, and even more happy with the outcome.
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Harvest Bowl with Honey Mustard (here)
















Be kind and patient with yourself. But also be firm in your intention. Everything will not always go according to plan, but you are more than capable of navigating choppy waters. For instance, the kids might not be thrilled about getting off their screens for family meals initially, especially if the family culture has previously been screen-heavy. But those cognitive patterns that make their devices so alluring can be tamped down and changed. You have to understand that their little brains can get addicted just like ours do. As a leader, you have the ability to know your family members’ personalities and what motivates them. Use your benevolent influence to guide them in the desired direction. And definitely take advantage of the next tip!


No. 4 Put Some Icing on the Family Time Cake


One of the most common mistakes people make when taking on a new habit change is taking away what they’re used to and replacing it with something of far less value. If you’re going to suddenly take away your favorite rich, full-fat chocolate ice cream and replace it with a sugar-free, fat-free, dairy-free, gluten-free, pleasure-free (I might as well lick a chocolate-colored ice cube) alternative, you’re probably not going to be happy with that switch. And you’re probably going to have a vendetta for the person who told you it was a great idea to do that in the first place.
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