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introduction



THOUGH THIS BOOK includes a plan for eating pegan for 28 days, you shouldn’t think of it as a fad, cleanse or any other short-term solution. Instead, think of it as the best way for you to reset your body and jump into the exciting world of pegan eating. According to its creator Dr. Mark Hyman, pegan, or paleo-vegan, is a diet you should embrace for the rest of your life. This extremely flexible plan combines the best parts of vegan and paleo diets, helping people live healthier, more satisfying lives. So what are you waiting for? It’s time to start eating pegan and start feeling good, inside and out.




















What Is the Pegan Diet?


Part paleo, part vegan, the pegan diet isn’t simply a combination of these two diametrically opposed dietary programs.


At first glance, it seems the paleo diet, which involves eating high-quality meats, eggs and animal fats, and the vegan diet, which avoids anything remotely derived from animals, are incompatible.


The term, pegan, was coined by Dr. Mark Hyman in a blog post on his website that was published November 7, 2014. The director of the Cleveland Clinic Center for Functional Medicine claimed that his inspiration for combining aspects of paleo with the vegan diet came from research that demonstrates both can have health-promoting qualities.


Both paleo and vegan are known for promoting natural weight loss, lowering cholesterol and reversing diabetes. But with both approaches so fundamentally different, which one is the right one? Hyman suggests you can be both.


Hyman said in his original pegan blog post: “I vote for being a pegan or paleo-vegan, which is what I have chosen for myself and recommend for most of my patients. Keep in mind that most of us need to personalize the approach depending on our health conditions, preferences and needs.”


PRINCIPLES OF THE PEGAN DIET


When people hear that the pegan diet is part paleo and part vegan, they often assume it simply combines what the two diets have in common. Yet the only overlapping foods between the two are fruits, vegetables, nuts and seeds—a hunger-inducing diet, for sure.


Instead, Hyman says the overarching principle in common between paleo and being a healthy vegan is the primary focus on “real, whole, fresh food that is sustainably raised.”
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The principles that both diets agree on, and that Hyman outlined in his original pegan post, are:


• Plenty of vegetables and fruits


• Low glycemic load (very low sugar, flour and refined carbohydrates)


• Organic, local and fresh foods that are low in pesticides, antibiotics, hormones and GMOs


• Adequate protein intake


• Foods free from chemicals, additives, dyes, preservatives, MSG and artificial sweeteners


• Higher intake of good-quality omega-3 fats


For the purposes of pairing paleo with vegan, it is additionally important to focus on sustainably raised animal products, such as those that are wild-caught, free-range and grass-fed. Fish should be those that are low in mercury and toxins, such as sardines, herring, mackerel and anchovies. Tuna, swordfish and Chilean sea bass should be avoided because of their higher mercury levels.


While most paleo and vegan eaters can come together on the previous recommendations, some aspects of the pegan diet will confuse or frustrate eaters from both camps. In these cases, Hyman backs up his recommendations with research.


WHAT YOU CAN EAT ON A PEGAN DIET


A pegan diet is far from calorie-restricted and focuses on nourishing the body. It is not meant to be a starvation diet and offers a wide range of personalization to address individual needs.


Pegan eaters can expect to consume the following:


FISH


Seafood is rich in omega-3 fatty acids that fight inflammation in the body and promote overall wellness. The modern American diet is overloaded in omega-6 fats, typically from nuts, seeds and vegetable oils. Increasing seafood intake is essential to balance the ratio.


Mercury in fish is a serious concern, however. All seafood does not offer the same benefits. For pegan purposes, choose low-mercury fish like salmon, mackerel, sardines and anchovies. Always ensure fish is wild-caught and not farm-raised.


Dr. Hyman notes omega-3 fats are still essential, so if you don’t eat seafood, supplement with high-quality EPA and DHA from fish oil. If you don’t eat fish for moral reasons, you can still get the omega-3s you need from algae.


EGGS


An excellent source of folate, protein and even 10 percent daily value of vitamin D, eggs are a nutrient-packed food. Cholesterol was long blamed as the cause of heart disease, but modern research proves otherwise. Eggs are a great food to eat on a pegan diet for those who can digest them. Some with autoimmune issues or egg allergies will want to avoid eggs.


MEAT


While meat is certainly allowed on a pegan diet, not all meat is healthy or compatible. Beef from feedlot operations is pumped full of hormones, antibiotics and other chemicals that lead to overall reduced quality of food products.


When choosing meat on a pegan diet, it should be sourced from farms where meat is treated ethically, primarily grass-fed and allowed to roam free. Chickens should be pastured. Eating sustainably sourced meat isn’t only about the health benefits either. It also supports better environmental health.


Hyman notes that some research shows meat increases the risk of heart disease and death rates, while other research shows the opposite. Hyman believes the overall evidence leads to meat not being linked to death or heart attacks. Perhaps the most important shift in thinking regarding the paleo diet versus the pegan diet is that on the pegan plan, meat should be viewed as a side dish as opposed to the main course.


VEGETABLES AND FRUIT


Both paleo and vegan diets encourage plenty of fresh, organic and, when possible, locally sourced produce. While paleo tends to encourage lower glycemic fruits like berries, technically any fruits and veggies are game for pegan. If you have diabetes, consider sticking to low-glycemic options and ensuring vegetable intake is higher.


Dried fruits are often considered fruit, but for pegan, paleo or vegan, they are a gray area since they are substantially higher in sugar. Consume them rarely and in extreme moderation, first opting for fresh fruits instead.


Many dieters also want to know about juicing, but since this removes the fiber and roughage from produce, it’s best to eat fruits and vegetables whole or in smoothies and not juiced. Juicing can also produce a high-sugar product, even though it’s fresh.


Processed fruit and vegetable juice contains preservatives and other ingredients that make it a far cry from fresh produce, so avoid these on a pegan diet.


Overall, Hyman says 75 percent of the plate for pegan meals should be low-glycemic fruits and vegetables.


NUTS AND SEEDS


Nuts and seeds are a staple of many vegan diets and are commonly found on paleo diets as well. Ranging from minerals to fiber to protein, nuts and seeds have many nutritional benefits.


One downside, though, is that they contain phytates and antinutrients, which can make them difficult to digest for some, especially when eaten in large quantities. Soaking or sprouting nuts and seeds can help to improve digestibility and nutrient content.


Nuts and seeds also contain more omega-6 fatty acids than omega-3s, so it’s important to eat them in moderation and in balance with omega-3 fatty foods.


They’re allowed on a pegan diet, but should be a small portion or side and should take a back seat to vegetables and fruits.


GRAINS


While paleo is a grain-free diet, the pegan diet allows moderate amounts of certain grains. It does, however, strictly avoid gluten. According to Hyman, gluten “creates inflammation, autoimmunity and digestive disorders” for millions of Americans. He says gluten is even linked with obesity.


Pegan allows certain grains but always recommends small portions of ½ cup or less per meal. Low-glycemic grains are preferred, such as black rice and quinoa.


Hyman recommends a grain-free pegan diet for those who have diabetes and autoimmune disease.


BEANS AND LEGUMES


A primary source of protein and fiber for vegan diets, beans are completely avoided on paleo diets because they contain antinutrients that make them hard to digest and interfere with nutrient absorption. So which view is right?
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Hyman notes that beans are problematic for those who get digestive symptoms when they eat them or for diabetics, for whom beans can spike blood sugar levels. He recommends up to 1 cup of beans per day for those who are not sensitive or diabetic.


FATS AND OILS


Hyman stresses the importance of the right types of fats on a pegan diet. In addition to seafood and grass-fed meats, he encourages avoiding vegetable oils like canola, corn, soybean and sunflower, opting instead for coconut oil, olive oil, avocado oil and saturated fats from grass-fed animal products, like ghee and butter.


SUPPLEMENTS


While it’s always wise to check with your doctor before starting any supplements, Hyman notes that two nutrients might be especially important for supplementation on a pegan diet. These include vitamin D3 and vitamin B12 (for those who eat mostly vegan).


D3 is not found in an abundance of food sources, and without regular sunscreen-free exposure to the sun, it is difficult to obtain enough vitamin D from food alone. Vitamin D is needed for a healthy brain, normal immunity and thyroid health.


B12 is found in plenty of animal products, but those who don’t eat meat or eat it infrequently might be low on this vital nutrient that supports the nervous system, muscular health and healthy red blood cells.


DAIRY ON A PEGAN DIET?


Neither the paleo diet nor vegan diets use dairy products. Hyman notes that most adults cannot tolerate cow’s milk and that it can contribute to obesity, diabetes, heart disease, cancer and more.


In his original blog post for the pegan diet, Hyman counsels avoiding dairy from cows but recommends trying sheep or goat milk products for an occasional treat. These products should always be organic.


For those who cannot digest even these forms of milk, it’s easy to swap them for plant-based milk, like almond, cashew, hemp, coconut or oat milk. In most recipes these kinds of milk swap one-for-one, although the different thickness or taste may alter the recipe slightly.


HOW PEGAN IS DIFFERENT FROM OTHER POPULAR DIETS


The pegan diet is one of the newer dietary trends to rise in popularity. Here’s how it stacks up against other recently popular food plans.


PALEO


The paleo diet focuses on high-quality animal products like meat, seafood and eggs, along with fats, vegetables, fruits, nuts and seeds. Paleo avoids all grains, dairy, legumes, refined sugar and processed foods. Since pegan is partly derived from paleo, there are many similarities, with key differences being that pegan allows certain grains, beans, legumes and limited dairy.


VEGAN


The other component that inspired the creation of pegan, a vegan diet avoids all animal products or anything that has a mother. It focuses on plant-based food products entirely, even avoiding anything made with animal-based derivatives. The pegan diet aims to choose sustainably sourced food that is mindful of the environment, much like veganism, but does allow meat and other animal products in moderation. Both vegan and pegan stress the importance of vegetables and fruit.


VEGETARIAN


Less strict than vegan, there are several variations of vegetarianism. Some allow fish and eggs, whereas others allow dairy. Vegetarian eaters may find a lot in common with pegan eating principles, including the meat and animal products in moderate amounts.


KETO


An extreme high-fat, low-carb diet, keto focuses on mostly fat, moderate protein and very little carbohydrates. By nature, keto is lower in vegetables and fruit because both contain carbs, and is significantly higher in fats and meat than the pegan diet. While it is possible to be paleo-keto, it is much harder to follow a pegan diet while eating keto because it would be difficult to make the plate 75 percent vegetables and fruit.


DASH


The DASH diet stands for Dietary Approaches to Stop Hypertension and is often used when cholesterol is high, heart disease risk is increased or diabetes is present. DASH focuses on significantly lower sodium levels than the standard American diet and includes plenty of vegetables, fruits, whole grains and low-fat dairy. DASH encourages up to six to eight servings of grains daily. It also stresses only lean meats, poultry and fish, and limiting fats and oils to two servings per day. DASH and pegan stand opposite on some important factors. Pegan encourages grains in moderation, while DASH pushes grains as the primary food group. DASH counts sodium and urges low-fat dairy, while pegan disregards sodium as a factor when processed foods are eliminated. Pegan discourages cow’s milk dairy products altogether.


MEDITERRANEAN DIET


The Mediterranean diet also focuses on heart health and has a few similar principles to the pegan diet. Both encourage higher amounts of vegetables, using olive oil and eating seafood regularly. From there, however, they differ. Mediterranean promotes vegetable oils, reduced sodium, higher intake of whole grains and strictly limiting red meat to just a few times per month. The pegan diet focuses on oils other than those that are vegetable-based and limited whole grains. While neither stresses that meat should be the most-consumed food, pegan prefers quality meat in moderation, whereas the Mediterranean diet specifically decreases red meat intake.


BOTTOM LINE


Overall, the pegan diet is based on well-founded principles that promote food quality with a generous intake of vegetables and omega-3 fatty acids. Within the confines of pegan, there is plenty of room for customizing parameters to account for individual health needs.


Ever since Dr. Hyman coined the term in 2014 it has grown into a popular eating plan that strikes a happy medium between the paleo diet and the vegan diet. In the next chapter, we will elaborate on the health benefits of eating a pegan diet and how it can improve specific health markers.
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Why Pegan Is One of the Best Diets


Many diets are too strict to be sustainable over long periods of time, but the pegan diet’s flexibility makes it easy to stick with for life.


Many dietary protocols are restrictive, hard to follow and ultimately nutritionally incomplete. The pegan diet was created as a meeting point of positive research on two highly popular diets: paleo and vegan. Instead of pitting them against each other, pegan combines the best of both worlds and allows for a vegetable-heavy diet that still includes high-quality animal products.


Nutrition is essential for human health, but for many people, eating becomes an afterthought, a form of entertainment or a coping mechanism. American fast food and convenience products are devoid of whole ingredients and naturally occurring vitamins and minerals. The society we live in is obsessed with quick fixes and celebrity fads.


In 2019, Dr. Hyman explained how this diet isn’t a trend or a short-lived fad. In a blog post on MindBodyGreen, Hyman wrote that pegan is not a “quick fix” meant to be followed for 10 or 30 days, only to return to your previous way of eating. Instead, he says: “After you reset your body, I recommend eating this way every single day. It is inclusive, not exclusive, and based on sound nutritional science and working with patients for more than 30 years.”


People need to feel empowered in what they’re eating—not stressed out or too busy to be present in the process. Understanding what the research shows and applying that to personal health is the foundation of a pegan plan.


LIMITATIONS OF NUTRITION RESEARCH


In his book Food: What the Heck Should I Eat?, Hyman writes about ending the confusion, insecurity and fear surrounding food choices. Real food, he says, is the best form of healing medicine on the planet, and should not be something that inspires arguments and confusion.


“Food is the most powerful drug on the planet. It can improve the expression of thousands of genes, balance dozens of hormones, optimize tens of thousands of protein networks, reduce inflammation and optimize your microbiome (gut flora) with every single bite,” he says. Unfortunately, research about food and nutrition is still conflicting at times and open to interpretation—or worse, manipulation by food companies and manufacturers.


“Part of the reason we’re so confused about what we should eat,” Hyman says, “is that nutrition research is hard to conduct…. The results of nutritional studies are never as definitive as we might like them to be.”


Nutritional studies are primarily conducted based on questionnaires and surveys of large groups—they typically ask people to recall from memory what they ate over a few-day time period or tally a general recollection of habits from the previous year. Most people are too busy or not fastidious enough to accurately represent their true dietary habits in these types of surveys. People tend to overreport or underreport their intake, resulting in skewed data.


It’s also important to look at who funded the studies. Within the food industry, it’s common to see agricultural giants or other food producers funding the studies that ultimately declare their product is healthy or that a competitive product is not. It’s difficult for the average person to dig up original research from scientific and medical journals, let alone figure out who funded the studies or what biases the authors had.


With so much debate about what you should or shouldn’t eat, an incredibly restrictive diet could cause more problems than it solves, which reinforces why a more balanced diet like pegan is such a solid choice. While the pegan diet encourages avoidance of cow’s milk dairy products, as well as refined and processed foods, it allows for a wider inclusion of other food groups: meat, poultry, seafood, fruits and vegetables, grains, legumes, nuts and seeds.


Hyman—and most other nutrition professionals—argue that dietary choices need to be first and foremost customized to the person’s individual needs. But within the realm of such broad food choices, a pegan program can help narrow the categories, while still providing a great deal of flexibility and customization.


RESEARCH ON PEGAN DIET BENEFITS


The principles of the pegan diet are backed by solid research showing that it can reduce chronic disease, improve overall health and lead to a longer life by combining the benefits of both the vegan and paleo diets.


ANTIOXIDANTS


One of the primary reasons the pegan diet promotes health is it focuses heavily on vegetable and fruit intake, suggesting 75 percent of the plate should be from fresh produce. Vegetables and fruits are rich in fiber, vitamins and minerals and contain plenty of antioxidants.
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Antioxidants in the body fight oxidative stress which can cause cellular damage. When that occurs, it results in faster aging, cellular breakdown and DNA replication errors. By increasing the volume of antioxidants in the diet, it’s possible to prevent or reverse this and boost cellular health.


BRAIN HEALTH


The modern fast food way of eating is destructive for brain health. Alzheimer’s, dementia and other memory problems occur more frequently in people who have diabetes, excessive dietary sugar intake and an overall low-fat food approach.


Diets rich in fruits and vegetables help prevent memory loss, especially when they are eaten in the 20 years preceding the typical onset (so, in the 30s and 40s).


Generous intake of fruits and vegetables not only protects brain health physically, but it boosts mental health, improving overall feelings of wellness and happiness. Research from the University of Leeds found that even just one extra portion daily of fruits and vegetables had the same mental effect as 80 minutes of exercise in a month. While exercise is still important, of course, the mental boost of feeling better could improve motivation, resulting in more dedication to a fitness program and sticking with a healthy eating plan.


HEART HEALTH


While other diets focus specifically on supporting heart health or preventing heart disease, the pegan diet promotes this effortlessly thanks to the presence of so many antioxidants, omega-3 fats, fiber and a dramatically decreased intake of refined sugars and grains.


The higher intake of nutrients like potassium—which comes from foods like sweet potatoes, avocado, spinach, beans and bananas—could make pegan a diet that naturally supports reduced blood pressure. While most of the heart-healthy advice in the U.S. focuses on cutting sodium, boosting potassium intake is actually equally or more important. In fact, higher potassium intake from foods is associated with lower blood pressure regardless of what sodium intake is.


The typical Western diet is loaded with sodium and very low in potassium, but a pegan diet naturally avoids processed foods and promotes regular intake of foods that are naturally rich in potassium.


LUNG HEALTH


Fruits and vegetables are an abundant source of vitamin C, which is an antioxidant nutrient that supports healthy lungs. Apples and tomatoes especially have been shown to be preventive and protective against respiratory infections.


Polyunsaturated fatty acids, like omega-3 fats EPA and DHA, are also associated with a lowered risk of bronchial hyperresponsiveness in asthma and other lung sensitivity. Excess intake of omega-6 fats, without enough omega-3s to counterbalance, results in an increased risk for asthmatic complications.


INFLAMMATION


The high volume of fresh produce on a pegan diet leads to a direct reduction in inflammatory processes. Inflammation is often a trigger for chronic disease, swelling, pain and even cancer.


Omega-3 fats are so potent at reducing inflammation that they can cut certain markers, like C-reactive protein, in cancer patients. C-reactive protein, or CRP, is commonly used to assess cardiovascular risk and systemic inflammation. Because a vegan diet alone excludes animal-based omega-3 fats, like salmon and mackerel, paleo diets are often superior at reducing inflammatory markers. However, when paired with the significant body of research illustrating how fresh produce downgrades inflammation by fighting oxidative stress in the body, it’s clear both elements are needed to truly protect overall health.


WEIGHT LOSS


Diets that encourage a higher intake of plant-based foods versus animal foods are highly protective against obesity and promote natural weight loss. Research from the University of Navarra found that those who ate plenty of plant-based foods like vegetables, fruits and even some whole grains reduced the risk of obesity by nearly half. This type of plant-based diet also helps protect against diabetes and heart disease.


However, research also supports low-carb, high-fat diets for weight loss and the reduction of body fat. A pegan diet is the best of both worlds, pairing high vegetable and fruit intake with restricted intake of starchy carbs like grains and promoting a moderate intake of protein and healthy, anti-inflammatory fats.


For the pegan diet to promote weight loss, it does not have to be calorie-restricted or portion-controlled, with the exception of always using meat, grains, nuts and seeds as sides and giving most of your plate space to vegetables and fruits.


AND MORE


This is far from an exhaustive list of all the benefits pegan eating has to offer. Diets rich in whole, unprocessed foods also promote more satiety, a healthier relationship with food, reduced cancer risk and improved digestion.


HOW TO EFFECTIVELY AND SAFELY LOSE WEIGHT FOLLOWING A PEGAN PROGRAM


Whenever you’re starting a new dietary program, it’s always smart to check in with your doctor. Prior to beginning a dietary shift, having baseline bloodwork done—especially when it comes to inflammatory markers, lipids, glucose, insulin and more—can allow you to gauge your progress with how the diet is helping you achieve your goals and improving your overall health. Pounds lost on the scale are not the only markers of wellness, and sometimes improvements in other health markers happen before the weight starts to come off.


As Hyman has said, the pegan diet is about individualizing the approach, not following a cookie-cutter system. Aspects of the pegan diet may not be right for you if you are diabetic or have other health conditions. This is where checking in with your personal medical team can be helpful and can set you up for success.


Over time, your dietary needs might change as well. Pegan can be flexible, with a wide range of customization allowable within the guidelines.
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Most importantly, pegan eating is not about deprivation or exclusion, but rather nourishment and inclusion. Avoiding processed and sugary foods is important—but this doesn’t mean you have to feel deprived. There are many ways to create delicious meals, snacks and even treats from pegan-friendly foods, as you’ll see in this book’s recipes.


HOW TO GET STARTED ON A PEGAN DIET


Getting started on a pegan diet can happen in a few different ways. This book provides more than 125 recipes to get you started, as well as a meal plan that covers four weeks of eating. If you want to dive right in, start with the meal plan.


But you can also pick and choose recipes from this book to get used to the pegan diet for a few weeks or a month to dip your toe into the water of this new way of eating. You’ll find the recipes are not only easy to follow, but they’re delicious and don’t taste like “boring diet food” at all.


Pegan can be something you follow exclusively or you can try an 80/20 approach, meaning you would eat pegan during the week, for example, and eat whatever you want on weekends. The benefits of pegan eating don’t only happen when you exclusively follow the plan, although the more meals you devote to this mentality, the healthier you will arguably be.


If jumping into a month-long meal plan seems too overwhelming, try having one pegan day a week and gradually work your way up to all seven days. As you learn the dietary principles and they become second nature, you won’t need to think so hard and you’ll be able to effortlessly work it into your daily routine.


Having a support network for a new way of eating can also improve success rates and overall enjoyment. If your partner or family members aren’t eating the pegan diet with you, find a friend to join along. You can swap meals and trade tips on food prep and recipe favorites, and you’ll motivate each other to keep at it.


The pegan diet, because it is not calorie-restricted, is safe and healthy for people of all ages, including pregnant and breastfeeding women. While personal advice from your doctor trumps everything, pegan is safe because it does not go to any extremes and encourages plenty of real, whole foods with minimal processing.


BOTTOM LINE


The pegan diet is a nutrient-dense food plan that pairs the health benefits of paleo with those of the vegan diet. By matching these two seemingly polar opposites, you’re actually receiving a more well-rounded food plan than those who follow one extreme or the other.


Hyman has been recommending the pegan way of eating to his patients for years, and he personally eats it himself. Many nutritionists have found this same middle ground between what feels like fad dietary approaches, citing the excellent health benefits of both methods.


The benefit of a pegan diet is it can be fully customized to each individual’s needs, resulting in dozens, if not hundreds, of different potential ways to harness its power. Read on to determine which one is right for you.
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