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The Midlife Method:


How to lose weight and feel great after 40










About the Book


Eating healthily is easy right? Just make sure you have your five-a-day (or is it eight now?), eat enough fibre (but how much is enough?), cut down on meat (but which types and by how much?), eat more fish (but is farmed fish OK?) and, of course, ensure you are getting all your vitamins and minerals, and don’t forget prebiotics and probiotics.


If you’ve ever felt overwhelmed with conflicting advice about how to eat healthily, Sam Rice is here to help. Focusing on ten practical and easy-to-understand ways of achieving your nutritional targets, this book will guide you to a healthier lifestyle.


Getting what you need nutritionally from your food is not rocket science. In fact, it’s quite simple when you know how. Supercharge Your Diet takes all that nutritional advice and translates it into the food on your plate – with 80 delicious recipes that tick all the nutritional boxes.










About Me


My journey to becoming a food and health writer began in 2012 following the death of my youngest brother Ben from type 1 diabetes, an incurable autoimmune condition. Slowly, the disease took its toll on his body, his microbiome was ravaged, and his weight plummeted as his body struggled to get adequate nutrition from the food he was eating.


The shock of losing Ben taught me that health is a privilege and my own issues were self-inflicted: too many empty calories from processed foods; not enough fruit and vegetables to deliver the nutrients my body needed; too much alcohol and too little respect for my gut health, despite having had digestive issues for years.


As the cliché goes, I woke up one morning and decided enough was enough. I spent the next few years experimenting in the kitchen, trying to find healthy foods I loved to eat, and I quickly learned the power of the food we eat to heal and sustain. I also lost weight – not because I was dieting, but because I was eating the right balance of foods in the right amounts, so my digestive system could work efficiently.


My first book, The Midlife Kitchen, was the culmination of everything I learned in those years. Co-written with award-winning author and journalist Mimi Spencer, it went on to be a Sunday Times bestseller. My most recent book, The Midlife Method: How to lose weight and feel great after 40, has also helped many thousands of midlifers build a better relationship with food.


Apart from books, I write freelance for many publications, notably the Daily Telegraph, with a focus on making good nutrition accessible to all. I am a member of the Guild of Food Writers and a graduate of Leith’s Nutrition in Culinary Practice course, which is the best training of its kind in the UK, with a focus on translating nutritional theory into delicious food.


But that’s enough about me; it’s time to supercharge your diet.










Introduction



Eating healthily is easy, right? Just make sure you have your five-a-day (or is it eight now?); eat plenty of fibre (hmmm, what exactly is fibre, and how much do I need?); cut down on meat (but which types of meat, and by how much?); eat more fish (but is that sustainable, and is farmed fish OK?); ensure you are getting all the necessary vitamins and minerals; oh, and don’t forget prebiotics and probiotics for gut health. Maybe it’s not so easy, after all . . .


The confusing and often misleading information available from both official sources and social media has created a nutritional minefield. You’d be forgiven for taking the ostrich approach and sticking your head in the sand, which was certainly how I felt ten years ago, before I decided to get to grips with my own nutrition.


But unfortunately, our poor-quality Western diets are known to be the cause of many chronic illnesses,1 and simply ignoring the issue is not something we can afford to do if we want to stay fit and healthy into our later years. The latest figures from the UK Health Security Agency speak for themselves:2


•   Only 29% of adults are eating the recommended five portions of fruit and vegetables a day.


•   The average fibre intake in adults is 19g per day, well below the recommended 30g per day.


•   Ultra-processed foods account for 56.8% of total energy intake in the typical UK diet; the ideal figure would be close to zero.


•   Currently, 30,000 deaths a year are linked to obesity, and the cost to the NHS is estimated at £500 million a year.3


But there is some good news. A new study from researchers in Norway has found that adopting a healthier diet can extend lifespan by six to seven years in middle-aged adults, and could increase lifespan in young adults by about ten years.4 The recommendations included:


•   eating more legumes (beans, peas and lentils)


•   increasing intake of wholegrains


•   eating nuts on a regular basis


•   consuming less red and processed meat


These are useful rules of thumb for a healthier diet and a longer life, but how can we put this into practice? How can we really be sure we are getting everything we need from our food? That’s where this book comes in. With a little knowledge and a well-stocked larder, you don’t need to be a dietitian to supercharge your diet. Let’s get started.






What Exactly Do We Need From Our Food?


Understanding this question is at the heart of this book, and it’s not as complex as you might think. Essentially, food is made up of macronutrients (carbohydrates, fat and protein) and micronutrients (vitamins and minerals). The Oxford English Dictionary definitions of these terms are as follows:




Macronutrient: A type of food (e.g. fat, protein, carbohydrate) required in large amounts in the diet.


Micronutrient: A chemical element or substance required in trace amounts for the normal growth and development of living organisms.





But already there’s a complication. What is a ‘large’ amount and what is a ‘trace’ amount? How do we know we are getting the right quantities of macro- and micronutrients from our food? Most countries provide nutritional guidelines; indeed, the UK government’s latest recommendations, published in 2016, are shown overleaf.5


If those tables of figures mean absolutely nothing to you, you are not alone. In fact, as our understanding of good nutrition evolves, these kinds of blanket recommendations are being discredited. Professor Tim Spector, author of the bestselling book Spoon-Fed: Why Almost Everything We’ve Been Told About Food is Wrong is not a fan:




We are used to listening to government advice and guidelines about nutrition, health and wellness. But can the same health advice really apply to a population of millions of individual humans with their own lifestyles and unique physiology? Is the one-size-fits-all an appropriate base for healthcare policy?6





He makes an excellent point; indeed, personalised nutrition is gathering pace as the next big thing in health. At the moment, it’s relatively difficult and expensive to access, so until we are all able to tap into precise information about how our bodies metabolise the food we eat, we are stuck with these general guidelines.
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So where does that leave us in trying to ensure we get what we need from our food? Knowing which kinds of foods deliver all the macro- and micronutrients we need for optimal health will help, as will ensuring that, overall, our diets are balanced and based on nutritional principles we know to be true, like having plenty of fibre, eating a good range of plant foods and minimising sugar and heavily processed foods.


This book will empower you to do this by explaining these basic nutritional principles and helping you translate them into daily practice in the kitchen. But first, we need to understand how our nutritional requirements change over time.






Our Changing Nutritional Requirements Over Time


Healthy eating is important at any stage of life and, broadly speaking, what’s good for you at 20 is also good for you at 70, but our nutritional needs do vary somewhat as we age. It’s useful, then, to understand these changes so you can shift where your focus is food-wise according to your body’s needs.


Childhood and teens


Growing bodies need plenty of calories, but unfortunately these all too often come in the form of ultra-processed foods (UPFs). Ensuring children and teens get as many of their calories as possible from whole foods is the best way to make sure they are getting the nutrition they require. As they get older, you have less control over what they eat outside the home, but as long as what they are getting at home is balanced and healthy, they should still be getting adequate nutrition.


Macronutrients


Complex carbohydrates are the best source of energy for your growing child, such as wholegrain bread and wholemeal pasta, brown rice, potatoes (preferably in their skins), oats and other wholegrains. These foods should form around 50% of what’s on their plate.


Additionally, each meal needs to contain some lean protein for growth, maintenance and repair of the body in the form of lean meat, fish, dairy, eggs, pulses, beans and soya products, such as edamame, miso and tofu, if you can persuade them to eat it.


Fat is an essential part of your child or teen’s diet. It plays a key role in brain development, forms the building blocks of hormones, and helps the body absorb the fat-soluble vitamins A, D, E and K. But it needs to be the right type of fat and in the right amounts.


Aim to have oily fish once a week (salmon, mackerel or even sardines on toast), use plenty of olive oil and encourage them to eat nuts and seeds in various forms. Including these in smoothies is a good trick, and nut butters are also an easy win (try making your own omega-3 version, see page 151). You could also make healthy oat, nut and seed snack bars like the Oaty Fruit Slices on page 236.


Micronutrients


While we often focus on children’s physical health when it comes to nutrition, there’s a growing emphasis on the role nutrition plays in the mental health of our younger population. A 2021 study by the University of East Anglia found that the consumption of at least five portions of fruit and vegetables a day had a positive correlation with mental well-being in teenagers.7


The best policy when it comes to feeding kids and teens is to keep it simple; find the fruit and veg they like and have them in plentiful supply at home. Berries are often called nature’s vitamin pills, and are almost universally enjoyed; buy frozen ones out of season. As mentioned above, smoothies are an excellent way to load up on healthy ingredients, so get them to experiment with their favourite fruit and veg combos. There are some delicious and nutritious smoothie recipes to try later in the book.


Other considerations for kids when it comes to micronutrients are calcium for bone growth, along with vitamin D, which helps the body to absorb it. Calcium is found in dairy and soy products, leafy green vegetables and fish that contain edible bones (sardines on toast again!). The best way to get vitamin D is from sunshine on the skin, so kick them outside when the weather is nice. There are some food sources of vitamin D, such as oily fish, eggs and mushrooms, so having those on the menu will also help.


All kids, but particularly teenage girls whose periods have begun, will benefit from a good supply of iron from lean meat, liver (although this could be a hard sell!), wholegrain cereals, pulses, beans, nuts, sesame seeds, leafy dark green vegetables and dried fruit, especially apricots. Remember that vitamin C is required for iron absorption; the best sources are citrus fruits, berries, peppers, tomatoes, broccoli and potatoes. A good tip is to have a bowl of satsumas on the kitchen table so they can grab one as a quick snack when they pass through.


In our twenties and thirties


The aim in these two decades of life is to develop good eating habits and to lay the foundations for future health. It can be easy in early adulthood to feel invincible; our bodies can take a lot of punishment with seemingly few consequences. But you might just be storing up problems for the future.


Macronutrients


Rather than worrying too much about the proportions of the three macronutrients you are eating, it’s better, at this stage of life, to focus on the quality of the carbs, protein and fat in your diet. If you head for the ready-meal section at the local supermarket when food shopping, the likelihood is that the quality won’t be great. Cooking simple food at home using whole foods should be the goal.


If you enjoy exercise and have an active lifestyle, you’ll need plenty of energy from complex carbs, and perhaps now is the time to be more adventurous. Experiment with new foods, like having quinoa rather than rice and sweet potatoes rather than regular ones. Eating a variety of plant foods will pave the way for good gut health in the future.


It’s easier to build muscles and strong connective tissue when we are younger, and by doing the groundwork early we can minimise problems in later life such as sarcopenia or age-related loss of muscle mass. Also, consider the quality of the protein you are eating; move away from processed food and red meat, and favour leaner cuts. Eggs, dairy and plant proteins should also feature regularly in your diet.


In your twenties, your brain is still developing, and it’s a good time to start thinking about your heart health to reduce the risk of high blood pressure and coronary disease in the future. One of the best ways to do this is to eat brain- and heart-friendly fats from oily fish, avocados, nuts, seeds and olive oil. Love it or hate it, the millennials’ favourite, avocado toast, has probably done wonders for their future heart health.


Micronutrients


A 2018 study by the UK National Diet and Nutrition Survey (NDNS)8 found that a large number of adults in their twenties and thirties were failing to achieve the minimum recommended intakes for 12 key nutrients: vitamins A, C, B2 and B12, plus folate (B9), calcium, iron, magnesium, potassium, zinc, selenium and iodine.


It seems, then, that this age group would do well to focus on their micronutrient intake generally. The best way to do this is to eat plenty of colourful fruits and vegetables. The popular phrase ‘eat the rainbow’ should be the mantra in early adulthood. For more specific information on food sources for the key micronutrients, see pages 84–5.


Midlife


Midlife, broadly the years from age 40 to 60, is characterised by hormonal changes that can lead to a redistribution of fat, which tends to accumulate around the middle. This is especially true in menopausal women, as the decline in oestrogen levels seen during this time may promote belly-fat storage.


Men will also tend to increase their levels of visceral fat, the fat stored deep inside the belly around the organs, which is a risk factor for cardiovascular disease. If you are a man in this age category and have developed the tell-tale D-shaped belly, it’s time to act to avoid future health problems.


Macronutrients


A subtle shift in macro balance can be helpful in midlife. When we are younger, 50–60% of our calories should come from carbohydrates; in midlife, that can reduce to around 45%, with more coming from protein and fat. The extra protein will support muscle mass, which begins to decline from around the age of 30 unless active steps are taken to prevent this. Healthy fats are important to protect heart and brain health. Choose monounsaturated fats from healthy sources like olive oil.


But a word of caution. While reducing carbs a little may be beneficial, don’t be tempted to cut them out completely. Very low-carb diets, like keto, have been popular in recent years as a means to rapid weight loss, and, indeed, for certain medical reasons, a low-carb diet may be appropriate, for example if you are pre-diabetic. But special circumstances aside, complex carbohydrates play an important role in endocrine (hormone) balance, as well as sustaining energy levels, and should feature in your daily diet. Focus on wholegrains, as they also contain that all-important fibre, critical for gut health as well as appetite regulation.


Micronutrients


In midlife, our focus shifts to extending our healthspan – that is, the number of fit and active years we have ahead. Working against us is oxidative damage to our cells caused by free radicals. These may sound like cool dudes, but they are in fact the cause of many non-communicable diseases, such as cancer and type 2 diabetes, as well as chronic inflammation.


Eating plenty of polyphenols, also called antioxidants, which are found in the pigments of brightly coloured fruits and vegetables, as well as in dark chocolate and red wine in moderation (hurrah!), is the best way to see off those pesky intruders.


Midlife can also be a very stressful time of life. A study by Penn State University found that people aged 45 to 65 feel more stressed now than their counterparts did in the 1990s as they deal with the challenges of kids, work, ageing parents and the constant pull to stay connected.9


The key nutrient when it comes to dealing with stress and anxiety is magnesium. It helps the body relax and can help you sleep better, which is critical when it comes to managing stress. Magnesium is found in lots of whole foods, including pumpkin seeds, almonds, leafy greens, bananas, avocados and fish. If you eat a varied and well-balanced diet, there’s no reason why you should be deficient in magnesium, but it’s definitely worth keeping a particular eye on in midlife.


And one for the ladies: if you are heading towards the menopause, then give your hormones a helping hand by keeping your phytoestrogens topped up. Soy beans (enjoy as edamame, tempeh and tofu) and flaxseeds (which you can grind and put into smoothies, porridge and overnight oats) are good sources, and you should also eat lots of broccoli and other cruciferous veg (sprouts, cabbage, cauliflower, kale), which contain indole-3-carbinol, a plant chemical known to increase oestrogen metabolism.


Later life


Once we are over 60, the real fun and games begin. A general reduction in physical activity and a lower BMR (basal metabolic rate) caused by a decrease in muscle mass means that our caloric need is less. What this means in practice is that we need to get all our nutrition from fewer calories. Quite a challenge.


The physiological changes we experience as we get older can also compound the problem. Our guts become less efficient as we age, and this affects nutrient absorption. Older people may also experience a loss of appetite due to hormonal changes and impairment of the senses of smell, taste and vision, which all contribute to the enjoyment of food.


Macronutrients


Sarcopenia, or loss of muscle mass, really starts to kick in from the age of 65. Keeping physically active is absolutely key to minimising its effects, and from the perspective of diet, upping your protein intake is the single best line of defence. One study followed 2,066 elderly people over three years.10 It found those who ate the most protein daily lost 40% less muscle mass than people who ate the least over a three-year period. That’s a pretty compelling statistic.


The problem is that many older people are not eating enough. Another study found that 35% of participants were not eating adequate protein to maintain muscle mass and function; it recommended that for optimal muscle synthesis, people over 65 should aim for a protein intake of 25g, three times a day.11


The best concentrated sources of protein are meat, fish, eggs and dairy. To give you some idea of what 25g of protein looks like, it would be around 100g chicken or steak, 125g fish, four eggs, 250g Greek yogurt, 100g Cheddar, 230g cottage cheese or 250g lentils. Lots of recipes in this book have 25g or more of protein, so look out for those later on if you need to up your intake.


Healthy fats and complex carbs are still important in the diet as we get older. Eat plenty of wholegrains, nuts, seeds, olive oil and seafood – all key features of the Mediterranean diet, which is still recognised as the best overall diet for longevity.


Micronutrients


I mentioned earlier a decrease in our energy needs as we get older, which means we have less food from which to gain nourishment.


This problem can be compounded by a reduction in stomach acid associated with ageing, which leads to poor absorption of vitamins and minerals. This condition is known as atrophic gastritis, and studies have estimated that it affects 20% of the elderly population.12


To counter this, it’s even more important to eat nutrient-dense foods. Focus on leafy greens, oily fish and shellfish, brightly coloured fruit and vegetables, eggs, wholegrains, nuts and seeds. Yes, it’s a familiar roll call, but for good reason: these are some of the most nutritious foods on the planet.


Two micronutrients that deserve special mention for seniors are calcium and vitamin D. As discussed above, calcium helps build and maintain healthy bones to reduce the risk of fractures, while vitamin D helps the body absorb calcium.


Unfortunately, studies have found that the gut tends to absorb less calcium with age, which is largely due to vitamin D deficiency, since ageing can make the body less efficient at producing it.13 In addition, older people may find it more difficult to spend time outside for sun exposure due to mobility issues, and as we age our skin becomes thinner, reducing its ability to make vitamin D.


Getting as much of these critical nutrients as possible from the diet is important, but this is one scenario where it may be advisable to take a good-quality supplement. And on the subject of supplements . . .






Can’t I Just Take Supplements?


If the heaving shelves of our chemists and health-food shops are anything to go by, we are a nation of supplement guzzlers. It’s estimated that almost 20 million people in the UK take some form of daily food supplement,14 and the global dietary supplements market was valued at a whopping £115 billion in 2021.15


Now this book is about getting everything you need nutritionally from your food, so in that sense it is anti-supplement, because I truly believe that if we know how to nourish ourselves properly, we can largely ditch the pills. A 2018 survey looking at consumer attitudes and behaviour in relation to food supplements for the Foods Standards Agency found that most people take supplements through sheer force of habit, and that they do not know if they are actually making any difference.16 Because such products were viewed as being fairly benign, it was better to be safe than sorry.


So, is there any problem with that? Well, I think there is. First of all, our bodies are designed to eat food, nature’s packages of macro- and micronutrients that are broken down into their constituent parts by our digestive processes and used as required. Our guts are not designed to digest the concentrated formulations found in supplements, and there is little evidence of how much benefit they provide.


In fact, a 2020 study looking at the health effects of vitamin and mineral supplements published in the British Medical Journal found no evidence that supplements protect against non-communicable diseases such as cardiovascular disease, cancer or type 2 diabetes.17 They also found that an adequate intake of nutrients from foods, but not supplements, was associated with a lower risk of all-cause mortality. More evidence that the best way to nourish ourselves is by eating well, not popping pills.


It may interest you to know that supplements in the UK are subject only to the laws governing food; in other words, as long as they are safe to ingest, they can be sold. Unlike medicines, there is no compulsory testing or requirement to prove efficacy of the product. When it comes to supplements, it is very much a case of buyer beware – and let’s not forget they can also be very expensive.




Some supplementary considerations


Why are you taking supplements?


Take a look at pages 84–5 for the main food sources of the various vitamins and minerals. If you are eating these things on a regular basis, you are probably not deficient and so do not need to supplement.


Have you looked at the ingredients list of your supplements?


You might be surprised at the long list of things that go into those little pills and capsules. Do you know what they all are? There may well be ingredients that, while not necessarily harmful, are not things you particularly want to ingest. One supplement I looked at contained beef gelatine, glycerol (as a humectant), titanium dioxide (for colour), palm oil (probably not sustainably sourced) and emulsifiers.


Have you considered the contraindications of taking supplements?


There’s a tendency to think that by taking supplements, all you are doing is filling in the nutritional cracks; in other words, it’s all upside. But this isn’t always the case and it’s important to take your own medical history into account when deciding whether to take supplements. For example, if you have a personal or family history of cancer, it’s best to avoid vitamin A/beta-carotene supplements, as clinical studies have shown that taking more than the recommended dosage increases cancer risk. It’s this kind of information that you generally won’t find plastered on the front of supplement packets, so you need to do your homework.


It IS possible to take too much


Overloading on vitamins and minerals can be harmful, and if you take a lot of supplements without checking exactly what’s in them, and the doses of each component, you may be doing more harm than good. For example, too much vitamin C or zinc can cause nausea, diarrhoea and stomach cramps. Too much selenium can lead to hair loss, gastrointestinal upset, fatigue, and mild nerve damage.18 More is not necessarily more when it comes to supplements.





I’m hoping this book will convince you that for most of us, supplements aren’t necessary, and your money is better spent on good-quality, natural whole foods. However, if you decide you still want to take them, then aim to do so in a targeted and informed way.


Having said all that, there may still be times when supplements are advisable. This book is written for omnivores who don’t have any specific medical conditions; in other words, it assumes you can eat all types of foods and your body will be able to digest and process those foods adequately.


If you are on a restricted diet for personal, ethical or medical reasons, then targeted supplementation may be required, and there are some other specific scenarios where it is recommended. For example, vegan and vegetarian diets can be lacking in B12, iron, zinc and omega-3. In the winter months, when sunshine is in scarce supply, vitamin D supplements are useful for most people, and there are also certain supplements recommended during pregnancy. There may also be a case for those who struggle to eat a balanced diet, for example children who are picky eaters, to take a good-quality multivitamin.


In summary, supplements do have a role to play, but our first line of defence should be what we put in our mouths. With a little knowledge and effort in the kitchen, we can get everything we need from our food. The rest of this book will explain how.










Ten Easy Ways to Get Everything You Need from Your Food



The purpose of this book is to translate your body’s nutritional requirements into what you eat and drink every day. I have broken it down into ten simple categories, so that by the end, you’ll know what your body needs and why, and how to eat to tick all those nutritional boxes. Some of this will already be familiar to you, and some of it will be new, but none of it is rocket science. Eating well is perfectly possible once you understand the basics.


These are the ten easy ways to get everything you need from your food:


ONE: Switch to complex carbohydrates


TWO: Focus on lean and plant proteins


THREE: Include healthy fats


FOUR: Have 30g of fibre a day


FIVE: Support your gut health


SIX: Get your five-a-day


SEVEN: Get your vitamins and minerals in


EIGHT: Keep an eye on calories


NINE: Snack smart


TEN: Think about what you drink


We will explore each of these categories in detail over the following pages. I’ve also created 80 recipes designed to deliver optimal nutrition, so you can be sure you are putting your newfound knowledge into practice. Let’s start with carbs.










ONE


Switch to Complex Carbohydrates


What are carbohydrates, and why does my body need them?


Carbohydrates are organic compounds found in plants that, when eaten and digested by the body, are converted into glucose (a form of sugar), which the body then uses for energy. The glucose circulates in the blood to power the muscles, nervous system and brain. When there’s too much glucose in the blood, the hormone insulin is released by the pancreas, and it’s converted into glycogen to be stored in the muscles and liver, or into fat for storage in the fat cells.


Carbohydrates exist in three forms in our food: sugar, starch and fibre.


Sugar – These are short-chain or ‘simple’ carbohydrates, such as glucose, fructose and sucrose, which are quickly absorbed into the blood stream.


Starch – These are longer ‘complex’ chains of sugar molecules, which take longer to be broken down into glucose by the digestive system.


Fibre – Fibre is a type of carbohydrate our bodies cannot digest, but it is crucial for gut health and proper functioning of the bowels.


Is sugar really ‘toxic’?


One of the more confusing food narratives of recent years has centred around the ‘toxic’ nature of sugar, often in the context of it having caused the obesity crisis and the rocketing rates of type 2 diabetes. In truth, the body is well designed to metabolise glucose as an energy source. In fact, it’s an important macronutrient, and carbohydrates, mainly in the form of fruit and vegetables, also deliver other important micronutrients.


When it comes to sugar and health, there’s really only one distinction you need to make, and that’s between the ‘intrinsic’ sugars that occur naturally in foods, for example the fructose found in fruit and vegetables and the lactose in milk, and ‘added’ or ‘free’ sugars, refined sugars that usually come in liquid or granulated form.


Eating too much ‘free’ sugar, for example in sugary drinks, snacks and processed foods, can cause problems because it is easily absorbed by the body, causing blood sugar spikes that, over time, can lead to insulin resistance and potentially to type 2 diabetes.


Although products like honey, maple syrup, coconut sugar and agave syrup are often marketed as ‘natural’, they aren’t chemically all that different to regular white sugar and are still considered free sugars. If you think about it, even bog-standard granulated sugar is extracted from plants (sugar cane or sugar beet), so in that sense, it too is natural.


But surely, I hear you cry, honey and maple syrup contain other nutrients that make them healthier than normal sugar? Again, this is a triumph of marketing over fact. Honey does contain some vitamins and minerals, but they are contained in such small amounts that you’d have to be eating a huge quantity of honey to get them in anywhere near significant enough levels to be beneficial, and at that point, the negative effects of the sugar consumption far outweigh the miniscule nutritional value.


Are sugar substitutes OK?


Sugar substitutes are another nutritional hot potato – no carb pun intended! Studies have shown that replacing sugary foods or drinks with artificially sweetened ones may reduce calorie intake and aid weight loss,19 and can help those with diabetes to reduce their sugar intake. Conversely, there’s some evidence that artificial sweeteners might increase appetite and promote weight gain.20 Go figure.


It’s important to make the distinction between artificial sweeteners, which are effectively chemicals used to sweeten foods (aspartame, acesulfame K, saccharin and sucralose), and plant-based sugar substitutes (stevia, monkfruit sweetener, and sugar alcohols like xylitol and erythritol).


Artificial sweeteners have been linked to various adverse health outcomes, including an increased risk of cancer and metabolic syndrome, but again the evidence is not conclusive. Studies have also indicated that they can upset the balance of the gut bacteria in some people.21


Plant-based sugar substitutes may be a better bet, the most common being stevia, which has been shown to lower high blood pressure in people with hypertension22 and is a helpful sugar alternative for people with diabetes.23 But, as with chemical sweeteners, stevia can negatively affect the gut microbiome.24


Research continues, but to be on the safe side, you may wish to avoid sugar substitutes. Certainly they are not going to confer any great benefit, and in that sense they bring little to the nutritional party.


What are ‘good’ carbs and ‘bad’ carbs?


No doubt you’ll have heard carbs being described as ‘good’ or ‘bad’ in the media, which has had the unhelpful effect of attaching a moral value to certain foods. If you eat that slice of pizza, you’re bad, but have a green smoothie and you can pop that health halo back on.


But let’s be clear: foods simply exist on a scale of less nutritious to more nutritious; there’s no need to label them good or bad, and we certainly shouldn’t feel guilty for eating a slice of pizza from time to time! In health terms, we just need to ensure that most of what we eat comes from the more nutritious end of the scale, otherwise it becomes difficult to get what we need from our food.


In the case of carbohydrates, we can divide them into simple carbohydrates (the less nutritious ones), such as white bread, fizzy drinks, juices and those processed foods with lots of added sugar, and complex carbohydrates (the more nutritious ones), found in wholegrains, vegetables and legumes like peas, beans and lentils.


Aren’t low-carb diets healthier?


Whether you call it Atkins, Dukan, keto or paleo, the huge popularity of a low-carb diet with the promise of rapid weight loss means low-carb has been top of the diet pops for decades. The central idea is that by cutting carbs (and therefore glucose) as an energy source, the body will convert fat into molecules called ketones, which can then be used for energy instead. These diets advocate the drastic cutting of carbs and replacing them with protein and fat; in fact, these diets are often high in saturated fat.


There is some good evidence to support the use of low-carb diets in certain circumstances, particularly for people who may be pre-diabetic and need to lose weight, because ‘low-carbing’, as it has been termed, minimises insulin release. There have also been claims that low-carb diets can help ward off other diseases like cancer and dementia; however, there is currently scant evidence for this.


But the main question mark over low-carb diets has been around heart health. As ketogenic diets are often high in saturated fat, they have the potential to raise blood cholesterol levels, in particular the harmful LDL type of cholesterol, which has been linked to heart disease. Evidence is, again, inconclusive. A 2019 report on the prevention of heart disease by the American Heart Association said low-carb diets were linked with higher death rates,25 while another study found participants’ overall risk score for heart disease fell by 12% after a year on a ketogenic diet.26


While the scientists continue to battle it out, the best current advice is to aim for a balanced diet that contains some complex carbs to provide slow-release energy, and plenty of fibre for a healthy gut.


Where do GI and GL come into it?


GI (glycaemic index) and GL (glycaemic load) are terms that have been hijacked by the diet industry as another faddy way to sell weight-loss programmes. In essence, they are simply ways to describe how quickly a particular food raises our blood sugar levels.
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