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Meet the author


Welcome to Lose Weight, Gain Energy, Get Healthy!


Hello! I hope that you will find this book inspirational and informative, and perhaps make it your personal nutrition guide! My aim was to write a book based upon factual nutritional information, encompassing every tool and tip I have come across and used in the past 20 years to help people eat a healthier diet. I find that many people have a good idea about what they should be eating for health, but find it difficult to put it into practice. Therefore, you won’t find a bible of optimum nutrition here, telling you what you should and shouldn’t eat, but you will find all the facts you need to create a healthy, balanced diet, and make those all-important changes.


In each chapter I have addressed an important aspect of diet and health, though much of my dietary advice crops up in more than one chapter – proof that making just one dietary change can have several different health benefits. Specific health-promoting properties of particular foods are also employed, with diets to help reduce cholesterol, beautify skin, and manage inflammatory diseases such as arthritis or eczema.


My hope is that by using this interactive, information guide as your personal nutrition guide you can make the journey towards a healthier diet and a healthier you! Once you have digested one chapter, you’re sure to be back for a second helping – healthy eating has never tasted so good, nor been so easy!





1: Only got a minute?



You have no doubt heard the expression ‘You are what you eat’, and this is absolutely true – every cell in our body is formed from the nutrients we take in as food, so what you eat has a direct effect upon your health, and how you look and feel. You can make no better change for yourself or your family than to eat a healthier diet, and despite the wealth of conflicting information out there, there are many simple and proven dietary fundamentals that are known to enhance good health. For example, we know that we need a varied diet containing all the food groups, vitamins and minerals for continued health, and we need to balance our energy (calorie) intake with our expenditure in order to maintain a healthy weight. However, there are so many other advantages gained from following a healthy diet…


 




	Enhanced energy levels


	Radiant skin


	Improved ability to cope with stress


	
Better sleep


	Lower blood pressure


	Lower cholesterol levels


	Stronger bones


	Better digestion


	Reduced risk of some cancers





… and these are just a few of the benefits. Positive results attributable to healthy eating encompass body size and shape, disease prevention and mood enhancement. If you know someone who looks much younger than they actually are, what and how they eat is likely to have contributed to this enigma.


Getting started is simple – all you need is a credible source of information combined with lots of practical tips, and of course, shopping lists, recipes and eating plans all help to make healthy eating an enjoyable part of your life rather than yet another ‘diet’. A good way to start is to go food shopping for all the healthy foods you need for the week – healthy eating is much easier with a kitchen full of nutritious foods, and it should become a way of life, not a diet… so what are you waiting for?





5: Only got five minutes?



By following a nutritious and balanced diet you are guaranteed to look and feel better, and your health will also benefit. Several large-scale studies suggest a positive association between fruit and vegetable consumption, and decreased risk of heart disease and various cancers – you can reduce your risk of heart disease by 4 per cent for each additional portion of vegetables, and by 7 per cent for each additional portion of fruit eaten! So whether you want to lose weight or just eat a healthy diet, fruit and vegetables should always form a significant part of your food intake. Of course we need other types of food for good health as well: starchy carbohydrates such as rice, oats or potatoes provide a more concentrated source of energy than fruits and vegetables and we also need foods containing protein and fats to provide a full range of essential nutrients.


Because each food group provides different nutrients and has different roles in the body, it’s never a good idea to omit any food group from your diet completely. You can choose to reduce the amount of fat in your diet if you want to reduce calorie and/or fat intake, but we must take in the essential fatty acids (found in fish, nuts, seeds and vegetable oils) and ensure that we are getting enough of the fat soluble vitamins A, D, E and K. Limiting carbohydrate intake has been a popular diet to follow, but we do need carbohydrate foods for energy and to supply a range of vitamins, minerals and phytonutrients.


In short, if a ‘diet’ cannot be followed long term for any reason, particularly health issues, then you should re-consider whether you should follow it at all. Any quick gains are short lived because once you return to your normal diet you will find you have not changed your ‘normal’ eating habits, and will quickly be back where you started! Making slow but sure improvements to your existing diet is a more effective way of reaching your goals in the long run.


You should aim to increase rather than decrease the range of foods that you eat, creating an eating habit that you can enjoy and sustain for life.


However, although most of us already have an idea of what we should be eating for good health, actually doing it is often more difficult. Putting a new eating regime into practice can be a big change, but with practical tips and recipes to help, healthy eating is much easier and enjoyable. Even challenging situations like losing weight or cooking for the family are possible with a plethora of helpful tips and a toolbox of tricks. Changing your eating habits can mean a big adjustment in lifestyle, and it can be tough (which is why so many diets fail), but the trick is to make small changes, take tiny steps rather than big leaps, and give yourself (and your family) time to get used to each new change before you introduce another one. Taking small steps towards a healthier diet and maintaining each change will eventually get you to where you want to be, whereas trying to follow an ‘optimum nutrition’ diet usually lasts for about three days before you fall back into your old eating habits. Deciding where you are now, what you want to achieve, and planning the changes you aim to make, are all important elements of lifestyle change, and will get you off to a good start. However, to stick with your new eating plan, it has to be enjoyable, or it won’t last. Take a look at these tips to help you create a diet that you actually want to follow!


 




	Eating fruit doesn’t have to be boring. Make up a colourful fruit salad so it’s ready to eat and you’re much more likely to choose this for breakfast/snacks/dessert than pick up an apple out of the fruit bowl! Try different types of melon mixed with berries, kiwi, pineapple and red grapes.


	Buy or prepare vegetable crudités so these are ready to eat and more likely to tempt you away from the biscuit barrel. Have healthy dips like hummus to dip your veggie sticks into for additional flavour. Try strips of pepper, baby sweetcorn, mange tout, asparagus spears – it doesn’t have to be celery and carrot sticks!








10: Only got ten minutes?



With what appears to be conflicting advice and different types of diets constantly being promoted, eating a healthy diet may not seem that straight forward! That’s why it is so important to take your inspiration from educated and well researched dietary sources, and avoid the latest diet craze, even (and especially) if it does promise incredible weight loss or extraordinary health results. The principles of a healthy diet are really quite straight forward and, when followed, will have a significant beneficial effect upon the way that you look and feel. The basic principles of a healthy balanced diet are as follows:


 




	Base your meals on starchy foods.


	Eat lots of fruit and vegetables.


	Eat more fish.


	Cut down on saturated fat and sugar.


	Try to eat less salt – no more than 6 g a day.


	Get active and try to be a healthy weight.


	Drink plenty of water.


	Don’t skip breakfast.





Simple! But if you are looking for a little more inspiration rather than information, there is a plethora of research regarding the benefits of the so-called Mediterranean diet that is known to promote better health. Individual aspects of this dietary approach each hold their own merits. Increased fish consumption boosts our omega-3 intake which can promote better mental function and reduce inflammatory conditions; olive oil has known cardio-protective and anti-fungal properties; and consuming more natural foods such as nuts, fruits and vegetables boosts nutrient intake and improves health in a number of different ways, so these are good foods upon which to base your diet. The benefits of a diet like this are that the whole family can eat in this way and expect to improve their health as a result. Of course, if everyone in the household is eating the same foods, this makes for a much easier life as well!


In addition to creating a basic healthy diet, you can adapt your individual eating plan further to suit yourself and to enable you to achieve your personal goals, whether that might be weight loss, more energy, or better skin. Adapting your diet in this way creates a basic healthy diet platform from which you can manipulate and individualize your diet to suit you.


 




	Make sure your diet contains all the food groups (carbohydrates, proteins and fats) and is made up of predominantly fresh, un-processed produce.


	Include foods and preparation methods known to be healthy, such as those of the Mediterranean diet – eat plenty of vegetables, fruit and fish, and swap some of the saturated fats found in meat and dairy for polyunsaturated fats found in fish and vegetable oils.


	Now personalize your diet to suit you – add superfoods for better health or for specific benefits such as better skin, more energy or improved mental function.





Here are some more ideas to make healthy eating easier; hopefully you’ll be inspired to create a superfood diet that will enable you to achieve your dietary and health goals.


 




	To aid weight loss and improve health, swap normal potatoes for sweet potatoes – more nutrients, less calories! As well as containing fewer calories than a normal potato; the beta carotene levels in sweet potatoes also boost your anti-oxidant intake, support immune function and aid natural detoxification. If you prefer to follow a diet lower in starch (complex carbohydrates), this could also be a useful alternative to satisfy those potato cravings!


	If weight loss is your goal, try eating slowly and reducing your portion sizes. Just making these two changes can reduce your food and calorie intake, without actually making any changes to the types of food that you eat.


	Your first step towards a superfood diet is to increase your nutrient intake – for instance, swap cos or iceberg lettuce for dark green spinach, rocket or watercress which all contain higher levels of calcium, magnesium, iron and vitamin C.


	For a DIY mini-detox, start each day with a glass of hot water with a slice of lemon or lime. The hot water is too warm to be absorbed through the stomach or small intestine, so it travels on to the large intestine (bowel) and helps to dislodge material adhering to the bowel wall. The additional water also helps to bulk out the stool and allow easier peristalsis along the bowel.


	Rather than rely on expensive functional foods to lower your cholesterol levels, include garlic, onion, chicory, Jerusalem artichokes and asparagus in your diet. These foods contain a fibre called inulin which absorbs cholesterol and carries it out of the body when the fibre is eliminated via the bowel.


	Some nutrients have specific health benefits. Take, for example, Brazil nuts – because of their selenium content they make a great anti-ageing anti-oxidant ‘supplement’! In fact, most nuts contain helpful levels of anti-oxidants Vitamin E, selenium and zinc… all contributing to better skin health too.


	Research shows that of all the things we ask for, ‘more energy’ is one of the most common requests, yet this can be one of the quickest and easiest things to correct in our diet, as being just 4 per cent dehydrated can reduce our energy levels by up to 25 per cent! Make sure you drink eight glasses of water a day to feel energized and full of get up and go.


	Swapping two meals a week from meat to fish can improve allergies and inflammatory skin conditions and boost mental function, as well as delivering the healthy benefits of the Mediterranean diet to your heart.


	If lack of time is your barrier to healthy eating, an extra baked potato or additional rice portion cooked for dinner can provide the beginnings of potato or cold rice salad for tomorrow’s healthy lunch – it takes no extra time, and can provide the healthy tuck box lunches you and your family have been looking for.





Although a strong connection between food and wellbeing has existed for centuries, we are only just beginning to understand the association between our diet and health. For example, ground-breaking research is now illustrating important links between fatty acid deficiency and impaired cognitive function, or conditions such as dementia, depression and attention deficit hyperactivity disorder. Whether your aspiration is to look or feel better, you will find no better way than a healthy diet to help you achieve your goal. So why don’t you start on your journey towards a healthier diet and a healthier you right now… you’ll never look back!





1


Food for health and life


In this chapter you will learn:




	how to keep a food diary


	how to eat a healthy, balanced diet


	how good or bad your current diet is.





In AD390 Hippocrates said ‘Let food be your medicine and medicine be your food’, and people have used the properties and nutrients in foods since that time. For example, in herbal medicine, apples have often been used to help prevent or reduce constipation, prompting the saying ‘An apple a day keeps the doctor away’. Blueberries were historically used to alleviate food poisoning or diarrhoea, and we now know that these berries contain anti-bacterial compounds that help to fight gastrointestinal infections.


You can be your own food doctor – supporting your health and improving the way you look and feel by adjusting your diet to suit your needs. Whether you want to lose weight, look younger, or improve your health, you can have a positive effect upon your health by changing the foods that you eat. What could be better than finding an easy and inexpensive way to feel healthy and look great? The answer we’re all looking for is right in front of us, in the foods that we eat every day. You have a food pharmacy at your fingertips, right there in your kitchen!





Case study


After repeated gastrointestinal problems owing to a poor diet with little fibre, Amy was due to have surgery on her bowel. In desperation, she sought help from a nutritionist to change her diet, and after just three weeks of following the diet, her bowel was working perfectly and there was no need for an operation. Needless to say, she stopped ‘living’ on chocolate and continued with a healthy, high fibre diet after that!





What is a healthy diet?


With so much conflicting information on what we should and shouldn’t eat, it’s no surprise that so many people are confused about what a healthy diet really is! In addition to Health Authority recommendations, there are guidelines from organizations such as the British Heart Foundation, World Health Organization and Food Standards Agency, hundreds of diet books and fad diets in every magazine you pick up, and on top of this we are bombarded with food industry promotions for functional foods, low GI products, foods that are low in sugar, reduced salt, low fat or organic. Which sources of information can you trust?


Your food diary


A good place to start is to create to a list of the foods you eat each day – this is known as a food diary – and assess it. Ask yourself the following questions and add up how much of each type of food you ate at the bottom of your food diary – the numbers of servings you ideally want to consume are shown in brackets after each food group:


How many meals were based upon starchy carbohydrates? (3)


How many servings of fruit and vegetables were eaten? (5+)


How many servings of dairy foods were eaten? (2–3)


How many servings of protein foods were eaten? (2–3)


How many fatty or sugary foods were eaten? (minimum)


Your food diary might look like this:


[image: Image]


This is a simple, but illustrative guide to knowing whether your diet is healthy and balanced. Straight away you can see whether you’re eating enough fruit and vegetables, or consuming too much dairy produce, for example. This then provides you with a way of monitoring your progress as you adjust your diet – you can choose something to concentrate on, such as increasing your fruit and vegetable intake, and add up the portions you eat every day.


There are several additional benefits of keeping a food diary:


 


[image: Image] You can also monitor your water intake, aiming for eight glasses a day.


[image: Image] You can monitor your intake of coffee and alcohol.


[image: Image] You can add how you’re feeling after each meal (a food and mood diary) – this helps you to pinpoint foods that might not suit you.


[image: Image] Keeping a food diary also makes you more aware of what you are (and aren’t) eating, and often prompts healthier eating habits.


[image: Image] It can also help with weight loss (see Chapter 2 for further advice on how to use your food diary in this way).


Healthy eating recommendations


It is worth bearing in mind that food manufacturers will always want to sell their product, and whilst the information provided should be correct, it may be biased. Avoid fad diets that seem to cut out entire foods or food groups, or promise results that seem too good to be true, and take dietary advice from respected organizations or qualified practitioners. State registered dieticians usually operate within hospitals or in conjunction with GPs; nutritionists or nutritional therapists usually operate privately, and should hold a degree or diploma, be registered with a governing body such as the Nutritional Therapy Council and hold full indemnity and liability insurance.


You can be sure that recommendations from organizations such as the Food Standards Agency or British Nutrition Foundation have been well researched and substantiated, and provide good advice regarding a healthy, balanced diet. Recommendations are based upon foods from each of the five food groups.


The ‘food plate’ in Figure 1.1 divided into five food groups:


[image: Image]


Figure 1.1 Five food groups.


(Diagram based upon the Balance of Good Health guidelines outlined by the Health Education Authority and revised by the Food Standards Agency.)


 




	starchy carbohydrates (bread, other cereals and potatoes)


	fruit and vegetables


	milk and dairy foods


	meat, fish and protein alternatives


	foods containing fat and sugar.





Foods in the largest groups (fruit and vegetables and starchy carbohydrates) should be eaten most often, with protein foods consumed two to three times daily and foods high in sugar or fat consumed in much lower amounts. The proportions on the ‘plate’ diagram indicate the proportions that each type of food should contribute to your diet, as indicated in the UK government’s tips for a healthy diet (2005):


 




	Base your meals on starchy foods.


	Eat lots of fruit and vegetables.


	Eat more fish.


	Cut down on saturated fat and sugar.


	Try to eat less salt – no more than 6 g a day.


	Get active and try to be a healthy weight.


	Drink plenty of water.


	Don’t skip breakfast.





However, these recommendations illustrate the basic requirements of a healthy, balanced diet; further recommendations can be made to fine tune your diet and maximize your health even more.



1 BASE YOUR MEALS ON STARCHY FOODS


Unrefined carbohydrates such as wholemeal bread or brown rice contain higher levels of fibre, minerals and vitamins than their white alternatives and are therefore much more nutritious and healthy. Such foods have a low glycaemic index indicating a slower absorption rate or lower glucose content – find out more about using the glycaemic index in Chapter 7. Choosing carbohydrate foods with a slower absorption rate will provide a more sustained energy release, helping you to avoid snacking on sugary foods between meals. Basing each meal on starchy foods is easily done, and incorporating these additional tips will provide an even healthier diet.


For example:


 




	Porridge, muesli or wholewheat toast for breakfast.


	A wholemeal sandwich or mixed bean salad for lunch.


	Brown rice risotto or potatoes in an evening meal.






2 EAT LOTS OF FRUIT AND VEGETABLES


Although official recommendations are to eat five servings of fruit and vegetables daily, most experts agree that this represents the minimum we should be consuming, and many organizations such as the National Cancer Institute are now promoting seven servings (for women) and nine servings (for men) daily. However, many of us fail to consume the recommended ‘five a day’, with average consumption in some parts of the UK thought to be less than one portion a day. The National Diet and Nutrition Survey (2002) shows that although fruit and vegetable consumption has increased over the past few years, the average is still less than three portions a day with men eating 2.7 and women 2.9 portions.


What is a portion?




	A cereal bowl-sized portion of salad.


	A medium sized apple or similar fruit.


	Three heaped tablespoons of berries, peas or beans.








Insight: What else can I include in my ‘five a day’?




	Frozen, dried and tinned fruit or vegetables (although ideally the majority of fruits and vegetables eaten should be fresh)


	100 per cent fruit or vegetable juices or smoothies


	Beans and pulses also count, but only one portion of each of these should contribute to your five portions each day








Remember that a portion size is approximately the size of your palm, and eating a wide range of foods will provide a greater range of nutrients, making sure that you consume all the vitamins and minerals you need for good health. This group of foods is also where most of the health-promoting phytonutrients (plant nutrients) are found, proven to reduce the risk of illnesses such as heart disease and cancer. Find out more about the phytonutrients in Chapter 3.





Remember!


Foods such as potatoes and yams don’t count towards your ‘five a day’ as these provide a source of starchy carbohydrates for energy rather than a rich source of vitamins, minerals and phytonutrients.


However, eating five servings of fruit or vegetables daily is still easy to achieve, and using fresh, organic produce and eating a wide variety will provide even more health benefits.





 





Insight: How to get your five a day




	Include fruit with cereals and fresh fruit juice for breakfast.


	Add salad vegetables to sandwiches or eat salad for lunch.


	Include at least two vegetables in your evening meal. Simple!









3 EAT MORE FISH


Current recommendations to include fish in the diet are as follows:


 




	Consume at least two portions of fish a week, one of which is oily fish.


	Men and post-menopausal women should eat up to four portions of oily fish a week.


	A lower intake is currently advised for other women in order to limit placental exposure to toxic compounds that may be present in some fish – dioxins and polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs).








What are the oily fish?


Salmon, herring, mackerel, kippers, trout, sardines, pilchards, tuna, anchovies, swordfish…





Higher fish consumption is part of the so-called ‘Mediterranean diet’, and has been linked with reduced heart disease, lower cholesterol levels and increased cognitive (mental) function – find out more about this in Chapter 8. Although consuming tinned fish such as tuna or salmon provides some health benefits, many of the essential fatty acids are lost in the canning process, so tinned fish is a step in the right direction, but fresh, un-farmed or organic fish is the best option.


Follow these tips to include more fish in your diet.





Insight: Eat more fish for the benefits of a Mediterranean diet




	Enjoy kedgeree or sardines on toast for brunch or lunch.


	Add salmon or tuna to sandwiches instead of cheese, egg or meat.


	Swap meat for fish in at least two evening meals.









4 CUT DOWN ON SATURATED FAT AND SUGAR


Saturated fat is found predominantly in meats, full-fat dairy produce and many refined bakery products such as cakes and biscuits. This type of fat has been linked with obesity, diabetes, heart disease and some types of cancer. Although we need some fat in the diet, the type of fats we need for health are the longer chain, polyunsaturated fats found in fish, nuts and seeds, so we should try to limit our consumption of foods that are rich in saturated or processed fats such as hydrogenated and trans fatty acids. This is simple to do – try adjusting your diet as follows to reduce the ‘bad’ fats in your diet.





Insight: How to reduce your fat intake




	Swap full-fat milk to semi-skimmed, skimmed, oat or rice milk.


	Add salmon, tuna or peppered mackerel to sandwiches and salads instead of cheese and fatty meats.


	Cut back on biscuits, cakes and pastries to reduce your fat – and calorie – intake.








In addition to limiting the amount of fat that we eat, we should also try to curb our intake of sugar. Many people have a sweet tooth, but over quite a short period of time you can easily reduce your sugar intake. High sugar consumption is linked with obesity, dental disease and diabetes. It can play havoc with your blood sugar levels, creating more cravings for sugary snacks. Try to reduce your sugar intake with these tips, and find out more about how to control blood sugar levels in Chapter 7.





Insight: Watch out for hidden sugar


Check the labels on fizzy drinks, sweets, chocolate and foods with hidden added sugar – avoid foods containing more than 15 g of sugars per 100 g, and watch out for added ingredients ending in ‘-ose’ as these are usually sugars, for example, maltose, dextrose or glucose.





Other ways to reduce sugar intake:


 




	Gradually reduce the amount of sugar you add to tea or coffee until you don’t need any at all.


	Try sliced banana or ripe avocado on toast instead of jam, honey or marmalade.






5 TRY TO EAT LESS SALT – NO MORE THAN 6 g A DAY


Although it contains no calories, and is therefore often ignored by slimming clubs and weight-loss books, a high salt intake is detrimental to good health (and can also affect our weight through increased water retention). High salt (sodium chloride) consumption has been linked with hypertension, with coronary heart disease as well as some cancers, and a diet low in salt and high in fruit and vegetables has been proven to significantly reduce blood pressure. Fruit and vegetables are naturally low in sodium and rich in potassium, a mineral that helps to counteract the effects of sodium in the body. If you crave salty foods, this can be a sign that you are consuming too much sodium (salt), but as with sugar, your taste for salty foods will reduce as you decrease your salt intake. There are lots of ways to reduce salt intake – stopping adding salt to cooking and to your food is a great start! However, approximately three quarters of the salt we eat is hidden in the foods we buy, so checking food labels will help to reduce your salt consumption:


 




	Watch out for high-salt foods that don’t necessarily taste salty, such as cheese, bread and pizza.


	Eat plenty of potassium-rich foods to counteract the effects of sodium – fill up on fruit, vegetables and juices.








Insight: Check food labels for hidden salt


Start checking the salt content on tinned and packaged foods and choose low-salt products. A high-salt food contains more than 1.5 g of salt per 100 g (or 0.6 g sodium per 100 g), and a low-salt food contains 0.3 g salt or less per 100 g (or 0.1 g sodium).





How to work out salt and sodium content


It’s easier to monitor how much salt (rather than sodium) you are consuming to try to stay below 6 g a day, but some food labels may list sodium rather than salt content. You can calculate the amount of salt in a food by multiplying the sodium content by 2.5. For example, if a portion of food contains 0.8 g sodium, it will contain about 2 g of salt.



6 GET ACTIVE AND TRY TO BE A HEALTHY WEIGHT


Excess weight contributes to diabetes, heart disease and some cancers and also puts a strain on joints, adding to the risk of arthritis. Exercise not only uses up calories and raises your metabolic rate, but has also been shown to be the most effective way of maintaining a healthy body weight when done in conjunction with a healthy diet. There’s no doubt that exercise plays an important part in helping us to balance the scales; Chapter 2 contains everything you need to know in order to reduce body fat levels and manage your weight, but in the meantime, try out these tips to increase your activity or start exercising:


 




	Find a type of exercise that you enjoy, or you will never keep it up!


	Exercise with a partner, a friend or join a fitness class or club – research shows we are 22 per cent more likely to be successful at sticking with regular exercise when we exercise with others.


	Set yourself a monthly goal of how many exercise sessions or exercise minutes you will achieve – you’re 20 per cent more likely to succeed if you have a goal!






7 DRINK PLENTY OF WATER


Water is essential for life, yet most of us are consistently dehydrated (check out the symptoms of dehydration in Chapter 7). Water has many essential roles in the body: it enables our body to utilize the energy in foods, it regulates body temperature, helps us to eliminate waste products from the body, and is needed for digestion and muscular contraction, to name just a few. Although we get a lot of our fluid requirements from the foods that we eat (for example, from milk, soups, fruit) we should also be drinking at least a litre of water a day.





Insight: Working out how much water you really need


More accurate fluid requirements can be calculated using either body weight or calorie intake.


 




	Drink 35 ml per kg or 2.2 lbs of your body weight – for example, if you weigh 60 kg, you need about 2100 ml (2.1 litres) a day.


	Drink one litre for every 1000 calories consumed.










Chapter 6 offers tips on increasing the quantity of water you drink, but for now, consider these tips to maximize the quality of your water.


 




	Jug or tap filters remove chemicals and metals such as lead and aluminium from the water supply – installing a filter to the pipe under the sink is the most effective way to ensure that all water is filtered, including that used for cooking.


	If you are drinking large amounts of tap water, it might be an idea to check that you haven’t got old lead pipes in the kitchen which could be leaking lead into your water supply.


	If drinking bottled mineral water, still water, rather than sparkling, is a better option in order to avoid taking in extra carbon dioxide (this gas, which creates the bubbles in fizzy drinks, is what we breathe out and is an end product of respiration and energy metabolism – any additional carbon dioxide taken in has to be removed via the circulation, skin and lungs). Choose a mineral water with a low sodium and nitrate content, and check that it doesn’t contain any added flavourings or sweeteners.






8 DON’T SKIP BREAKFAST


Breakfast is said to be the most important meal of the day as it provides energy after a night of fasting (hence the word, break-fast!). Without breakfast we soon find our energy levels flagging and reach for caffeine or sugary snacks to keep going. Although these might do the job, they are unlikely to offer many healthy nutrients or long-term energy, and often create a poor eating pattern with caffeine- or sugar-fixes throughout the day providing energy boosts. This type of diet does not promote healthy eating, and can be the undoing of a healthy eating plan. Set yourself up for the day with these suggestions.


Breakfast options




	Porridge is a great breakfast option as it releases energy very slowly and will give you energy right up to lunchtime.


	No time for breakfast? Fruit comes ready-packaged in its own skin, and is easily eaten on the go. Although not as nutritious as fresh fruit, packaged fruit salads are available in all supermarkets – how much easier can it get?


	Can’t face breakfast? Try a fruit smoothie or a drink of juice – even though these drinks are packed with a simple sugar called fructose (fruit sugar), this provides a much slower release of energy than the glucose found in fruits so it will keep you going for longer than you anticipate. You can always top up energy levels with a cereal or nut bar later in the morning when you have more of an appetite.





So, there are some basic guidelines for healthy eating along with tips to make your diet even healthier, but you may feel that you need more specific guidelines for particular health benefits. So now it’s time to find out what you really want from your diet. Are you ready for optimum nutrition, or just looking for enhanced health benefits within a realistic time frame, budget and lifestyle?


Optimum nutrition


It has been said that there are no ‘junk diets’, only junk foods. In other words, you can eat one or two foods of a less nutritious nature without having an unhealthy diet. In today’s lifestyle where time is at a premium, food choice almost limitless and family or social pressures constantly affecting our choice of foods, a healthy diet for most of us is all about balance and moderation. An ‘optimum nutrition’ diet is one that provides all the nutrients you need for continued good health. It doesn’t include caffeine or alcohol, refined sugars or bakery goods, tinned and packaged foods, ready meals and take-aways or added salt or sauces.


Although many people like the idea of following an optimum nutrition diet, for most of us it’s unrealistic. And you know what happens to unrealistic diets … they last as long as our will-power (which is usually between three days and three weeks!). So it’s crunch time … time to be honest and decide not only what you want from your diet and how much you would like to improve your health, but also what you can realistically achieve.


 






	Do you have the time, inclination and budget to buy and prepare organic foods? Do you want to sip on mineral water whilst friends share a bottle of wine? Maybe you would just like to make a few changes in your diet to look and feel younger? We all have different priorities, and it is your priorities that will shape your diet.








If improved health is your priority, it may be important enough for an overhaul of your current eating habits. Using the chapters in this book you may decide to kick start your new regime with a detox, follow a superfoods diet and eat organic produce. If you would love to eat more healthily but lack time, motivation or are on a budget, there are hundreds of tips throughout this book giving you quick, effective and inexpensive ways to improve your eating habits without breaking the bank.


The good news is that there are hundreds of ways to improve your diet and follow a lifetime eating plan that promises better health without having to stick to an optimum nutrition diet. Of course, the more changes you make and the healthier your diet is, the better your health and quality of life will be.


So, on a scale of 1 to 10, where 1 = junk diet and 10 = optimum nutrition, you need to decide two things:


  –  Where are you now?


  –  Where do you want to be?


[image: Image]


Figure 1.2 Junk diet to optimum nutrition scale.


In order to help you decide what your starting point is, have a go at this quick quiz. It will help you to identify where your diet may need the most adjustment, and your final result will give you a score on the optimum nutrition scale.



Nutrition quiz


How many servings of fruit and vegetables do you eat a day?


a) One or less, and unlikely to be fresh fruit or vegetables


b) Two to three


c) Four or five


d) I always eat five or more servings a day


How much water do you drink each day?


a) None


b) Only if I am thirsty, or in coffee and tea or fizzy drinks


c) A couple of glasses daily


d) At least eight glasses a day every day


What sort of carbohydrates do you eat?


a) Croissants, doughnuts or teacakes


b) French bread, white bread and white rice


c) Granary and seed breads


d) Wholemeal bread, brown rice and wholewheat pasta


What type of protein foods do you regularly eat?


a) Corned beef, beef burgers or mostly processed meat or fish products


b) Yoghurts, milk, cheese, meat products (bacon, sausages, etc.)


c) Mainly red meats – pork, beef, lamb – with very little fish


d) Mainly fresh fish, soya, nuts, and some organic meat


What type of fats do you consume?


a) Lard or dripping, salad dressings and sauces, margarine and biscuits


b) I use butter, cook with vegetable oils and eat a limited amount of bakery products containing refined fats (biscuits, pastries, etc.)
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