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How to Use This Ebook


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.


Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.


You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.




Introduction


It may have ‘diet’ in its name, but the DASH Diet is most certainly not another fad diet. It is a scientifically sound way of life that will benefit your heart, lower your blood pressure and help your whole family improve their health. Your blood pressure is how hard your blood is pushing against the artery walls.1 Nearly 90 per cent of adults are likely to develop high blood pressure during their lifetime, which carries an increased risk of heart disease and stroke.2 Only around 35 per cent of those with high blood pressure have it well controlled, so there is definitely room for improvement – and you can improve your own at home without medication.3


Our story starts in the 1990s, when researchers noted that people following a vegetarian/vegan diet had lower blood pressure. They set up a research trial to test out their hypothesis: would eating a diet higher in plant foods reduce blood pressure? The team compared a diet high in fruit and vegetables to a specialist diet they created, and this specialist diet became the DASH diet. The DASH trial (Dietary Approaches to Stop Hypertension) found that eating a diet high in fruits, vegetables and wholegrains, with a decent helping of lean protein and a side of low-fat dairy, really did reduce people’s blood pressure. This is the basis of the DASH diet. Now, some of this really isn’t rocket science – it is common knowledge that fruit and vegetables are good for us. What makes the DASH diet different is the combination of foods and the portions. With plant-based eating on the rise, and with meat having the highest environmental impact of all foods, the DASH diet just makes good sense. While not being a restrictive diet, it does reduce your intake of red meat, salt, saturated fat and added sugars. It is now one of the most studied diets, with gold-standard scientific research to back it up. It was named by the British Dietetic Association as one of the few diets that actually do work, and is now included in several clinical guidelines across the globe.4 It’s a way of eating that really makes sense.


As a dietitian, I’m not normally someone who promotes diets – in fact, I shy away from the word. Why? Well, let’s face it, most diets are fads and do not work long term. When you hear the word ‘diet’, it is usually associated with a restrictive way of eating that leads to the quick shedding of a few pounds in time for the summer or a special occasion or holiday. I’m afraid if that is what you are looking for, then you have not picked up the right book. Dietitians are trained in using therapeutic diets: diets for certain medical conditions that have to be scientifically researched and proven to work. The DASH diet is one of these. It is based on sound research, which has been proven time and time again. We know that if you follow this way of eating, you can lower your blood pressure, lower your cholesterol and improve your overall heart health. You may also find it helps in cases of type 2 diabetes – and it could help you lose weight.


The Western diet has changed a lot over the past 50 years, moving from home-cooked food with more plants to a lot of animal-based, high-fat, high-sugar, processed, pre-made foods. We have also become a lot less active and many of us have sedentary jobs. Eating habits during the Second World War, when people were on rations, included a lot more fruit and veg, and less meat and sugar. While we would not want to go back to that time and live through another world war, there is something to be said for simple eating, growing your own food and cooking from scratch. Dietary change and becoming more active could lead to substantial changes to your health and lower your risk of chronic diseases, such as cancer, heart disease and obesity. What would your usual food diary show us? Would it contain a lot of pre-bought convenience foods, salty foods, and high levels of sugar and animal fats? You would not be in the minority if so. Or would it be full of fruit and vegetables, wholegrains, plenty of plant proteins and healthy fats?





1 Hypertension & the Heart


Over the past 50–80 years, our diet and lifestyle has moved away from home-grown, home-cooked meals to convenience foods and a diet high in saturated fats, refined white carbohydrates and lots of snack foods. Our portion sizes have also increased, while our activity levels have decreased, with increasing numbers of desk jobs and more machines to do jobs for us. These are some of the reasons our risk of heart disease has increased.


Nowadays, heart disease is one of the main causes of death and disability in the UK, and one of the leading causes of death in the world. An estimated 2,000 people die of heart disease each day in the US, and it makes up 30 per cent of all global deaths.1,2,3 The British Heart Foundation highlights that 7.4 million people in the UK are living with cardiovascular disease, costing the health service an estimated £9 billion each year. In a single day, it is the cause of death for 460 people.4 With numbers this high, it makes sense that it’s an area on which scientists have chosen to focus a lot of research.


Heart disease and stroke are the leading cause of death in the UK, killing one person every eight minutes, so you can see why it is key that we do something to help our bodies out. It has been said that any decrease in blood pressure will bring benefits (unless you have been diagnosed with low blood pressure), so there is huge motivation to make some lifestyle changes.


Reducing the risk of cardiovascular disease (including heart disease and stroke) will hopefully lead to people living longer, healthier lives. The good news is there are changes you can make to help reduce the risks. Physical inactivity, smoking, excess alcohol and a diet high in sodium and low in potassium (high in salt, low in fruit and veg) are all factors that increase the risk of heart disease and stroke – but they are also all things you can change!


When it comes to looking after your heart, or indeed your body in general, educating yourself on the risks can be a great motivator. Let’s take a look at the risks and reasons you may have been drawn to this book in the first place.


Cardiovascular disease


Cardiovascular disease (CVD) is a general term for conditions that affect the heart or blood vessels. These can include coronary heart disease, stroke and blockages in the arteries on the arms/legs. Think about having a blocked drain: unless you look after your sink well over time, a build-up of grime stops the water from flowing as effectively. But if you clean it regularly, remove the debris from the plughole and are careful what you send down the sink, you are less likely to get a blockage. Similarly, in the body, you can get a build-up of fatty deposits in the arteries (known as atherosclerosis) that reduce the blood flow, while a larger blood clot could completely stop the flow of blood to the heart, limbs or brain. Looking after your body by making certain changes can help keep the blood at the right consistency and help prevent debris building up in the arteries.


How do we keep the blood flowing freely around the body?


Lifestyle changes, including your diet, can play a major role. This is where the DASH diet comes in. High blood pressure is the leading cause of CVD, with high cholesterol levels not far behind.5 The research tells us that the DASH diet not only decreases blood pressure, but can also decrease our cholesterol levels. Addressing both of these factors simultaneously has great benefits for our cardiovascular health.6


Hypertension (or high blood pressure)


As I have explained, blood pressure measures how hard your blood is pushing against your artery walls.7 High blood pressure, also known as hypertension, is a condition where your heart has to work extra hard to pump blood around the body.8 It affects about 26 per cent of adults in the UK, increasing the risk of heart disease, heart failure, stroke and kidney disease.9, 10


Hypertension is when your blood pressure is between 140/90mmHg and 180/120mmHg.
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With hypertension, your heart has to work harder to pump the blood around your body. This force can cause damage to the arteries and harden them. It could be that there is a blockage in an artery or the arteries have narrowed. Either way, this can put a strain on your heart and put you at risk of a heart attack or stroke. It also puts you at risk of damage to the blood vessels in your kidneys and eyes. The higher your blood pressure, the higher the risk.11 Pretty scary facts.
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Figure 1. Stroke and usual blood pressure (BP) graph showing how the risk of stroke increases as your blood pressure increases.12 Systolic blood pressure (SBP) is the pressure when the heart contracts, and diastolic blood pressure (DBP) is the pressure when the heart relaxes.
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Figure 2. Absolute number of strokes in 405,000 individuals in seven prospective observational studies by baseline diastolic blood pressure (DBP). Approximately three-quarters of all strokes attributable to blood pressure occurred among individuals classified as ‘normotensive’.13





Unfortunately, there aren’t general symptoms or warning signs to look out for to tell if your blood pressure slightly increases. Many people have high blood pressure but are unaware of it – it has been termed a ‘silent killer’. This is why it is important your blood pressure is checked regularly when you visit your doctor.


If you are taking certain medications, it is even more important, as some medications can affect your blood pressure. A single blood pressure reading does not give an accurate picture, so your doctor may want to look at the pattern over a few readings. It can sometimes be necessary to measure your blood pressure over a 24-hour period using a portable instrument.


Our blood pressure varies over the course of a day: it will be lower when you relax and sleep, and will increase when you are active. Stress, anxiety and fear will also increase your heart rate. Your blood pressure will also naturally increase as you age. These variations are not a problem; the issue we are concerned about here is having high levels over a prolonged period of time. When your blood pressure is consistently high, it can damage your blood vessels and increase your health risks. In the long term, having high blood pressure can increase your risk of heart disease, and can also damage your kidneys, your eyes and the circulation in your legs. Treatment with diet, lifestyle and medication (if recommended by your doctor) can help.


What causes high blood pressure?


Sometimes the reasons for high blood pressure are unknown (essential hypertension). It can be a result of kidney disease, or the overproduction of certain hormones (secondary hypertension). Often, there may be no specific cause for your blood pressure being higher. It could be due to a medication you have been on, such as birth control pills, or it could be genetic. Whatever the reason, it is a good idea to focus on improving your nutrition and being active in your daily life.



Cholesterol


Cholesterol is often seen as the bad guy in terms of heart health, but it actually plays many important roles in the body, including making up part of cell membranes and helping the body to make hormones, vitamins and bile acids. It’s not actually a ‘bad fat’ – we all need a certain level of it. Once again, it all comes down to balance.


Cholesterol is a type of fat found in the bloodstream and in the fatty outer layer of our cell membranes. It is transported around the body attached to proteins, and this whole combination of fat plus protein makes up lipoproteins. You can think of these lipoproteins as taxis. We have two taxi companies: one is HDL (high density lipoprotein), and the other is LDL (low density lipoprotein). The HDL taxis can only transport the ‘good’ cholesterol, while the LDL taxis are only able to transport what is often called the ‘bad’ cholesterol. In fact, we need both LDL and HDL in the body, but too high a level of LDL is not good for our heart health.


The role of the LDL taxi is to deliver cholesterol through the bloodstream to the tissues that need it. The problem comes when we have too high an amount. Too many LDL taxis will cause a traffic jam. In the body, too much LDL leads to fatty plaques in the arteries. These can cause a blockage, stopping the blood from being able to flow easily. This means there is more chance of a blood clot and a heart attack or stroke. You can see why we don’t want too much LDL cholesterol around. Our HDL taxis are very different, as they actually go around picking up any LDL they see and taking it to the liver to be disposed of. So our HDL cholesterol has a protective effect on heart health.


The question is, how do we get the cholesterol balance right, with less of the LDL and more of the HDL? The main guidelines tell us to change our lifestyles. Exercise regularly, stop smoking, moderate your intake of alcohol and eat a healthy diet that contains less saturated fat. Saturated fats are the animal fats that are mainly found in red meat, butter, cheese, cream, cakes, biscuits, confectionery and takeaway meals. The DASH diet, with its focus on plants and cooking from scratch, will help you swap saturated fats for heart-healthier fats, such as olive oil and oily fish.


As nutrition is a pretty new science, we are constantly learning and evolving our thinking as new research is done. Over 20 years ago, it was thought that eggs should be avoided as they contain cholesterol. You would have been told to keep to just a couple of eggs a week. We now have longer-term research that shows the cholesterol in the egg is actually broken down and reused by the body to make whatever is needed, so eating cholesterol does not necessarily increase your cholesterol levels. While eating eggs daily could cause a small increase in LDL cholesterol, this is minimal – and, more importantly, eating eggs could also increase the beneficial HDL cholesterol levels in your body, which is helpful. This shows how important it is to keep up to date with research, to look in depth at what it says and not to take media headlines out of context. Eggs are highly nutritious, providing the body with zinc, iodine, iron and protein. Although they contain cholesterol and a little saturated fat, the conclusion is that eggs can definitely be part of a healthy, balanced diet. There is no set limit on how many you can eat, but as we want a variety of proteins in the diet, one to three a day seems sensible.





2 The DASH Diet: An Overview


The DASH diet is not a diet, but a way of eating that embraces more plants, less saturated fat and less salt. It is rich in vitamins, minerals, antioxidants and fibre. If vegetarian/vegan populations tend to have lower blood pressure, does this mean we should stop eating meat? Well, there’s more to it than that. Instead of cutting out foods from our diets, I think we need to be looking at what to eat more of, mainly plant foods. You can see the DASH diet as an extension of general healthy eating guidelines. In the UK, the government guidance for healthy eating is the Eat Well Plate. This model aims to encourage the whole population to eat more plants and less meat, which is known to be a more sustainable way of eating. The DASH diet helps us to do this, and there is something in this combination of foods and mix of nutrients that is protective against many diseases.


Eating the DASH way means you will eat plenty of fruits and vegetables, combined with low-fat dairy, wholegrains, beans and pulses, along with lean meat, poultry and fish, plus some servings of nuts and seeds. This is not something to try for a few weeks or months: it is a guide to changing your eating habits for life, to give your body the nutrients it needs to fight chronic diseases like heart disease. Of course, nutrition alone will not keep your body healthy throughout life, but it does play a vital role. There can be genetic factors that make you more likely to get ill, and environmental factors that you may not be able to change. Focusing on what you can change can help you feel like you are really doing something to help yourself. Alongside diet in this book, we will cover other lifestyle factors, including stress, exercise, motivation and sleep habits. By following these tips, I hope you will gain an improved sense of wellbeing and happiness, as well as lower blood pressure.


Current research suggests that the DASH diet can often lower blood pressure as much as medication can. You may be on medication (or have been offered medication) to help with your blood pressure, and this may be necessary. The information in this book is no substitute for advice from a healthcare professional/doctor who has you and your whole medical history in front of them. If you want to step away from using medication to control your blood pressure, always discuss that with your healthcare team first. If you have only just been diagnosed with high blood pressure, you may be able to try lifestyle changes first, then review and add in medications if these changes have not had enough of an effect. Or it could be that, while you may want to stay away from medication, your blood pressure is too high (180/120mmHg) and medication is needed to start with. Some people will need specialist treatment and medication alongside the DASH diet.1 It could also be that, after changing your lifestyle for a period of time, you can adjust your medication. This must, of course, always be done with your doctor’s supervision.


Who will benefit the most from the DASH diet?


The greatest benefits of the DASH diet may be for those with pre-hypertension (120–139/80–89mmHg). So if your blood pressure is just slightly high, then now is the right time to be making the changes outlined in this book. Hang on, I know what you are thinking: if I don’t see my doctor regularly, then how will I know my blood pressure is on the rise? Well, you may not know, but as this way of eating and living is beneficial to all of us, it can also be a preventative measure. So, if you are concerned about high blood pressure, heart disease and stroke, then jump on board now.


It has long been recommended that the first line of treatment for high blood pressure is lifestyle change. A healthy diet and regular exercise can reduce blood pressure, but what exactly does this mean? The DASH diet guidelines can help you understand exactly what to eat. Following these, alongside stopping smoking, becoming more active and drinking within the alcohol recommendations can help your systolic and diastolic blood pressure reduce.


As with most conditions, some people are more at risk of complications than others. In this case, men, older people and African Caribbean populations are all at higher risk of complications, making it even more important to make changes. The Premier study was a large study that followed more than 800 adults for 18 months. The participants were split into groups: Group A was given advice only, Group B had to follow a lifestyle change programme, and Group C followed the lifestyle change programme plus the DASH diet. The DASH diet group showed the biggest improvements in blood pressure. The study also showed that the greatest reductions in blood pressure were seen in people of African American descent and older people who had high blood pressure, so if you fall into either category, there is even more incentive to make changes.2


The DASH diet is a proven way to eat that will help people with high blood pressure and a risk of cardiovascular diseases. The research studies show us that it has the most significant impact on people who have high blood pressure to start with, or those with a higher BMI. Personally, I think this way of eating will benefit most of the population, so unless there are specific medical problems like those mentioned at the end of the chapter (see Conditions to be more careful of), this way of eating should be healthy for your whole family.


Conditions where the DASH diet can help:


• If you have a family history of heart disease.


• If you have high blood pressure.


• If you have high cholesterol.


• If you have normal blood pressure but are concerned about your heart health.


• If you are overweight/obese.


• If you want an overall healthy, balanced way of eating for life.


The original DASH trial


With a steep increase in deaths from heart disease over the past 50 years, it became obvious that something needed to change. As healthcare professionals, we have to be led by the evidence, so back in the nineties, some large-scale research was done to look into this. The original research was carried out to see if diet alone would make a difference. They found that in anyone with high or normal blood pressure, diet changes were able to decrease systolic blood pressure by 6–11mmHg.3 In 1992, the National Institute of Health (NIH) started some research comparing three different diets. More than 450 people over the age of 20, with stage 1 and 2 hypertension, took part.


The diets compared were:


• a control diet (similar to the normal Western diet – high in fat and salt, low in fruit and vegetables)


• a diet higher in fruit and vegetables (the normal Western diet, but with more fruit and vegetables)


• the DASH diet


Initially, everyone was asked to follow the control diet for three weeks. This was a test period to see who had sticking power and to get a baseline. Those who wanted to continue then kept eating the control diet or moved to eating either a diet with increased fruit and vegetables or the DASH diet for 8 weeks. All meals were provided, participants were told exactly what to eat and drink, and some meals were eaten on-site. This made it a very well-controlled research study.


The results were astounding. The DASH diet lowered systolic blood pressure by 5.5mmHg and diastolic by 3mmHg. The fruit and vegetable diet also lowered blood pressure, but not by as much (3mmHg systolic and 2mmHg diastolic).4 People with type 1 hypertension saw their blood pressure decrease more significantly (by 11mmHg systolic and 5.5mmHg diastolic). These reductions were seen in just two weeks of making the dietary changes. It should be pointed out at this stage that 60 per cent of the people in this study were of African American descent, and we now know that this population group have a much higher risk of high blood pressure. This means people of African-American descent are at greater risk of heart disease, but also that they get greater benefits from the DASH diet.


It all sounds pretty good, doesn’t it? It is. However, there are always limitations to be aware of. While the participants were provided with all the food they would eat to help them stick to the diet during the study, this isn’t realistic for daily life. This book will give you recipes and the outline of what to eat, but it won’t shop and cook for you! The participants in the study group were also provided with motivational sessions, education and support to keep them on track.5 It’s a lot easier to follow an eating plan when you have your food cooked for you, and someone motivating you, reminding you, checking on you and cheering you along, isn’t it? This was highlighted by the fact that, after the study ended, despite all the significant health improvements seen, not many people stuck to the DASH diet. My hope is that this book will teach you how to eat for life, by helping you learn to plan your meals and cook delicious food that is balanced and will help reduce your blood pressure for a lot longer than a few weeks. You will need to be your own cheerleader, or find someone to do it alongside you and make these changes together.


Key nutrients in the DASH diet


So why is the DASH diet so effective? It makes total sense, really, that eating more fruit, vegetables and wholegrains will improve your health. The DASH diet takes this a step further by suggesting portion sizes for different foods. It is the combination and balance of nutrients that makes the difference. Let’s take a closer look at some of the key nutrients at play.
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