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Disclaimer


Neither the author nor the publisher can be held responsible for any injury, loss or claim – be it health, financial or otherwise – arising out of the use, or misuse, of the suggestions made herein. Always consult your doctor before trying any new diet if you have a medical or health condition, or are worried about any of the side effects. This book is not intended as a substitute for the medical advice of a doctor or physician.












Introduction


If you’ve picked up this book, chances are you’re thinking about making a few changes to your diet. What we choose to eat three times a day is a complicated thing, shaped by all kinds of factors from time and money to home life and community. Meanwhile, the noise around nutrition in retail and the media keeps getting louder, and misinformation is rife, making it increasingly tricky to distinguish fact from fiction.


This book cuts through all the confusion. It explains in simple, bite-sized entries exactly what good nutrition is and how you can best make it work for you. Along the way, we’ll dispel a few myths so that you can choose foods based on scientific facts, not fads.


Which brings us to the hacks themselves: simple, fad-free, healthy habits we can all adopt to help us properly fuel our bodies. By the time we’re done, you’ll have all the tools you need, including delicious recipes for everyday eating and ready-made weekly meal plans. Either read the whole book from cover to cover or just dip in and out – you’ll find page references throughout to help you join the dots between topics. Nutrition can be complex, but this little book is a simplified guide that can help every single one of us eat well every day.
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Chapter One:


Nutrition 101


Before we start, let’s get one thing straight: within a balanced diet, there is no such thing as “good” or “bad” food. Nutritious diets are about enjoying a variety of foods, and that can include both kale and cake. It’s what we eat on repeat that matters for our health, not what we eat on occasion. This chapter covers everything you need to know about nutrition to help you make informed choices.





So what is a balanced diet?


The food you eat fuels your body. When you regularly feed your body the nutrients it needs, your physical health, mood, sleep quality, energy levels and ability to concentrate all benefit.


Foods can be made up of macronutrients (which are carbohydrates, protein and fat) and micronutrients (which are vitamins and minerals). We’ll discuss all these separately in more detail over the coming pages. The three macronutrients provide the bulk of our nourishment, but micronutrients are no less vital – our body just requires them in tiny micro doses, hence the name.


The plate opposite illustrates the proportions of different foods we should aim to eat in a balanced diet. As a rule, try to make about 50% of your overall diet micronutrient-rich fruits and vegetables, 25% wholegrain carbohydrates and 25% lean protein and healthy fats. But don’t think you need to stick to this rigidly; a balanced diet also means enjoying a celebratory meal out with friends or a guilt-free slice of birthday cake without overthinking it all. Just get back to eating in balance again the next day.
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Carbohydrates


Most people think of carbs as starchy foods like white pasta or bread, but carbohydrates are in fruit, vegetables and legumes, too. Carbohydrates are our body and brain’s main source of energy. All carbs provide glucose, which we either use immediately or convert into glycogen and store to use later (read more on p.56). But some carbs are more useful than others.


The picture opposite shows examples of high- and low-quality carbohydrates. High-quality carbohydrates are excellent natural sources of vitamins, minerals and fibre. By contrast, low-quality carbs are refined, often high in sugar and/or saturated fat or salt and have had any fibre removed during processing. Fibre is good for our gut, and fibre-rich, complex carbohydrates are a stable source of energy because they take longer to digest.


You can make simple swaps every day to improve the quality of carbs you eat: instead of sugary breakfast cereal, switch to porridge or overnight oats; in place of a white bagel at lunch, use brown or seeded bread; and rather than white rice with dinner, cook different wholegrains, like quinoa or brown rice.





High-quality carbohydrates
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Low-quality carbohydrates
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Carbohydrates and blood sugar


Carbohydrates consist of either simple or complex sugars. Examples of simple carbohydrates are refined white flour, fruit, honey and dairy; complex carbs are vegetables, pulses and unrefined wholegrains. All carbohydrates raise blood sugar, but glucose from simple carbs is released into our bloodstream at speed, whilst complex carbs take longer to break down and release glucose.


The Glycaemic Index (GI) measures how quickly foods raise blood glucose. High-GI foods cause rapid spikes, whereas low-GI foods provide more stable energy by releasing glucose slowly. The odd spike from a slice of cake isn’t normally anything to fret over (see p.49), but it’s best to eat mainly complex carbs, as doing so avoids fluctuations in blood sugar which can cause tiredness, hunger and mood swings.


The GI can be a useful guide but it isn’t a perfect measure. There’s no need to get too concerned about the numbers, and some of them are even misleading. A slice of watermelon is a high-GI simple carb, for example, as is a cookie (see opposite), but watermelon is a healthy snack and one of your five a day. It scores high on the Index because it contains fruit sugar – but it also provides fibre and vitamins, making it an excellent choice for a snack and significantly more nutrient-dense than a cookie.







top tips


Aim to eat mostly complex carbs, and “dress up” your carbs by eating them alongside protein and healthy fats. This further helps slow down carb absorption and curbs sugar spikes.





Glycaemic index
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LONG DESCRIPTION

Zero to forty-nine is coded green, and has colour illustrations of foods above including chicken, fish, eggs, tomatoes, avocado, apples and oranges. 


Fifty-one to sixty-nine is coded orange, and has illustrations above of beetroot, a banana, and whole grains. 


Seventy to one hundred is coded red, and has illustrations above including bread, potatoes, watermelon and biscuits. 


The key to the diagram is below and shows Low (less than fifty) next to a green blob, Medium (fifty-one to sixty-nine) next to an orange blob, and High (above seventy) next to a red blob.










Carbohydrates and fibre


Fibre is part of a complex carbohydrate that we cannot break down and use for fuel. But fibre has many uses all the same. As it passes slowly undigested through the gut, it keeps us feeling fuller for longer, which reduces the likelihood of weight gain. It keeps blood sugars stable by slowing down glucose absorption, plus it lowers cholesterol – this is especially true of a type of fibre called “beta glucan” found in oats and barley. Together, these reduce the risk of heart disease and type 2 diabetes.


Fibre also keeps us regular. There are two types, soluble and insoluble, often found in the same foods. Soluble fibre is in the flesh of fruit and veg, plus wholegrains, legumes and pulses. It absorbs water in the gut, softening stools. Insoluble is in the skin and seeds of fruit and veg, as well as wholegrains, nuts and seeds. It adds bulk, helping stools pass through the gut.


Most of us don’t eat enough fibre. We should aim for 30 g a day but the average intake is more like 18 g. Find hacks for meeting your target on p.72, more about gut health on p.32, plus recipes with fibre-rich pulses and beans on p.124.





soluble fibre
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insoluble fibre
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Protein


Our bodies contain thousands of different proteins – think of them as our building blocks. We need protein to form and repair everything from tissues, muscles and skin to hair and nails. All proteins consist of amino acids, and there are 20 specific amino acids we need to function. We can make all but nine within the body – these nine are the essential amino acids and we must get them from food. We can’t store protein like we can carbohydrates and fat, so we need to consume it every day.


Animal products (dairy, eggs, fish and meat) are known as “complete” proteins because they contain all nine essential amino acids. So do a few plant sources, like soya, quinoa, chia seeds and buckwheat. If you don’t eat any animal products, you can instead combine “incomplete” plant proteins to get all nine on one plate. This isn’t as complicated as it sounds; baked beans on wholegrain toast is a straightforward example of protein combining, as is combining black beans with brown rice, pasta with peas, or oats with nuts.





animal protein
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plant protein
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Protein and portions


Try to include a portion of protein in every meal. It keeps you feeling fuller for longer and slows absorption of the carbs you eat with it. On average, we should aim to eat about 0.75 g of protein per kg of body weight per day. If you’re very active, eating some extra protein within an hour of hard exercise will help your body recover and repair muscle.


Simple variations for adding more protein to breakfast include porridge or Greek yoghurt topped with seeds, wholemeal toast spread with nut butters, or eggs. At lunch and dinner, opt for lean chicken, seafood, fish or tofu and include plenty of beans, grains, lentils and pulses. For an easy protein snack, spread an oatcake with houmous or apple slices with nut butter.


If you eat animal protein, focus on lean poultry, eggs or dairy and less on red meat. Limit processed meat. Include two portions of fish a week, one of which is oily. For more on plant-based protein, see p.30.







top tips


It’s always best to get protein from nutrient-dense real food first. Most people can get more than enough from the foods they eat without the need for extra supplements (see more on p.61).








Types of fat


Fat sometimes suffers with an image problem, but not all fat is bad. Fat is vital for our wellbeing, giving us energy, helping us feel full and adding flavour to food. We need healthy fats to support cell and hormone production, as well as brain function. Moreover, there is a group of vitamins that our body cannot absorb without some fat in our diet (these are known as the fat-soluble vitamins A, D, E and K).


All fat is higher in energy than the other two macronutrients: one gram of fat provides nine calories, whereas one gram of either carbohydrate or protein provides four calories. Excess fat that isn’t used in our cells, or for fuel, gets converted into body fat. To maintain a healthy weight, we therefore need to be mindful of how much we eat.


The picture opposite illustrates sources of saturated and unsaturated fat. To reduce the risk of heart disease, we should opt mainly for unsaturated fat and only eat saturated fat in moderation.





saturated fat
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unsaturated fat
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Healthy fats


Healthy unsaturated fats can be monounsaturated or polyunsaturated. Both help lower “bad” low-density lipoprotein (LDL) cholesterol (read more on p.58) in our blood and support heart health. Sources of monounsaturated fat include olive and rapeseed oils, avocados, Brazil nuts and peanuts.


There are two main types of polyunsaturated fats: omega-3 and omega-6. Most of us get enough omega-6, which is in vegetable oils and nuts. Ensure you get enough omega-3, though, which is only found in less commonly eaten foods, like oily fish. Aim for two portions of fish a week, one of them oily fish, like salmon, mackerel or trout. Plant-based sources of omega-3 include chia, hemp and flaxseeds.


Overall, we should get about a third of our calories from healthy fats, but not more – that’s about 70 g of fat a day. To give you an idea of what that looks like, half an avocado provides about 12 g, 1 tablespoon of nut butter about 7 g, and a steamed skinless salmon fillet about 19 g.





Dairy


Dairy is an excellent source of protein, calcium, iodine, phosphorus, potassium and B vitamins. Some fermented dairy foods, like live yoghurt or kefir, also contain gut-friendly probiotics (learn more on p.33).


All the same, dairy can be high in saturated fat and should be eaten in moderation (think of creamy sauces, butter or cheese). Opt instead for lower-fat versions for day-to-day use, such as semi-skimmed or skimmed milk, cottage cheese or lower-fat cream cheese. Remember that all products labelled “lower fat” still contain some fat. Moreover, some low-fat alternatives, such as yoghurts, are not necessarily lower in calories because the fat may have been replaced with additional sugar. Always check labels so that you know what you’re buying. Unsweetened, reduced-fat Greek or natural live yoghurt is the most nutritious bet.


If you’re vegan, ensure you include unsweetened plant-based dairy alternatives that are fortified with calcium, iodine and B vitamins.





Vitamins


We need vitamins in small but vital doses to keep us healthy and our body functioning at its best. The picture opposite illustrates some food sources of each.







	Vitamin A (or retinol) boosts immunity, keeps skin healthy and is essential for vision. Yellow and orange fruits and vegetables contain beta-carotene, a natural pigment that can be converted to retinol in the body. Retinol itself is found in meat, dairy, eggs and oily fish.


	B vitamins help release energy from food and support our nervous system. Vitamin B6 (pyridoxine) also helps make haemoglobin, the substance in red blood cells that transports oxygen.


	Vitamin B9 (folate) supports foetal brain and spinal cord development during pregnancy; a lack may also cause anaemia.


	Vitamin B12 (cobalamin) helps make red blood cells. It’s found in meat, fish and dairy, so vegans are advised to supplement and eat fortified plant foods.


	Vitamin C is a powerful antioxidant that protects cells, aids wound healing and maintains healthy skin, blood vessels and cartilage.


	We get vitamin D, needed for healthy bones, from sunlight, as well as egg yolks, oily fish, red meat, mushrooms and fortified foods. During the shorter days of winter, we should all supplement; pregnant and breastfeeding women, children under 5, adults over 65, and those who get little sun exposure or have darker skin should supplement year-round.


	Vitamin E supports immunity, alongside healthy skin and eyes.


	Vitamin K is needed for blood clotting and wound healing. Studies indicate it may also keep bones healthy.
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