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Both metric and imperial measurements have been given in all recipes. Use one set of measurements only, and not a mixture of both.

Standard level spoon measurements are used in all recipes 1 tablespoon = 15 ml spoon 1 teaspoon = 5 ml spoon

Ovens should be preheated to the specified temperature – if using a fan-assisted oven, follow the manufacturer’s instructions for adjusting the time and temperature.

Fresh herbs should be used unless otherwise stated. Medium eggs should be used unless otherwise stated. Freshly ground black pepper should be used unless otherwise stated.

Some recipes are specified for those following a gluten-free diet. It is prudent to check the labels of all pre-prepared ingredients for the inclusion of any ingredients that may contain gluten as different brands may vary.

This book includes dishes made with nuts and nut derivatives. It is advisable for those with known allergic reactions to nuts and nut derivatives or those who may be potentially vulnerable to these allergies, such as pregnant and nursing mothers, invalids, the elderly, babies and children, to avoid dishes made with these. It is prudent to check the labels of all pre-prepared ingredients for the possible inclusion of nut derivatives.
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introduction

If you’ve picked up this book, you may already be a convert to intermittent fasting. Alternatively, you may have heard about its benefits and are wondering whether to give it a go. At the other end of the scale, you may be a battle-weary diet sceptic, still holding out a small hope that you’ll one day find the way to shape up and feel healthier permanently. Whatever your starting point or motivation, and whether you have a small or large amount of weight to lose or would just like to feel more comfortable in your own skin, this is the cookbook for you.

     So what is the 5:2 approach to weight loss, and how does it work? There are any number of ways in which people practise intermittent fasting, from one day of light eating a week to no food at all for several days in a row. The 5:2 approach works well for most people because it’s a pragmatic solution that steers a safe, doable and yet effective path through these extremes.


ABOUT THE RECIPES

All the recipes in this book are clearly marked with the number of calories (kcal) per serving. These figures assume that you are using low-fat versions of dairy products, so be sure to use skimmed milk and low-fat yogurt. They have also been calculated using lean meat, so make sure you trim meat of all visible fat and remove the skin from chicken breasts. Don’t forget to take note of the number of portions each recipe makes and divide up the quantity of food accordingly, so that you know just how many calories you are consuming.

     You’ll find ideas for accompaniments and alternatives to the main recipes throughout the book – these contain the same calories or up to 20 calories more than the main recipe. However, always be careful of any additional accompaniments you may be tempted to serve with a dish, as they can be deceiving and will all contribute to your total calorie consumption.



How to use this book

The 5:2 plan allows normal eating for five days a week (including treats and meals out) and then restricts calorie intake to 500 calories a day for women and 600 calories a day for men (a quarter of the normal recommended daily intake) for the other two days of the week. For most people, this is the perfect compromise that allows for socializing, family life and work commitments, while still introducing enough calorie control to make sure that they lose weight at a healthy, steady rate.

     With its delicious and innovative recipe selection, this book shows just how flexibly you can consume your 500 or 600 calories to keep the hunger wolf from the door and, yes, even tickle your taste buds at the same time! It also includes some sweet treats that are suitable for a fast day.

     Ultimately, you’ll be losing weight by eating, overall, fewer calories than your body uses up. But where the 5:2 diet is particularly brilliant is how marvellously achievable it can make this task for food lovers. People who find success with 5:2 often report that they failed to lose weight in the past because cutting back every day was such a struggle, whereas doing so for just a couple of days a week, albeit more drastically, is a much more attractive proposition. Better still, far from being a short-term fad, those who practise intermittent fasting find it is a lifestyle choice that they can stick to because it doesn’t take over their whole lives, doesn’t demonize specific foods and can even run alongside other supportive weight-loss regimens, such as online food-diary methods.

     So what about the health benefits of the 5:2 diet? As you lose body fat and get trimmer, you can expect to greatly reduce your chance of having a heart attack or developing heart disease. And, in strands of research unrelated to the weight-loss benefits, there’s a growing groundswell of science that shows that periodically putting your body into a fasted state may cause various chemical changes linked with a lower risk of age-related diseases and a higher chance of living healthier for longer – see The health benefits for more details.

     Whether you’re a 5:2 fan in search of healthy food inspiration, or just intrigued to know more about the diet, you’ll find something in this book for you. Read, digest, get slimmer and enjoy!
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Is the 5:2 diet for everyone?

Most overweight adults can benefit from a 5:2 diet, but it should never be embarked on by children or adolescents, for whom any form of nutritional stress is undesirable. Also, do not adopt the 5:2 diet if any of the following apply (check with your medical practitioner if you are uncertain):

• You are pregnant, trying to get pregnant or breastfeeding.

• You are already at the bottom end of your healthy weight. You can check this using an online Body Mass Index (BMI) calculator – a BMI of 20 or less would indicate that you are not a candidate for 5:2, or indeed any weight-loss programme.

• You are an elite athlete or in training for a marathon or other big stamina event.

• You are diabetic.

• You have irritable bowel syndrome (IBS).

• You have been diagnosed with an eating disorder, either recently or in the past.

What is intermittent fasting?

People have fasted – out of choice or through necessity – for millennia, so the general concept is far from new. Fasting for physical wellbeing and spiritual reflection is as old as the hills and all of the big religions, such as Judaism, Buddhism, Christianity and Islam, embrace fasting.

     Interest was roused in the 1930s (and repeatedly since) when scientists found that restricting the calories fed to various animals and insects increased their lifespan. The idea of severely restricting calories every other day – rather than by a smaller amount every day – came later, in 2003, with laboratory research carried out at the National Institute on Aging (NIA) in the USA. The concept of intermittent fasting – and more specifically the 5:2 diet – for managing weight reached a mass audience when Dr Michael Mosley presented the theories in a programme in the BBC TV documentary series Horizon that was aired in August 2012.
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The health benefits

There is evidence to suggest that intermittent fasting may bring health benefits over and above those offered by a conventional calorie-controlled diet.

Weight loss

When you eat 500 or 600 calories only for two days a week and don’t significantly overcompensate during the remaining five days (and evidence shows that most people don’t), it stands to reason that weight will start to fall off. But research indicates that intermittent fasting may help people shed excess weight in a more efficient and effective way than normal calorie restriction.

     In particular, a 2011 review by researchers at the University of Illinois, Chicago in the USA found that people who did alternate day fasting (a repeating pattern of one day unrestricted eating followed by one day of no- or low-calorie fasting) were more likely to retain higher amounts of muscle tissue while losing at least as much fat. This is important because muscle helps to keep your metabolic rate higher, in essence because it is much more metabolically active than other tissues. In short, by having a more muscular frame you can continue to burn more calories all day every day, even when you are sitting down or sleeping, which is very helpful in managing your weight over the longer term.

What doesn’t kill you makes you stronger

According to Professor Mark Mattson, reported by New Scientist magazine to be the world’s most cited neuroscientist, fasting is a type of hormesis – a process whereby organisms exposed to low levels of stress or toxins become more resistant to tougher challenges. For example, the mild biological stress induced by fasting causes cells in the heart and gut to produce proteins that decrease heart rate and blood pressure and increase gut motility (the movement of food through the gut), thereby reducing the risk of heart disease, stroke and colon cancer. It really does seem to be a case of what doesn’t kill you (i.e. managing on minimum food for a couple of days a week) makes you stronger!

Diabetes and blood sugar control

Any amount of weight loss in obese individuals, however it is achieved, will result in the body becoming more sensitive to insulin, which is an important step towards reducing the risk of diabetes – and exercise also has the effect of making you more responsive to insulin (see Exercise and 5:2). But intermittent fasting could have a particularly good effect on your blood sugar control and diabetes risk.

     In one of Dr Michelle Harvie’s studies for the UK charity Genesis Breast Cancer Prevention at Manchester’s Wythenshawe Hospital, women who were on a 5:2-style intermittent fasting diet – consisting largely of milk and vegetables, adding up to 650 calories for two days each week – and a Mediterranean-style diet for the rest of the time, were compared with those who were restricted to 1,500 calories every day. In both groups women lost weight, reduced their cholesterol levels, recorded lower blood pressures and had reduced markers of breast cancer risk. When it came to reductions in fasting insulin and insulin resistance – both signs that the diabetes risk has decreased – the benefits, though modest, were greater in the 5:2 diet group than those using conventional calorie restriction.

Heart disease

As I have already alluded to, a reduction in cardiovascular risk factors, such as LDL cholesterol (that’s the ‘bad’ type that carries cholesterol towards the arteries, where it collects and causes ‘furring’) and high blood pressure, can be expected on the 5:2 diet. Triglycerides in the blood will also tend to fall as you lose weight – put simply, this means that your blood is less sticky and is therefore less liable to clot.

     Much of the work in this area has been done by Dr Krista Varady and her team at the University of Illinois, Chicago, with one of her scientific papers on the subject being entitled ‘Intermittent fasting combined with calorie restriction is effective for weight loss and cardio-protection in obese women’ (November 2012). The research carried out by Dr Varady outlines how intermittent fasting and wider, healthy weight loss can benefit heart health. Her findings are all very much in the paper’s title, really!
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Brain function

Much of the research into intermittent fasting actually started, and continues, in the healthy ageing field, and brain ageing in particular. At the National Institute on Aging (NIA) in the USA they’ve been investigating rats and mice that have been genetically engineered to develop Alzheimer’s disease. Given normal circumstances, these animals show obvious signs of dementia by the time they are a year old (for example, becoming disorientated in a maze that they have previously been able to navigate with ease), but when they’re put on an on/off fasting regimen they don’t develop dementia until they’re around 20 months old, or much nearer the natural end of their lives.

     What could be the reason? One thing that’s been reported is that the fasting mouse’s brain produces more of a protein called BDNF (brain-derived neurotrophic factor), which stimulates the growth of new nerve cells in the hippocampus part of the brain, essential for learning and memory. There’s certainly an evolutionary logic for the fasting state to be linked with better cognitive function too: if you were hungry in caveman days, you needed your wits about you to track down the next meal and survive!

     As yet there are still many unknowns, such as whether longer periods of fasting are needed than normally experienced on a 5:2 diet, and the human studies have still to be carried out, so it’s impossible to say if intermittent fasting will help to prevent dementia. But it’s certainly a very interesting area of research, and one to watch.

Cancer

Much of the published research into the potential disease-protective effects of intermittent fasting involve measuring a biological marker called insulin-like growth factor 1 (IGF-1), which is known to be associated with cancer. Fasting has the effect of reducing IGF-1 levels, at least temporarily, and also seems to stimulate genes that repair our body’s cells.

     How a reduction in IGF-1 translates into successful real-world outcomes (i.e. a reduced chance of people getting cancer) is still unclear, however. One 2007 clinical review did look at ‘real-world’ health outcomes and concluded that intermittent fasting (specifically, alternate day fasting, which usually has a minimum of 18-hour periods without food) may have a protective effect against cancer, as well as heart disease and diabetes. However, it concluded that ‘research is required to establish definitively the consequences’, which is a fair reflection of the science as it currently stands. In summary, how effective intermittent fasting is against cancer relative to other healthy-eating or weight-loss regimens is still to be clarified.
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Getting started

Before you begin following your 5:2 diet, you’ll need to consider some basic options and make appropriate choices to suit you and your lifestyle.

Choose your fasting days

As a first step, you’ll need to decide which days will work best for you as fasting days. This may evolve over time, or from week to week, according to your circumstances. As a general rule, though, you’re more likely to stick to the regimen if you can repeat the same two days every week, so try to choose days that you’ll need to deviate from only infrequently. For example, don’t pick a Tuesday if this is the day when a friend is most likely to invite you round for lunch, or a Friday if you’re going to be tempted by a takeaway after work. For obvious reasons, weekend days may not be such good fasting days either, but everyone’s different and you should choose what works for you.

The gender divide

On a fasting day:

• If you’re a man, you should have no more than 600 calories.

• If you’re a woman, you should have no more than 500 calories.

• It is a fact that, even if a man and a woman weigh the same, the man will usually burn more calories than the woman because he has a higher proportion of muscle.

Fast day meals

The second decision to make is how you will spread your 500 or 600 calories over the fasting day. Again, this is down to personal preference, usually honed through trial and error. A satisfying format for many people is to bookend their day with two meals – a 100–200-calorie breakfast and a 300-calorie dinner, for example, with the possibility of 100 calories or so for snacking or another small meal in between if desired. Other people report that they are happier if they don’t eat their first morsel until brunch or lunch, while still others (usually men, on anecdotal evidence) prefer saving up their calories for just one reasonable-sized meal – either a lunch or an evening meal.

Six top tips for beginners

1 The day before your first fast, eat well and aim to go to bed feeling neither hungry nor overfull. Getting an early night is good preparation. Trying to stuff in as much food as late as possible so that you don’t feel hungry tomorrow is not!

 

2 Do your eating homework so that you know how you are going to spend your 500 or 600 calories, and which meals you are going to spread them between. Use the recipes in this book as inspiration, and make sure that you are stocked up with the requisite ingredients.

 

3 Try to make your environment as devoid of food temptations as possible, which means ensuring that a stray slice of pork pie isn’t the first thing screaming, ‘eat me!’ when you open the fridge door.

 

4 Arm yourself with some kind of calorie counter – use an online app or website.

 

5 Be aware that choosing a less busy day to start your fasting may not be the best approach. As long as you have your food choices pre-planned, a day with plenty to keep you occupied may be better.

 

6 If you find your first fast too hard and have to give in, you’ve probably just chosen the wrong day. Don’t despair and try again another time, but leave it a few days before doing so.
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Fast day eating

Theoretically, you could have a large burger and endless cups of black coffee on a fast day and be within your calorie allowance, but this wouldn’t be good for you. Instead, use your fasting day to make balanced and healthy choices, using the following guidelines:

• Eat five a day – fill up on fruit and veg

• Include dairy and pulses

• Include lean protein

• Choose quality carbs

• Choose calorie-free drink options

• Don’t estimate

Perfect fast day proportions

– Concentrate on fruit and vegetables (steamed, grilled, stir-fried or in soups, smoothies and salads) as your primary stomach-filling priority (up to 200 calories).

– Most of the remaining calories (300 or 400) will be best spent on low-GI, carbohydrate-rich and/or protein-rich foods.

– Any calories left over you can use as you wish (see below for ideas), but choosing more highly nutritious foods is preferable.
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