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Humans are the only species smart enough to
engineer their own food, and dumb enough to eat it.
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IS THIS BOOK MEANT FOR YOU?


You probably know exactly what you need to do to eat more healthily: just eliminate all unnecessary calories and sugar. No sweets, crisps or ice cream. You know all too well that you should stop buying that stuff. Because you have a goal. You’re going to shed some weight. You can’t quite recognise the person you see in the mirror any more. You feel unattractive, you’re heavier than you’d like, you’re constantly tired and you struggle to focus. Just the idea of going near a beach feels impossible until you’ve shed at least 5 kilos.


You know all this. How can it be, then, that you somehow keep ending up bringing home the specific products you’ve decided you’re not allowed to have any more? It’s as though some invisible force was making you pick up soft drinks, crisps and chocolate – and hardly being aware of doing it!


After you’ve broken your promise to yourself, it’s only natural that you engage in some soul searching: ‘I lead such a dreary life. It’s all so monotonous, and the only source of joy I have at the moment is getting to enjoy a tasty treat. I think I deserve some chocolate now. I can start that whole new, healthy life tomorrow . . . No, I need to get a grip! I should eat a carrot instead! . . . But would just one bar of chocolate be too bad, considering how well I’ve been eating lately?’


Yes! Your new life will begin tomorrow! Empowered by this decision, you end up eating a lot more chocolate than you ever intended to. As a result, you end up feeling guilty and ashamed. It’s not as though this was the first time you made grand plans to turn your life around. You start to accuse yourself of lacking inner strength and discipline. You’re weak, and hopeless. Other people seem able to resist temptation, but you’re such a failure.


If this scenario rings a bell, I’d just like to start out by telling you that you’re not alone. In my role as a professional health coach, I have met thousands of clients, and I know that these kinds of thoughts and self-critical judgements are all too common. That makes me both sad and angry, because I know about all the unnecessary suffering it causes. Above all, though, it bothers me because I also know that this really has little to do with willpower. Incredibly powerful forces are aligned to influence what you put in your mouth, trying to thwart your ambition to make healthy choices at all costs – for the simple reason that they aren’t earning a penny from carrots or broccoli. Companies with turnovers that dwarf many countries’ GDPs have spent decades studying our evolutionary and biological weaknesses. Thanks to billions of data points, they have managed to identify the specific moments where you and I are at our weakest, and thus the most susceptible to their tricks.


The tendrils of these companies reach into the dietary guidelines of every country on Earth, and they influence important decisions that shape how we think (and how we think we ought to think) about food, on an individual level as well as globally. The less certain you are about what you should eat in order to be healthy, the easier you will be to influence – which will make you a more profitable customer.


That’s what motivates these companies to spend vast sums of money sponsoring influencers who orchestrate polarising debates over what healthy food really is on social media by posting strong opinions and ridiculing and belittling anybody who disagrees. And if somebody publishes research findings that paint the companies’ products in a negative light, they pay their own trusted researchers to quickly publish a study of their own that proves the opposite.


If resisting these forces is a struggle for us grown-ups, our children are facing an even greater challenge. These companies have realised this, too – and are busily exploiting it to the best of their ability. Children can be converted into far longer-lasting customers than you or I can, and they also happen to be insecure about their identities and very keen to fit in. Today, young people’s choices about what to eat and drink represent an efficient way for them to present themselves in a certain way, or reinforce their own self-image. With clever advertising that touches on all the right points, and is delivered to the target audience through the right channels, new needs can be created. Suddenly, a whole generation of young people have become convinced that they can’t possibly get their exercise done, or even go to school in the mornings, without energy drinks.


FAKE FOOD


These companies know that our lives are stressful, that we’re creatures of comfort and that we’d all like to have money left over after buying our food. They have used this knowledge to develop the perfect solution for modern people. I call this stuff fake food, but ultra-processed food is a more common term. It’s similar to real food, but has more flavour, fat, salt and sweetness. The products are sold in appetising packaging, and require little preparation before eating. They are also significantly cheaper than real food. I will go into more detail about the specifics of ultra-processed food in Week 1.


‘Big Food’ is a term used to refer to the group of companies that produce fake food. They are some of the biggest companies in the world, and they do everything within their power to ensure that you and your family will eat as much as possible of the goods they produce in their factories. Regardless of the impact this might have on your health.


Today, the UK is the European country where most of these fake foods are consumed per capita. Whether we realise it or not, we are in a battle over our own health, and the odds are stacked against us.


The reason for our diet-related health problems is that our bodies and Stone Age brains were never exposed to fake food during our evolution. Over time, the extent to which you eat these products instead of real food will determine how susceptible you and your family will be to a range of different health issues.


Consider whether any of the following questions apply to you:




•    Do you often crave sweets?


•    Do you find it hard to resist fast food, savoury snacks, ice cream and sweets?


•    Do you often feel tired or drained of energy?


•    Do you have trouble sleeping?


•    Do you have stomach or intestinal issues?


•    Do you feel mentally exhausted and struggle to focus?


•    Are you or your children overweight, and finding it difficult to lose weight?


•    Do you or your partner suffer from hormonal imbalances, including irregular periods or severe PMS?


•    Are you pre-diabetic, or do you have type 2 diabetes?





All these symptoms have one particular thing in common: they can be caused by the things we eat and drink. Now, I’m not suggesting that some severe, strict diet is required to avoid these problems and be healthier. I know from experience that this isn’t a sustainable solution in the long term.


In this book, I want to show you how much healthier you can be if you simply replace fake food with real food. In simple terms, what I’m proposing is that you should eat the way we were made to eat, and always have. Your body is supposed to be fed nutritious energy, not empty calories and chemical additives that it can’t process.


I want to reveal the extent of the influence that Big Food has on your thoughts concerning food, your food choices and your health. Only once you’re able to see through the tricks that are being played on you will you be able to break free and properly reclaim control over your food. What’s truly incredible is that in just 30 days, you can bring about remarkable changes in how you feel, your energy levels, and your overall wellbeing, and these effects will help motivate you to keep learning and improving.


Now, why is it that I know so much about these companies and the problems they cause? Well, I spent years exacerbating this problem myself, back when I worked in the food industry, helping Big Food sell as much of their fake food as they possibly could. These last two decades, however, I’ve used what I know to combat them. I’m painfully aware of how they think and act in order to grow even bigger and even more powerful.









MY JOURNEY


My interest in healthy food developed quite late in life. Before that point, my diet was fairly poor overall. When I was fifteen, I took up weight training because I wanted to add some muscle to my tall, skinny body. This was when I first began to take an interest in what I was eating. However, I had such limited knowledge that I believed it was just a matter of eating as many carbohydrates as possible, perhaps supplementing them with mass gainer powder. My main sources of protein were ready-made meatballs and tinned tuna fish. Fat was dangerous – leading experts and representatives from the Swedish National Food Agency said so – so I drank milk that was only either 0.1 or 0.5 per cent fat with my meals.


After I turned eighteen, I discovered that alcohol made it easier for me to talk to girls. I partied several times a week, and had too much to drink almost every time, all through my years at university. I smoked at parties, and also developed a snus habit (snus is a Swedish nicotine pouch product). The nicotine sparked a powerful dopamine spike in me, and I quickly became addicted. The day after a party, I would crave fat and salt, and usually ended up eating junk food. I felt terrible.


RETAIL PSYCHOLOGY


When I was twenty-eight years old, there was a job opening at Lidl, the German chain of hard-discount supermarkets that was about to enter the Swedish marketplace. I applied for the position, because I know German, and had just left my last job as a strategy consultant. I had no particular interest in grocery retail, and a hard-discount supermarket chain didn’t strike me as something I would be able to identify with on any deeper level. However, in the wake of the 2002 dotcom crash, job opportunities were scarce, so I accepted the offer. I had no idea at the time how much this decision would come to change my entire life.


Lidl was already well on its way to becoming the biggest global player on the cheap-food market. One pleasant surprise was the pride and dedication it showed when it came to its ambition to deliver the best possible quality. Now, that’s not to say it had any interest at all in investing in healthy food for any ethical or moral reasons – it only sold the items that its customers demanded. I adapted quickly to its tough, militaristic corporate culture. Because of my competitive nature, I focused on doing the best job I possibly could, and didn’t question Lidl’s business methods against my own morals. I was promoted to the role of purchasing director within a very short time, and was tasked with managing Lidl’s entry into Norway. The company sent me to Germany to learn how to do business with the major suppliers, like Nestlé, Coca-Cola, Danone and several others of the Big Food corporations.


There, I learned how food could be produced at the lowest possible cost, and advertising and loss-leader pricing (a marketing ploy in which products are sold at a loss to attract customers) were used to bring people into the shops. I saw the results from the practical experiments in retail psychology that were conducted in the stores, in which various kinds of product exposure were used to influence the sales of specific goods. When I began to translate the ingredients lists I received for various products into Scandinavian languages, I also learned about the strategy of avoiding the use of E numbers for additives. I was told to use the full name of each substance, because this would encourage customers to view the product as ‘more natural’. For example, E330, which is a common ingredient in sweets and drinks, and used as an emulsifier in ice cream, would simply be listed as ‘citric acid’.


Soft drinks, frozen pizzas, ready meals, ice cream, sweets and alcoholic beverages were the top sellers in most countries where Lidl was operating. While I was hardly a health expert at the time, I had sufficient basic knowledge to know that these kinds of foods weren’t good for people. Naively, I tried to add more healthy options to the Norwegian product range. My German bosses laughed at me, and told me that these products wouldn’t sell. Unfortunately, they were right. Humans in all parts of the world are essentially the same in this regard: cheap, calorie-dense and tasty fast food always outsells more expensive, nutritious and healthy food. We have our Stone Age brains to thank for this, which is a topic we’ll be revisiting in later sections.


While I was building the Norwegian product range, I contacted two hundred or so Norwegian suppliers to secure the greatest possible selection of local products. My intention was partly to avoid costly tariffs, and I was also convinced that this would be both commercially successful in Norway and a more sustainable approach. Many local operators, however, simply had no way to get anywhere near the price levels that Big Food offered for their products. We ended up only being able to offer local alternatives in a few specific product categories, which were subject to extremely high tariffs.


After spending three years at Lidl, and travelling constantly, I resigned from my position, moved back to Sweden and promised myself that I would never work in the food or groceries business again. I didn’t at all like what I had seen behind the scenes. Lidl, the other supermarket chains and the global food producers I had been in regular contact with were all just as guilty. What I had seen was an industry that refused to take any responsibility whatsoever for the health of the people who consumed its products. This reality contrasted quite starkly with its messaging in adverts and flashy customer magazines, which presented an ethos that emphasised health and support for local producers. Meanwhile, however, everything the companies did was aligned with their cynical focus on maximising sales.


MY BREAKTHROUGH


You might think that the years I spent in the food industry ought to have had a positive effect on my own diet but, unfortunately, they didn’t. Being single and averaging more than two hundred nights a year in hotels or simple corporate accommodation, my cooking habits very much reflected my bachelor lifestyle. Food was fuel, a mere energy source for work and exercise. If it tasted decent, that was a bonus, but not a priority – the main consideration was how long it took to prepare. Pasta, pesto and cold tuna were my staple dinner option for years. I was experiencing constant food cravings, and had to eat at least six times a day. I was also suffering from severe mood swings, and often had to fill up on sandwiches or some other quick option just to keep going. At the time, I didn’t realise that all the refined carbohydrates I was stuffing myself with when I ate all that bread and pasta were keeping me on a constant blood sugar rollercoaster ride that lasted all day, every day. Since I couldn’t face going to bed hungry, I would always end up eating a large helping of yoghurt and granola, and maybe a sandwich, too, before I went to sleep. This was a comforting habit, which ensured I fell asleep full and satisfied. However, when it came to the quality of my sleep, it was disastrous. My body had to work hard all night to process all that food, instead of recovering the way evolution has designed us to. But I wasn’t aware of this at the time.


My first dietary breakthrough came at the age of thirty-three, when I met my wife, who happens to be a phenomenal cook. Her meals are always nutritious, with lots of vegetables and spices, and beautifully plated, far outshining my own dull, colourless, enormous servings. When I first ate her food, it struck me how full and energized it made me feel, and I also noticed that I never felt bloated afterwards.


THE FOOD REVOLUTION


When Dr Andreas Eenfeldt’s book Low Carb, High Fat Food Revolution: Advice and Recipes to Improve Your Health and Reduce Your Weight was published in 2011, it opened my eyes to the evolutionary view on food and the benefits of a low-carb diet. Andreas Eenfeldt is a general practitioner who went on to become Sweden’s most prominent advocate of the low-carb/high-fat diet. He openly criticised the views held by the Swedish National Food Agency (which were shared by UK authorities), and thus by most other doctors, on the dangers of saturated fat. The logical, well-founded arguments in the book make plain how unreasonable prevailing dietary advice really is.


I found Andreas’s book so fascinating that I ended up contacting him and travelling to his home in Karlstad to conduct an interview. His story is incredibly interesting, and this was when I first realised how little nutrition science physicians are actually taught during their education. On average, they only receive about thirteen hours of teaching over the course of the six-year basic programme. That seems crazy to me, considering the enormous impact our diet can have on our health, and considering the great influence doctors can hold over what people choose to eat.


Much of what Andreas Eenfeldt told me felt right on an intuitive level, so I decided to follow his dietary advice and see what the effects would be. Once I made it past the first two weeks of adjusting my body and my metabolism to using fat as my primary energy source, I made some fascinating discoveries concerning the positive impact it had on my health. When I stopped eating refined carbohydrates and gluten, and began to eat things like meat stew made with full-fat coconut milk, my once so gassy stomach was suddenly at peace. My constant blood sugar spikes and crashes, and the bad moods that accompanied them, also vanished, as if by magic.


It was genuinely inspiring. My great interest in the health effects of dietary choices had been awakened. I read all the research studies, books and online health blogs I could find. I spoke to everyone I knew who had a degree related to nutrition or health, and soon came to realise that people in these fields tended to belong to one of two categories: while some tended to adhere to the official recommendations of their government’s food agency, others questioned those recommendations based on their own experience of patient and client work, as well as their own, first-hand observations.


TURNING THEORY INTO PRACTICE


My nature is to always question any information I am given. So, to further my own understanding, I put all the theoretical learning I had gained into practice, and used myself as a guinea pig. I measured and experimented, and underwent regular health checkups, to help me assess and understand all the relevant health-related parameters. I tested different diets and training methods to see what their actual effects would be on my performance and my health. I measured and tested my saliva, urine, faeces, breath, sleep, blood fats, glucose, testosterone, vitamin and mineral balance and so on. I also tried using various supplements, and used all the various testing that I was doing to estimate if they were actually helping me or were simply a waste of money. Unfortunately, the latter was often the case.


When my wife and I had children, everything changed once again. Now, I wanted to be able to provide my children with the best possible opportunities and circumstances in life. When my second child Joar had just been born, and I was doing my usual weekly shop at the biggest supermarket in Kungsholmen, Stockholm, I suddenly froze. It hit me how all the tricks I had learned at Lidl, and in my work with the Big Food corporations, were now being used on me. The products, the pricing, the multi-buy promotions and the placement of the products in the store and on the shelves were all arranged to convince me to buy products that I knew to be poor choices for my health.


Despite all my practical expertise in the field of retail psychology, I found it very difficult to resist buying all the fake foods, which were so much cheaper than real food. As I wandered around among the shelves, it also became obvious to me that ultra-processed products had completely taken over the market.


Frustrated, I left the shop, and decided I would have to break my previous promise to myself about never working in the food industry again.


A PARADISE OF REAL FOOD


That afternoon in the spring of 2014, I began to sketch out a business plan for my own supermarket chain. The idea was to never allow any ultra-processed products onto the shelves. This would be a supermarket that celebrated real, local and organic food, and make it easy for people to make good choices. I created a blacklist of over two hundred additives, ingredients and raw materials that wouldn’t be sold there.


A year later, in June 2015, Paradiset (paradiset means ‘paradise’ in Swedish) opened its first supermarket in Stockholm. Our customers loved shopping there, because everything had been checked and verified to be healthy, real food before it was even allowed into the shop. The launch was a success. We opened three more supermarkets in central locations in Stockholm.


The whole experience was amazing but, for a variety of reasons, it was also extremely challenging. Whereas mainstream retailers received funding for promotional activities from Big Food corporations, we had to manage without, as our producers were smaller and couldn’t afford to pay us for visibility. We also had to spend a great deal of time looking for products that fulfilled our demanding criteria.


There was also a predictable pattern that kept being repeated whenever we found a suitable location for the expansion of our business. When the time came to sign the contract, we would inevitably receive a strained call from an estate agent who told us that, unfortunately, they wouldn’t be able to proceed with us and close the deal, but that they wished us all the best. On one of these calls, the agent actually told me – in confidence – that they had received a call from one of the big supermarket chains. They had made it very clear that their chain would only continue to use that particular estate agency if they received a guarantee that Paradiset would not be granted access to good retail premises.


Despite this, thanks to a lot of hard work, we achieved profitability in two out of four stores within a relatively short time. But in March 2020, just before our final round of funding, the COVID pandemic happened, and the impact was devastating. We simply couldn’t survive losing more than 90 per cent of our turnover overnight, and we had no choice but to file for bankruptcy.


I cried on my way home after I’d had to tell the staff that it was all over. Even though I had just lost more money than I had to begin with, I swore to myself that I wouldn’t give up the fight. I just had to find a smarter, better way.


A SMARTER WAY


While I was licking my wounds, I began to spend a lot of time browsing social media. I discovered that some American health influencers were successfully using Instagram as an educational platform.


After a few months of trying out their methods, with my own personal touch, I decided that I needed to learn even more. I was already a certified personal trainer, so I decided to go back to school and become a certified nutrition and health coach. Inspired by the courses I was taking, I began to put up simple, daily posts on the subjects of food and health. My account grew quickly and, once I received my certification, I started taking on clients.


The more people I helped, and the more followers who began to write me questions every day, the more clearly I could see how difficult healthy living has become. As there is unlimited information available to us through Google, and a steadily increasing number of self-proclaimed experts on social media, the health advice we receive can differ wildly depending on who we ask or where we look.


I realised that I had found a new outlet through which to pursue my calling: to make it easier for the greatest possible number of people to rediscover the natural health that’s accessible to us all, with social media as my base.


I hope that this book will provide the support you need to resist the powerful forces that are trying to keep our blinkers on and keep us consuming.


The best antidote I’ve found is knowledge based on independent research. I’m also going to share all of my missteps, experiences and lessons learned along the way. I know that, together, we can reclaim control of our food and feel healthy again.









WHAT THIS BOOK ADDRESSES, AND WHAT IT DOESN’T


All the recommendations in this book are based on validated research, and you can find a list of sources towards the end of the book.


When you start eating real food instead of food-like products, you and your family members might enjoy positive side effects, including weight loss, reduced sugar cravings, and improved intestinal and mental health.


Research findings and my own experiences working with thousands of clients over the past few years both suggest that changing your diet is by far the most effective strategy for feeling healthier.


The most obvious evidence for how difficult healthy eating has become is the number of people who are now overweight or obese. According to official statistics, 64 per cent of adults aged eighteen and over in the UK now belong to this group. Our lifestyles, especially our diets, are the main cause of serious diseases like type 2 diabetes, cardiovascular disease, stroke and even many types of cancer, to name just a few.


Naturally, a healthy lifestyle will incorporate movement and exercise, and I share lots of tips for everyday exercise routines on my Instagram account. In this book, I’ve chosen to focus on how to make more deliberate choices when it comes to food. If your goals include losing weight, you can achieve that quicker, while feeling better, if you also include everyday exercise and training.


A STEP-BY-STEP GUIDE TO TAKE CONTROL OF YOUR FOOD


I’m a very impatient person myself, and I usually prefer to get straight to work once I’ve made up my mind to change something. As you’ve bought this book, I’m going to assume you feel the same. So, let’s get started on unprocessing your diet step by step, by gradually removing fake food from your life.


On each of the next thirty days, you’ll learn a new tool and gain new knowledge that will help you outsmart Big Food and make a lifelong lifestyle change.


To explain why change can be so challenging, I’ve created four highly simplified models: the addiction brain, the exercise brain, the stress brain and the sleep brain, all of which are tightly interconnected. By studying the brain from these various points of view, I believe you can gain a better understanding of why you react as you do in various situations, and what you can do to take control of and create your own circumstances.


At this point, I’d like to re-emphasise that the first two weeks can take a lot of adjustment, and be a bit of an emotional rollercoaster. The likelihood of this depends on what share of your daily energy you’ve been getting from ultra-processed foods and drinks. Your eating habits affect your hormones, neurotransmitters and your brain’s reward centre, and when you change those habits, your brain and body will resist with all their might at first. The better you prepare for this, the greater your chances of success will be. You’re simply going to have to overcome this resistance if you want to experience the wonderful feeling when your energy comes back and your body starts to function properly again.


If you follow my recipes and my advice on how, what and when to eat, it’s also very likely that you’ll gradually lose weight. My intention here isn’t to provide a quick fix. I want to give you a long-term plan for how you can free yourself from Big Food’s influence and take control of your food and your health. If you lose weight quickly, this will make your brain anxious and cause it to pull on the emergency brake and make you put the weight back on again. Because of this, slower weight loss is a more sustainable approach, as there will be less temptation to abandon your new lifestyle.


DAILY PEP TALKS


Starting the day with the right mindset will play a crucial role in your success. Every day, you’ll be asked to make a new decision. I’m going to be by your side all along as your personal coach, pushing you on as well as offering support when things feel difficult. I’ll go over the various physical and emotional reactions you might encounter along the way, based on the experience I’ve gained from working with my clients. The point of this is to help you prepare mentally for the challenges you can expect to have to face. Starting the day with the right mindset is crucial to your success.


Feel free to connect with me on Instagram, where I share daily recipes and life hacks. If you need more than that, I have created a digital thirty-day programme that’s available for sale on my website, www.johannescullberg.com. The programme is a companion to the book, and has recipes, training programmes and audio clips with various exercises, pep talks and other support. I think you’ll like it!


DAILY LEARNING


Each day, I’ll be going over some specific theoretical ground to give you the health-related knowledge and understanding you need, as well as offering some considerations that might help you achieve lasting success. In thirty days, after you’ve finished the programme, you’ll know more about how your body works and what you need to eat to feel healthy. You’ll also have a better grasp on how Big Food tries to trick you into thinking that you’re making a healthy choice when you choose their fake food.


You’ll be more critical of different health-related messaging, and better able to tell when a piece of dietary advice is pointing you in the wrong direction. This journey will empower you to make better, more informed choices.


Every day, you’ll be given a practical tip to help you on your journey. Depending on the theme of the day in question, you might receive a delicious recipe, a suggestion for how you can create new, healthy habits or a smart life hack. My hacks actually work, and they’re all based on both research findings and my practical experience from working with my clients. People usually appreciate them. The more of them you can incorporate into your daily routines, the better your results will be.


My objective here is to kick start your healthy eating journey, and give you what you need to get started. As you make your way through the programme, you’ll be learning to tell the difference between fake and real food for yourself, which will prepare you to continue your journey, creating your own recipes and finding a healthy lifestyle that’s just right for you.


I hope that, by the end, you’ll be just as committed as I am to outsmarting Big Food, and that we can go on to spread the word together.









GROUND RULES FOR THIS PROGRAMME


SKIP THE SCALES


A lot of health programmes focus primarily on weight loss. Although you’re very likely to get good weight-loss results from these thirty days, I’d still like to ask you to put your scales away. Weigh and measure yourself before and after the programme, as this will yield truly useful insights. This will prove to you that what you’re doing has had an impact in a purely physical sense.


I can’t emphasise enough how important it is for you to stay off the scales while the change is still underway. Your body’s reactions to the change will be strong, and it’s not uncommon, particularly during the first seven to ten days, when you’ll probably be getting more fibre than you’ve had in a long time, for your body to retain fluid. As a result of this, your waist size might increase temporarily. If you weigh yourself, you might lose hope and worry that you are doing it all wrong. Because of this, I’m asking you to curb your curiosity, have faith in the process and focus on how this programme makes you feel mentally and physically, rather than on how you look. You’ll understand my reasoning when you’re finished, and thank yourself for trusting me.


AVOID ALCOHOL AND LIMIT CAFFEINE


Alcohol can trigger cravings and negatively affect your sleep. I guarantee that even the slightest deviation from this will get you into trouble. For best results, avoid alcohol completely for the duration of the programme. This is in no way a strict, lifetime commitment, but I do hope that your experiences during our time together will inspire you to make sensible and healthy drinking decisions going forward, too.


In reasonable amounts, caffeine has no negative effects on your health, so I’m not going to ask you to give it up completely. However, since caffeine can elevate your stress levels, it’s still wise to limit your intake. Drinking caffeine late in the day will also negatively affect your sleep. Because of this, you should try to halve your caffeine intake and avoid drinking caffeine after three o’clock in the afternoon.


PRIORITISE EXERCISE AND SLEEP


While you’re making all these changes, you might as well take the opportunity to introduce some more exercise in your life. My favourite activity is walking, because it’s easy on the joints and doesn’t require any expensive equipment. Despite being so accessible, walking has very beneficial effects on your health. If you like going to the gym, running, playing padel tennis, swimming or any other form of exercise, do a bit more of it than usual. Exercise is an effective way to reduce sugar cravings and blood sugar spikes, which can help you a lot when the mental strain increases. It will also help you sleep better, especially if you take your walk after meals – I’ll get back to this soon, in the health-tips section.


LIMIT YOUR SCREEN TIME


One of the most common objections I hear to making a lifestyle change is not having the time to cook or exercise. However, many of us spend several hours every day on activities that don’t produce anything of meaningful value, like social media. On top of this, this is often where Big Food’s more or less hidden advertising catches us unaware.


Most of us have a lot more time than we believe, and one of the best ways to free up time is to limit your screen time. Try replacing some of your screen time with cooking and exercise. You’ll find that it’s worth every last minute you spend.









MENTAL PREPARATIONS FOR THE PROGRAMME


By far the most common scenario (but not the only one!) that convinces people that it’s time they took control of their health is stepping onto the scales and being less than happy with the truth it tells them. The approach most seem to try is to decide, then and there, how much weight they intend to lose, how fast they’re going to lose it, and how they’re going to do it. This whole procedure usually takes less than a minute. The inevitable result is an ill-conceived and vague plan to exercise more and eat less.


This probably isn’t the first time you’ve done this. Most people have gone through that exact same process several times before, always with the same results. You get off to a flying start, and sign up for a gym membership, then google how to lose weight and quickly decide on whatever method happens to be trending on the internet at the moment.


Any plan with foundations that weak will only last for a week or two, until you’re invited to a party and succumb to the temptations of tasty food and alcohol. The next day, you feel like a failure, and give up on the whole thing. Or you injure yourself at the gym or on the running track because you dialled up the intensity too quickly, before your body was ready for the drastic change in activity.


Or perhaps you get sick, or your child does, and after a few sleepless nights, your brain is screaming out for fast carbohydrates, and you find yourself unable to resist the biscuit and snack adverts.


All of this is perfectly normal, and it happens to almost everyone who chooses a quick-fix approach. When the foundation is that fragile, it doesn’t take much to topple the whole house of cards.


In order to succeed, the most important thing you need to get is a better strategy. You can’t rely on temporary motivation alone as your drive. My work as a health coach presents me with a constant stream of evidence that supports the findings of modern science: the people who prepare properly and set the right goals have far better chances of success.









IDENTIFY YOUR WHY AND SET A SMART GOAL


Whatever change you might want to make, the key to successfully achieving it is to begin with considering why you want to change your habits, and then proceeding to set a SMART goal for yourself. SMART stands for Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Relevant, Time-bound. You’ll be more likely to achieve goals you’ve set that include all of those aspects, so that the desired outcome is specific and clear to you, has an objective measure of success, is something you can actually achieve and are motivated to do, and has a definite deadline by when you’ve decided to do it.
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When you’re formulating your why, you need to make sure it’s more specific than just ‘I want to lose weight.’ That’s far too vague to be of any help. Dig deeper, and figure out what your underlying reasons for wanting to lose weight are. Maybe you want long-term health benefits, more energy and better self-esteem. A powerful why will help you stay committed along the way. The more clearly you can state your why, the easier it’ll be for you to remind yourself of it when your motivation dwindles.


ACCEPT AND EMBRACE FAILURE


Remember this: in life, things seldom go exactly as planned, and you’re bound to have moments when things feel very difficult and challenging. You might end up feeling that you’ve failed to carry out your plan. Suppose you weren’t able to resist a pizza and soft drink, or a night out with friends. Instead of wallowing in self-pity and giving up, as many do, I’d like to urge you to try to view it as a learning experience. If you can understand why things didn’t go as planned, and why you reacted the way you did, you’ll learn how to avoid repeating the same behaviour in the future. Setbacks and occasional relapses are very important steps on this journey. One thing I’ve learned from all the years I’ve spent helping people is that lifestyle changes often aren’t as easy or perfect as we might wish. The most important lessons are learned from dealing with failures and setbacks, but this assumes that you’re prepared to acknowledge and accept them.


GET THE RIGHT SUPPORT


Changing your lifestyle and forming new habits may not be easy, but according to a study by the American Psychological Association, social support, particularly from friends, can be an important factor for successfully maintaining health changes and weight loss over time.


The more people you have around you who share these interests, the more likely you will be to succeed in pursuing your goals. The opposite is true, too: if you’re surrounded by people who have no desire at all to change their habits, this means it’s even more important for you to venture outside your usual social circles to find the support you need.


SHARE YOUR GOAL WITH AS MANY PEOPLE AS POSSIBLE


One final thing you can do to subject yourself to some positive influence and ensure you’ll be able to find the extra motivation you need when the going gets tough is this: share your goal and your why with as many of your friends as you can.


I have made a habit of sharing my health pledges with my social media followers every year. Some of these pledges are things I want to learn, like doing a handstand or the splits.


Another benefit of this approach is that you might inspire your friends to take on the same challenge. The more of you there are, the easier it will be to succeed.


CHECK OUT THE DIGITAL RESOURCES ON MY WEBSITE


To make your health journey easier, I recommend purchasing the supplementary digital resources from my website www.johannescullberg.com, and using them alongside this book. I’ve developed them to support you on your journey towards your health goals. There are a variety of tools and resources included that can make it easier and more fun for you to stick with your new habits.


There are tasty and nutritious recipes for you to explore, which I have adapted to help you to eat healthy, real food. There are also breathing exercises that can help you manage your stress and boost your mental well-being, as well as simple exercise programmes that are easy to follow for people at any fitness level.


If you ever feel a need for some additional motivation or guidance, I hope that these materials will provide valuable support for you on your health journey.









WEEK 1:


LEARNING TO
SPOT FAKE FOOD
AND PURGING
YOUR PANTRY
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I take a look inside the pantry of a friend of mine who has asked me to help her take better care of herself. She’s facing the same kinds of challenges that most of my clients have: she’s overweight, her energy levels are low and her stress levels are high.


What I discover is a motley collection of cardboard containers, bags, tins and tubes, all filled with edible items that I know my friend finds tasty. However, most of it is stuff that I wouldn’t really categorise as food; they are products masquerading as food. They’re jam-packed with empty calories and false promises.


Together, we purge her pantry, fridge and freezer to help her reach her goal. By the time you’ve finished reading this introduction, you too will be ready to go through your pantry, fridge and freezer, and replace all the fake foods with real ones.


What is ultra-processed food?


So, what’s the difference between real food and ultra-processed fake food? After all, there are a lot of food items that are processed in some way or other. Take cold-pressed olive oil, for instance, which is extracted from olives. Or how about a Parmesan cheese, which is made from cow’s milk and then aged for eighteen months? Both of these foods have been processed; the cheese underwent the whole cheese-making procedure before it was matured, and the olive oil was pressed. However, both of them are still great foods!


The difference between real food
and ultra-processed food
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The most widely used technical classification today, although it does have its shortcomings, is called NOVA (which means ‘new’ in Portuguese) and was developed by Professor Carlos Monteiro. Rather than focusing on macronutrients (like carbohydrates, proteins and fats), NOVA categorises foods into different groups, where real foods belong to groups one to three, and ultra-processed food products belong to group four.


To simplify and clarify this, we can think of food as a spectrum, where real food is on one side, and ultra-processed food products are on the other side.


We can regard anything that you could make yourself in your own kitchen as real food. Making ultra-processed fake food requires sophisticated industrial equipment and chemical additives that aren’t available in ordinary supermarkets. The raw materials are broken down at a molecular level, and then restructured to give them the exact properties desired in terms of texture, flavour and appearance. They have an extremely long shelf life, very low production costs and virtually no deviations in production. Fake foods, in other words, look perfect, taste the same every time, and are sold at much lower prices than real food, and all these features are designed to increase sales as much as possible. Optimising their production and marketing allows the food industry to maximise their profits.


Group 1: Unprocessed or minimally processed foods


This group includes foods that remain as close as possible to their natural form, and have undergone minimal or no industrial processing. The group includes fresh fruits, vegetables, nuts, seeds, fresh fish and meat. These are foods that are rich in nutrients, and which tend to contain no or very small amounts of additives and processed ingredients.


Group 2: Processed culinary ingredients


The next group includes ingredients that are used in cooking and baking to improve flavour, texture and shelf life. Examples of these include oils, butter, sugar and salt. These ingredients may undergo some processing, but remain relatively simple products, with few ingredients, and their original, natural forms remain obvious.


Group 3: Processed foods


Processed foods have undergone more extensive processing, sometimes industrial, than the previous groups. This may include preservation methods, drying, brining and heating. Examples of processed foods include tinned vegetables and fruit, tinned fish, some fresh-baked bread and simple cheeses. These foods may have a longer shelf life and may contain some additives to enhance their flavour and improve their texture.


Class 4: Ultra-processed foods


Ultra-processed foods are highly industrialised and refined. They often contain a long list of ingredients, including preservatives, flavour enhancers, colourings and sweeteners. Examples include soft drinks, savoury snacks, sweets, ready meals, pizza, sausages, ice cream, sweet rolls and energy drinks. They are often very energy dense and contain very little nutrition. They are known to be designed to induce overconsumption, and can cause obesity, type 2 diabetes and other chronic lifestyle-related health problems when regularly consumed in large quantities, as we will discuss later on.


A typical example of ultra-processed fake food is ready-made breakfast cereals. Breakfast cereal production starts with mixing flour from corn, rice or wheat with sugar. Big Food often uses alternative sweeteners like fruit concentrates, date paste or other unrefined sources to maintain sweetness while allowing the packaging to legally claim that there is ‘no sugar added’. This practice exploits a loophole, as the ingredients aren’t technically classified as added sugars, even though their effects on the body are much the same. Artificial flavourings, colourings and preservatives are then added to improve the taste, appearance and shelf life of the product. Flakes or other shapes of this mixture are then made through extrusion, a process which uses high pressure and temperatures to give the product the desired texture. After this, the flakes are enriched with synthetic vitamins and minerals to replace the nutrients lost during processing and make the product seem more nutritious. Finally, the finished flakes are packaged in airtight containers that will ensure a long shelf life and protect the product from moisture and damage during shipping and storage.
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