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INTRODUCTION


Just because you’re counting calories doesn’t mean your food has to be bland, boring, or repetitive. Instead, enjoy distinctively savory and sweet flavors without leaving your kitchen by adopting the Mediterranean diet!

The diet of many people in the Mediterranean region includes high-quality protein sources, healthy fats, and naturally low-calorie dishes. No matter where you live, you can adopt this lifestyle of healthy eating and regular exercise to enjoy its many benefits—including weight loss.

Throughout this book, you’ll find one hundred recipes with fewer than 400 calories per serving that are flavorful, nutrient-rich, and good for your overall health. With recipes ranging from Tomato and Goat Cheese Breakfast Casserole for breakfast to Oven-Poached Bass with Kalamata Chutney for dinner to Berries and Meringue for dessert, you’ll find that cooking low-calorie dishes can be easy, fun, and delicious. The recipes use ingredients that you can find easily at local grocery stores, making them a snap to assemble. Plus, you’ll be reaping the other benefits of Mediterranean cooking, such as a lower risk of heart disease and cancer, reduced inflammation, and the potential to control diabetes. You’ll also learn how to incorporate exercise into your life to complement the healthy diet and keep your body strong and fit.

Whether you’re following a 1,200- or 1,500-calorie diet or just trying to keep an eye on your daily calorie intake, these recipes will help you feel full morning, noon, and night. It’s not just the calorie count that makes these recipes stand out; they’re also packed with key vitamins and minerals as well. For example, you’ll enjoy heart-healthy fiber from sesame seeds; antioxidants from olive oil; protein, selenium, and vitamin B6 from sea bass; and bone-strengthening calcium from feta cheese.

These simple, low-calorie meals are easy to whip up, but satisfying and delicious enough for even the most sophisticated palates. Imagine yourself enjoying the brilliant sunshine and sea breezes of the Mediterranean while you indulge in these mouthwatering recipes!






CHAPTER 1 Lose Weight with The Mediterranean Diet


If you’re looking to lose weight, the Mediterranean diet is a great choice. Of course, there are many different cultures within the Mediterranean region, but in general, the people in this area eat very flavorful, low-calorie foods and don’t treat any nutrients as “off limits.” This all-encompassing approach means you’ll find the diet easier to adopt—and maintain over the long term. Combining the nutrient-rich but naturally low-calorie foods of this region with regular exercise will help you lose weight in a sustainable way. The one hundred recipes in this book are 400 calories or fewer, and offer a variety of flavor profiles and easy-to-track calorie counts. In this chapter, you’ll learn how embracing the Mediterranean region’s approach to eating and movement can help you get to—and stay at—the weight you want.


FACTORS THAT CONTRIBUTE TO YOUR WEIGHT [image: ]


According to the National Center for Health Statistics (part of the US Centers for Disease Control and Prevention), more than 73 percent of Americans are overweight or obese. Many people want to lose weight, but find it difficult to follow popular fad diets that often severely restrict certain nutrients. Plus, for many people, the cause of their excess weight is multifaceted: low levels of activity, portion sizes that are too large, and too many foods that lack nutrients. In order to lose weight, all of those issues must be addressed.


NUTRIENT-RICH FOODS

Nutrient-rich foods provide substantial amounts of vitamins and minerals and relatively few calories. Eating nutrient-rich foods like whole fruits and vegetables, healthy oils, whole grains, and protein provide your body with the energy you need without excess calories. On the other hand, foods with “empty calories” contain more calories and fewer vitamins and minerals than you need.




HOW THE MEDITERRANEAN DIET CAN HELP YOU LOSE WEIGHT [image: ]


The Mediterranean diet can be a good option for those wishing to lose weight because it offers a variety of foods; focuses more on low-calorie, high-fiber plant foods; and recognizes the importance of activity. Before you take up the Mediterranean diet for your weight-loss plan, let’s look at what the science says about its role in weight loss.


CALORIES AND WEIGHT LOSS

The key to losing weight is to burn more calories than you consume. Eating a low-calorie diet and exercising regularly makes that process easier.



Many studies have shown that the Mediterranean diet can help prevent obesity. Why exactly does it work? Mainly because the diet provides most nutrients needed for health; it is high in fiber; the source of fat is of a healthier type; and more of the protein comes from plant foods. In addition, the Mediterranean diet offers a higher fat content, which can aid in satiety, making it easier to follow the diet. At the same time, the fiber content also keeps you feeling full longer, so it is easier to space meals further apart.

Another aspect of the Mediterranean diet, studied by several different researchers, is the role of fluid content in foods. Fruits and vegetables provide a lot of water, and as Dr. Barbara Rolls has shown, high volumes of water in the foods you consume aid feelings of fullness. In a study in the journal Nutrición Hospitalaria, authors Marta Garaulet and F. Pérez de Heredia reported that in addition to the benefits already listed, three other factors also make the Mediterranean diet a good choice for weight loss:


	
1 The diet has a relatively high-carbohydrate content, which helps avoid the triggers for hunger, thus reducing the frequency of binge eating.

	
2 The diet can be followed comfortably for long periods of time.

	
3 The diet is tastier than many low-fat diet options.



The Mayo Clinic released a study in 2020 that also emphasized the importance of eating fewer calories. This research showed that lower-calorie foods, smaller portion sizes, and exercise are key to sustainable weight management.

Sweets Aren’t Off Limits

When you look at the diets of some Mediterranean countries, it is very clear that sweets can fit very nicely into their overall healthful eating plan. The reason these sweets fit into the traditional eating plans of these countries is twofold:


	
1 The people of the Mediterranean region traditionally have a better perspective on portions, with desserts generally being very small.

	
2 These foods are enjoyed after they consume fruits, vegetables, beans, and grains as opposed to cutting back on those foods in order to consume larger portions of dessert. Many of the treats even include fruits or nuts as part of the recipe.



This healthier perspective about sweets makes it easier for you to enjoy them but still meet your weight loss goals.


OTHER HEALTH BENEFITS OF THE MEDITERRANEAN DIET

In addition to the potential for weight loss, this lifestyle also offers many other health benefits, including a reduced risk of several age-related diseases believed to be driven by inflammation: improved heart health, improved cholesterol levels, a reduction of symptoms of acid reflux, and the potential to control or prevent diabetes. Researchers are even studying whether it can lengthen your life span!




INCORPORATING ACTIVITY INTO YOUR DAY [image: ]


A key part of the Mediterranean diet is moving your body every day. You’ll likely find that regular exercise actually gives you more energy and might even inspire you to eat healthier as well.

The Benefits of Exercise

Besides burning calories, regular activity provides the following benefits:


	Strengthens the heart, lungs, and blood vessels

	Helps improve your mental state

	Can help lower blood triglycerides and cholesterol

	Reduces body fat and preserves muscle

	Helps lower blood pressure

	Lowers blood sugar levels



Regular activity keeps your body working at its peak, which then improves your overall quality of life.


How Much Activity Do You Need?

Current guidelines recommend adults get at least 2 ½ hours of moderate-intensity activity every week. Moderate activity is defined as walking briskly, doing water aerobics, or riding a bike. Along with this activity, adults need to do muscle-strengthening activities two or more days a week. Muscle-strengthening activities include lifting weights, working with resistance bands, doing push-ups or sit-ups, or yoga. This activity should include all parts of the body, so make sure you work your arms, legs, back, chest, shoulders, and abdomen.

If you are able to do more vigorous activity, the guidelines call for 1 hour and 15 minutes of vigorous activity each week. Vigorous activities include jogging, running, swimming laps, riding a bike uphill, or playing tennis or other sports. In addition to vigorous activity, you should still do the muscle-strengthening activities each week.


TALK TO YOUR DOCTOR

Before you embark on any type of activity routine, make sure you get a physical and talk with your doctor about your plans. Discuss all types of activities you’re considering to be sure you are fit for all of them.



Getting Started

If your current activity level is little to no activity, start slowly with 10 minutes each day—or even 10 minutes a couple days each week—and then add more time as your fitness develops. Increase the number of minutes you exercise when your activity becomes too easy and you aren’t breathing as heavily as you did when you first started doing the routine. Set short-term goals and celebrate your success along the way. The goal with exercise is the length of time, so whether you aim for 150 minutes of moderate-intensity activity or 75 minutes of vigorous activity, the important thing is to get to that level and continue with that plan.

If you are new to lifting weights, you might want to take a class or work with a trainer to learn proper form. Overall, the goal with muscle strengthening is to do 8–12 repetitions of each lift, 2–3 times. It is always best to do one set and then do another activity before returning to do the second set. Muscles tire very quickly, so doing too many reps can cause muscles to tire and you won’t be able to get as much benefit from lifting at that point.


BALANCE YOUR MUSCLE WORK

When lifting weight, it is a good idea to work opposing muscles so that muscle development is even. If you are doing an arm curl where you roll the weight into your body, make the next activity a press so that you extend your arms out from your body.



Taking Exercise to the Next Level

If you’re in good shape, or if you want to lower your cholesterol more or keep your blood sugar low enough to avoid medication, try building up your activity goals. If you’re striving for substantial health benefits, the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention recommends the following for adults:


	5 hours or 300 minutes of moderate-intensity activity each week plus muscle strengthening

	2 ½ hours or 150 minutes of vigorous activity each week plus muscle strengthening

	A blend of moderate and vigorous activity each week plus muscle strengthening



Again, always check with your doctor before you adopt or make a significant change to your workout regimen.

Eating Balanced Meals Before and After Exercise

Choosing the right foods before and after a workout will ensure that muscles repair and rebuild. Physical activity burns calories, but if you are trying to lose weight you won’t want to overeat before or after your activity; you will want to be sure you consume the right foods for activity. Muscles grow when they are fed with fuel and nutrients for building. Planning meals or snacks that combine carbohydrates and protein is the best way to fuel your workouts.


Meals for Short Workouts

If you are just starting out and your workouts aren’t very long, you won’t need a lot of extra nutrition for your workouts and you won’t have to be as focused on when you eat. The longer or more intense a workout, the more important it is to fuel in a timely manner. For those just starting out, simply make sure that your meals and snacks combine some protein and some carbohydrates. An example of a morning meal might include the following:


	1 cup of cooked oatmeal

	2 tablespoons chopped dried apricots and raisins

	2 tablespoons chopped nuts

	1 cup skim milk (used to prepare oatmeal)

	1 slice whole-wheat toast

	2 teaspoons peanut butter (spread on toast)



If you plan to work out first thing in the morning, you may not want to eat a big meal first, so consider grabbing something small like a piece of fruit with a touch of peanut butter; if you plan to work out for only 30 minutes, a piece of fruit might be enough.

Meals for Longer Workouts

As your workouts reach 30–40 minutes, you will need to think about what to eat after a workout to replace the energy you used and allow your muscles to repair and grow. Remember that if you are trying to lose or maintain weight, you need to keep calories and portions in mind.


TIMING MATTERS TOO

For the best repair and development of your muscles, refuel with some protein and carbohydrates within 2 hours of working your muscles. With this in mind, try to plan your heavy workouts 3–4 hours after a large meal so you don’t get stomach cramps from having just consumed a meal. This also means that right after your workout you can have another meal, thus scheduling your hunger and your muscle-fueling needs together.




Working In High-Fiber Foods at the Right Time

The Mediterranean diet is built around beans, whole grains, fruits, and vegetables, which all provide lots of fiber. While fiber is a plus to overall health and satiety, it can impact how you feel during physical activity. High-fiber foods require more time to digest—that is why they help you feel full longer—but if you exercise too soon after a meal, this extra digestion time can lead to stomach cramping. You may need to consume higher-fiber foods earlier in your day, well before your activity.

In addition to needing more time for digestion, high-fiber foods require extra fluid intake. If you plan to work out after a meal that is high in fiber, you might need to boost your fluid intake to stay hydrated during your workout.

Hydration needs vary from individual to individual, but as a general rule, you need to consume 2 cups of fluid 2 hours before your activity, another cup 1 hour before, and 4–6 ounces of water or sports drink for every 15 minutes of activity during your workout.


KEEPING THE WEIGHT OFF [image: ]


Making changes in your eating and activity habits takes time. Some research studies show that it can take between 90 and 120 days for a new behavior to become a habit, so be patient with yourself. Remember that healthy weight loss happens slowly, about one pound per week on average, so plan your goals with that in mind.

In addition to healthy weight loss happening slowly, it is not uncommon for weight loss to go through plateaus—periods where no weight loss occurs. Weight loss that represents changes in body fat is gradual, but with steady commitment to a long-term goal, you can make it through these plateaus.

Rewarding Yourself

Building in rewards for your efforts is one way to get through a plateau or celebrate a milestone. Try to make these rewards non-food-based if possible. For example, splurge on new workout gear if you have been faithfully following your workout plan or unwind with a cup of herbal tea after a day of healthy meals. Whatever you decide on for your rewards, make sure you savor them and feel proud of your progress.


FUELING YOUR WEIGHT LOSS [image: ]


Now that you have some background on why the Mediterranean diet can help you with your weight loss goals, it’s time to get cooking. Each recipe has a full nutritional panel so you can easily track your calorie intake and meet your daily goals. You can flip through this book page by page to decide which dishes you’ll try, or jump right to a recipe you know you want to make first. Either way, you’re sure to find meals that your whole family will enjoy!






CHAPTER 2 Breakfast


It can be tempting to skip breakfast when you’re counting calories, but studies show this is not a good choice for your body or mind. Instead, try the filling but naturally low-calorie dishes in this chapter to start your day on the right foot. Packed with fiber, protein, and vegetables, these recipes are both delicious and satisfying. Whether you are in the mood for a simple dish like Eggs in Italian Bread or a heartier option like Sausage Breakfast, you’re sure to find something that fits into your schedule and nutritional plan.






Tomato and Goat Cheese Breakfast Casserole

Tomatoes and oregano pair elegantly with goat cheese to create a luscious casserole that works just as well on a midweek morning as it does for a weekend breakfast party. This decadent breakfast is high on flavor but low in calories!


SERVES 6


	8 large eggs

	1 cup whole milk

	½ teaspoon salt

	1 teaspoon freshly ground black pepper

	2 cups cherry tomatoes, halved

	¼ cup fresh oregano, chopped

	4 ounces goat cheese, diced

	1 teaspoon olive oil






	
1 Whisk eggs, milk, salt, and pepper together in a medium bowl. Stir in tomatoes, oregano, and goat cheese and mix well.

	
2 Spray a 4- to 5-quart slow cooker with nonstick cooking spray. Pour egg mixture into slow cooker. Cover and cook on low 4–6 hours or on high 2–3 hours. The casserole is done when a knife inserted into the center comes out clean. Serve hot.



Calories 200


PER SERVING


	Fat 13g

	Sodium 400mg

	Carbohydrates 6g

	Fiber 1g

	Sugar 3g

	Protein 14g










Frittata


This Italian egg dish is like a quiche without a crust. It’s a great way to use leftover potatoes and any vegetables in your refrigerator. The low-calorie bell peppers are packed with vitamin C, which can boost immunity.


SERVES 8


	1 pound Idaho potatoes, peeled and thickly sliced

	2 medium yellow bell peppers, seeded and sliced

	2 medium red bell peppers, seeded and sliced

	2 medium green bell peppers, seeded and sliced

	1 large red onion, peeled and sliced

	2 teaspoons extra-virgin olive oil

	1 teaspoon salt, divided

	½ teaspoon freshly ground black pepper, divided

	3 large eggs

	6 large egg whites

	1 cup plain low-fat yogurt

	1 cup whole milk

	3 ounces grated fontina or Gouda cheese

	1 tablespoon chopped fresh oregano leaves






	
1 Preheat oven to 375°F.

	
2 Toss potatoes, bell peppers, and onion in oil and place on a large baking sheet. Season with ½ teaspoon salt and ¼ teaspoon black pepper. Roast for 10 minutes.

	
3 In a medium baking dish, add roasted vegetables in one layer.

	
4 In a medium bowl, whisk eggs, egg whites, yogurt, milk, cheese, and remaining ½ teaspoon salt and ¼ teaspoon black pepper. Pour egg mixture into baking dish over vegetables.

	
5 Bake until eggs are completely set, about 30 minutes. Sprinkle with oregano and serve.



Calories 200


PER SERVING


	Fat 8g

	Sodium 490mg

	Carbohydrates 21g

	Fiber 3g

	Sugar 7g

	Protein 12g






FOR THE MEAT LOVER

If you want to boost the protein in this dish, consider adding chopped bacon, sausage, or ham to this recipe.
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Eggs in Italian Bread


Use the best crusty bread you can find for a classic Italian breakfast. This simple but filling dish feels fancy but comes together in minutes.


SERVES 6


	6 (2") slices crusty Italian bread

	3 teaspoons olive oil, divided

	2 medium red bell peppers, seeded and thinly sliced

	1 small shallot, peeled and minced

	6 large eggs

	½ teaspoon salt

	½ teaspoon freshly ground black pepper






	
1 Using a round cookie cutter or glass, cut out large circles from the center of each bread slice. Discard center pieces and set hollowed-out bread slices aside.

	
2 Heat 1 teaspoon oil in a medium skillet over medium heat. Sauteé bell peppers and shallot 5–7 minutes or until tender. Remove from skillet and place on a tray lined with paper towels to absorb excess oil; keep warm.

	
3 Heat remaining 2 teaspoons oil over medium-high heat in a large skillet. Place bread slices in pan. Crack one egg into hollowed-out center of each bread slice. Cook for 5 minutes, then flip carefully and cook for 3 minutes more. Transfer to plates and top with bell pepper mixture.

	
4 Season with salt and black pepper before serving.



Calories 160


PER SERVING


	Fat 8g

	Sodium 380mg

	Carbohydrates 13g

	Fiber 1g

	Sugar 3g

	Protein 9g
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