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This book is dedicated to my children, Madeline and Griffin, and to my grandmother Norma Sikes, who was the quintessential role model for how to gracefully accomplish anything you set your mind to.
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welcome

WHAT IF I TOLD YOU that the root of most ailments, from skin irritations to the onset of autoimmune diseases, was caused by one primary underlying condition called inflammation? A few years ago, I probably would have rolled my eyes and put this cookbook back on the shelf for being too hippie health nut. So how did I become convinced more than ever that an anti-inflammatory lifestyle is almost as important as wearing sunscreen or buckling your seat belt? And then end up actually writing an anti-inflammatory cookbook?

It started when I was asked to collaborate on an article for Cooking Light in 2016, reviewing emerging research on the role foods play in preventing dementia and brain diseases like Alzheimer’s. Study results were significant, pointing toward the importance of an anti-inflammatory diet that included antioxidants. And while I was intrigued by the results, anti-inflammatory eating wasn’t the nutrition direction I wanted to take—or so I thought!

Over the next few months, life dropped numerous writing assignments in my lap, all on food’s relationship with various health conditions: multiple sclerosis, gut health, cancer, irritable bowel, diabetes, and obesity. It wasn’t until the end of all those assignments, after digging through piles of research, that I noticed something: every condition that I’d just reported on was caused by chronic inflammation. The real key to eating healthy—for all ages—was reducing inflammatory foods and increasing certain nutrients.

My challenge then became how to make anti-inflammatory foods easy, quick, and most importantly, taste good. Was this even possible? I’m a busy mom, so I needed realistic recipes, not 8-hour bone broth or homemade almond milk! While the concepts may be complicated, I was determined that the solution didn’t have to be. And I figured that if I could get my family to adopt a more anti-inflammatory way of eating, then I had something.

Fast-forward 18 months and that “something” is Meals That Heal, a family-friendly cookbook with recipes that you can tailor to any health condition. It is my sincere hope that this book becomes a staple in your home.

Here’s to health and healing! Let’s eat!
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Low energy

Joint pain

Bloating

Allergies and food sensitivities

Digestion issues

Inability to concentrate or focus

Aging faster than expected

Headaches

Itching and eczema

Memory loss

High blood pressure

Any of these sound familiar?




THE MAJORITY OF THE POPULATION in the United States suffers from at least one, if not several, of these conditions, and chronic inflammation is at the root of them all. Though its symptoms often seem vague and nonspecific, this type of inflammation is like a small fire burning inside the body that, over time, gets stoked and encouraged by other irritants, taking a gradual toll on the body by damaging cells, overworking the immune system, and creating imbalances that can lead to long-term health issues. In fact, low levels of ongoing inflammation have been blamed for increasing rates of heart disease, diabetes, cancer, autoimmune diseases, arthritis, depression, and Alzheimer’s and Parkinson’s diseases.

Chronic inflammation is difficult to understand and difficult to recognize because it has no overt symptoms—making it even harder to diagnose and treat. And there’s still a lot we don’t know about it. But one thing that research does confirm is that you can prevent future diseases—as well as heal or improve most existing conditions—through food choices. Anti-inflammatory eating involves only a few small changes, and Meals That Heal will show you how delicious—not to mention easy and quick—this new healthy approach can be!



inflammation: the good and the bad

Inflammation is a natural healing response by the body, but there are two types: acute and chronic. Acute inflammation is a short-term, healthy response by the immune system that initiates healing or fighting off a pathogen like harmful bacteria. While a little bothersome, acute inflammation slowly goes away over a few days as healing occurs. Chronic inflammation, on the other hand, is not so healthy, and unlike acute inflammation, it doesn’t subside. Instead, it continues long-term for months or even years.

Chronic inflammation is also insidious, meaning it develops quietly with few noticeable symptoms (and often those symptoms could be related to many things), and it continues, often slowly increasing in intensity. The effects are that aging occurs at a faster rate and the body is pushed closer, and more quickly, to diseases and conditions like diabetes, cancer, dementia, heart disease, autoimmune issues, Alzheimer’s, and other inflammatory-related conditions (see page 17).

Here’s a quick snapshot of how acute and chronic inflammation differ:



	 

	ACUTE OR “GOOD” INFLAMMATION

	CHRONIC OR “BAD” INFLAMMATION




	WHAT IS IT?

	Healthy short-term immune system response to a stimulus

	Ongoing, low-level immune system response to an unresolved stimulus or continuous irritant




	CAUSES (STIMULUS OR IRRITANT)

	Harmful bacteria, toxin, cut, bruise, sprain, injury, burn, allergic reaction

	An acute inflammation or infection not being completely resolved, foreign bodies (chemicals, allergens, additives, etc.), or continuous irritants (stress, diet, lack of sleep, sedentary lifestyle, autoimmune reaction)




	IMMUNE RESPONSE

	Immediate, minutes to hours

	Delayed




	SIGNS

	Swelling, redness, pain, pus

	No overt symptoms, only subtle ones that could be attributed to a variety of things; symptoms typically increase in severity as inflammation builds.




	HEALTH IMPACT

	Inflammation slowly subsides with healing or resolution of initial cause, usually within a few days to weeks. The body returns to its normal healthy state.

	Until it is resolved, inflammation continues and may be encouraged or exacerbated by other foreign bodies or irritants to initiate damage or disease at a higher rate than normal.
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signs and symptoms of chronic inflammation
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chronic inflammation–associated diseases or ailments
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what causes chronic inflammation?

While there is still a lot we don’t know about the initiation and development of chronic inflammation, we do know that lifestyle habits—particularly food choices—play a key role in both encouraging and calming inflammation. And it likely won’t come as a surprise to learn that the typical American diet includes too many of those top inflammatory foods and not nearly enough foods that calm inflammation.

TOP FOOD INFLAMERS:

• Refined, low-fiber starches that create a high glycemic response

• Added sugars

• Fried foods

• Trans and saturated fats

• Excessive omega-6 intake relative to omega-3

• Processed foods

• Artificial sweeteners

• High-fat meats and processed meats

• Excessive alcohol or caffeine

• Excessive calorie intake

• Excessive carbohydrate intake

• Chemicals and compounds used on and in food—artificial colors, flavorings, preservatives, pesticides, and others used in the raising and/or manufacturing of food

OTHER LIFESTYLE INFLAMERS:

• Stress and emotional health

• Inactivity

• Gut permeability and dysbiosis (see page 18)

• Ongoing lack of sleep

• Excess body weight

• Environmental pollutants and toxins

why haven’t I heard about chronic inflammation?

“Inflammation” wasn’t a word that grabbed my attention until just a few years ago. I realized that every disease or condition I researched was, at its root, the result of some type of inflammation. There are several reasons why it’s relatively unknown or spoken about—even in doctors’ offices.

• Inflammation is difficult to diagnose or measure; initial signs are subtle and attributable to a variety of things. When you can’t see it, feel it, or put your finger on an exact problem (or if there even is a problem), it’s hard to wrap your head around inflammation being a true issue.

• While inflammation is a fundamental concept in all aspects of medicine and health, most medical training focuses on treatment, not prevention, and doctors receive very little training on how to effectively talk to patients about behavior and lifestyle changes. It’s understandable why a lot of physicians are more comfortable treating the issue with a prescription to the pharmacy, rather than a prescription to healthy cooking classes or for daily meditation.


WHY NOT JUST TAKE ASPIRIN?

Often, people take prescription and over-the-counter anti-inflammatory medications like aspirin, ibuprofen, and naproxen sodium to ease acute inflammation symptoms such as swelling, headaches, and pain. So why can’t taking a few of these put an end to chronic inflammation?

• MANY ANTI-INFLAMMATORY MEDICATIONS work by halting production of the compounds in the body that trigger inflammation, so while you may get temporary easing of symptoms, nothing is being done to stop the irritant that’s causing inflammation.

• CHRONIC INFLAMMATION doesn’t usually present specific and immediate symptoms like a sprained ankle or fever might, so we aren’t usually cued to think about taking medication.

• MOST ANTI-INFLAMMATORIES are designed to alleviate acute inflammation that lasts a few days—not several months or years. Long-term intake of these drugs can increase risk of heart attack and stroke, as well as cause GI issues.
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how inflammatory diseases develop

In case you’re more of a visual person like me, relating the concept of chronic inflammation to something that I could picture—albeit very simplistic compared to the true process—helped me to understand it more fully.

[image: Image]

    1

Chronic inflammation starts as a small, contained fire in the body. Initially, it’s not a big problem (few if any noticeable symptoms) since the fire is localized.

REAL-LIFE SCENARIO: Eating a higher-carb diet and drinking soda routinely triggers increased blood glucose and insulin levels, and body weight, as well as low-level chronic inflammation.

    2

    However, the fire’s embers make the other body systems slightly more sensitive or susceptible to irritants (diet, stress, lack of sleep, smoking, excessive alcohol, environmental chemicals, autoimmunity, etc.). New or existing irritants can easily spark additional small fires in other areas of the body.

REAL-LIFE SCENARIO: Stress at work and a sedentary lifestyle trigger high blood pressure, insulin resistance, and abnormal cholesterol values.

    3

    The overall effect of having more small fires burning may make symptoms become more noticeable or serious. Unless the fires are put out, this pattern continues.

REAL-LIFE SCENARIO: Routinely not getting enough sleep, combined with the continuation of previous lifestyle habits, triggers prediabetes.

    4

    Eventually the small fires combine to become a larger fire (diagnosis of condition or disease).

REAL-LIFE SCENARIO: The smaller “fires” turn into a diagnosis of type 2 diabetes, a heart attack, and/or increased rate of aging and accelerated onset of dementia.


THE LINK BETWEEN

gut health and inflammation

Health buzzwords like “gut health” and “good bacteria” are thrown around all the time now, and for many, they often walk the line between seeming a little “out there” and overwhelming—a combination that can make you want to turn the page. But there’s legitimacy to maintaining a healthy gut, because it has a direct relationship to inflammation.

the role of a healthy gut

Without sliding down a dark hole of complex microbe-gut talk, let me share the basics of the relationship. During digestion, foods are gradually broken down as they make their way through the gastrointestinal (GI) tract, with the goal being to dismantle the food into single nutrients or components small enough to be absorbed through the intestinal walls and into the body. It’s the variety of good bacteria that largely determine gut permeability—the level to which the nutrients in foods, as well as foreign bodies and irritants, can enter or “leak” into the bloodstream.

HEALTHY GUT:

• An intestinal tract with a variety of plentiful good bacteria provides a strong, fairly impermeable barrier in the lining of the intestines.

• The strong microbe barrier allows digested nutrients to pass through, but prevents—or greatly limits—foreign compounds (toxins, chemicals, bad bacteria, etc.) and waste products from escaping into the rest of the body.

NOT-SO-HEALTHY GUTS:

• An intestinal tract where the good bacteria have been reduced or the balance disrupted (a state called dysbiosis) provides a weakened, much more permeable barrier with holes or gaps in the intestinal lining.

• The weaker, fairly permeable microbe barrier allows digested nutrition to pass through, but also allows foreign bodies and waste components to cross the intestinal walls into the rest of the body as well.

• Research suggests that it’s “leaking” of foreign bodies and waste from the gut into the body that augments or encourages inflammation and initiates or worsens symptoms and diseases.

the influence of diet on gut health

While there are still many unknowns, research suggests that there are key components in the typical American diet—too many added sugars, saturated fats, and processed foods, and too little fiber—that are largely responsible for disrupting gut health. What appears to restore or maintain the gut is a diet consisting of less-processed, whole foods with plenty of fiber-rich fruits and vegetables, as well as foods that either contain “good” bacteria or support their growth.

super gut-promoters: probiotics and prebiotics

Probiotic and prebiotic foods are those that offer additional support to maintain a healthy gut microbiome, and each plays a unique role:

• Probiotics actually contain live strains of good bacteria, and regular intake helps to re-inoculate the intestinal lining with microbes that may have been killed or significantly reduced in number. Probiotic foods include dairy foods such as yogurt and kefir labeled as having “live cultures,” as well as some aged cheese, and nondairy cultured yogurts. Fermented foods like sauerkraut, miso, tempeh, and kombucha are other probiotic sources.

• Prebiotics are nondigestible food components that serve as nourishment to the gut’s good bacteria and help them to thrive. Most fruits, vegetables, legumes, and whole grains contain some prebiotics, but specific foods rich in them include onions, garlic, leeks, asparagus, barley, oats, bananas, apples, and whole wheat foods.
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If you’re a little overwhelmed, then let me share some good news:



Adopting a less inflammatory lifestyle and diet can not only heal your body and improve current symptoms, but it can also prevent future diseases and slow aging.




Even more encouraging is that it only takes a few changes—not a drastic overnight overhaul—to move toward more anti-inflammatory eating. To reduce inflammation and heal the body, research points to these three steps:

INCREASE ANTI-INFLAMMATORY FOODS: Add and increase your intake of foods that ease inflammation as well as nourish and protect the body from further damage. All the Meals That Heal recipes are based on this most important guideline and these foods.

REDUCE INFLAMMATORY FOODS: Slowly reduce and eliminate those irritants that you regularly consume.

RESTORE AND NOURISH GUT HEALTH: As you increase foods that heal and protect, incorporate those that also nourish gut health to rebuild and maintain your microbiome of good bacteria.

what’s most important?

Increasing anti-inflammatory foods appears to be the most important aspect by far. The reasoning? Many of the key anti-inflammatory foods—vegetables, fruits, legumes, whole grains, nuts, herbs, and spices—actually provide a double boost to your body since most contain phytochemicals and antioxidants. So, in addition to soothing inflammation, these foods’ antioxidants and bioactive compounds also prevent or slow oxidative damage to protect your cells.

Since skipping those veggies and plant foods may have a double-whammy effect on health, first focus on increasing those rather than eliminating less healthy ones. What you’re likely to find is that adding more anti-inflammatory foods makes the other two areas—eliminating inflammatory foods and restoring gut health—fall more in line without much effort.

a modified mediterranean diet approach

We’ve known that populations near the Mediterranean Sea are some of the healthiest, but the extent is pretty overwhelming (see Mediterranean Stats on page 23). Is it the olive oil or the red wine? Actually, it appears to largely be due to the overall anti-inflammatory effect of the foods emphasized in the Mediterranean diet.

Meals That Heal eating recommendations are patterned after the Mediterranean diet but also incorporate recent research findings from the DASH diet, the ketogenic diet, and the MIND diet, as well as plant-based diet effects and how glycemic impact affects various conditions. In fact, you won’t find this exact “prescription” anywhere else. The next few pages share the general eating guidelines, and then Chapter 10 focuses on the most important aspects of the diet for various health conditions and provides menu plans.



eating recommendations

These general eating guidelines will help jump-start your new diet. In addition to the foods to avoid below, limit food and drink with added sugars (<6 teaspoons or 25 grams daily, and ideally <3 teaspoons or 12 grams.



	 

	VEGETABLES

	FRUITS

	HIGH-FIBER, LOW-CARBS

	PROTEIN

	HEALTHY OILS AND FATS

	DAIRY




	AMOUNT

	5 to 9 servings daily

	2 to 4 servings daily

	2 to 6 servings daily*

	4 to 8 ounces daily*

	Daily

	1 to 3 servings daily




	FOODS TO INCLUDE

	
Try to incorporate 1 to 2 servings at every meal.

Focus on variety and color.


	Focus on variety and color.

	
Choose high-fiber, low-GI whole grains, starchy vegetables, and peas and beans. See page 26 for specific foods.

*Intake varies on activity level and health focus. See Chapter 10 for specific meal plans.


	
Incorporate a variety of protein sources, and look for opportunities to substitute plant-based proteins. See page 28 for specific guidelines.

*Intake varies on needs and health focus. See Chapter 10 for specific meal plans.


	
Incorporate healthy, less-processed oils and fats in most meals, emphasizing omega-3 fatty acids.

See page 30 for specific recommendations.


	Milk, unsweetened yogurt, kefir, cheese, unsweetened plant-based milks and yogurts





keep within moderation
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avoid or greatly limit
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MEDITERRANEAN STATS

The data to support the health benefits of the Mediterranean diet are pretty strong and hard to dispute. Here are some of the strongest associations:

• Significant risk reduction for cardiovascular disease (particularly for those at high risk)

• Significant risk reduction for type 2 diabetes

• Improvement in metabolic syndrome components (blood lipids like HDL and LDL, blood glucose, etc.)

• Possible risk reduction for autoimmune diseases and/or easing of symptoms

• Possible improvements in memory and cognition, reduced risk of decline in brain functioning, as well as degenerative brain diseases like Alzheimer’s
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shift your macronutrient mind-set

A key component to increasing your intake of anti-inflammatory foods is shifting your outlook when it comes to carbs, protein, and fats and their proportion on a dinner plate. All three macronutrients are needed daily for energy and health, but you may not be consuming them in ideal amounts—and a higher proportion of these nutrients is coming from less healthy foods with inflammatory components.

best carb choices

The “Best Choices” listed below are all high-fiber, carbohydrate-rich foods with lower glycemic loads (the impact of glycemic index based on amount eaten). These carbohydrate foods are some of the most nutrient-dense sources, and they provide a slow, steady stream of glucose into the bloodstream when eaten, preventing peaks and dips in blood sugar levels. Try to opt for “Best Choices” for 80 percent or more of your carbohydrate needs.
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best protein choices and frequencies


Protein in the typical American diet often comes from meat and poultry sources. In fact, many carnivores (myself included) considered plant-based proteins to be strictly a way for vegetarians to get adequate protein, not as a possible protein option at meals. However, research suggests that not getting protein from a larger variety of sources—particularly plants and fish—and overconsuming meat and poultry are key contributors to chronic inflammation. Based on current health recommendations and research, here are the best protein choices and the frequency with which they should be eaten.
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GRASS-FED MEAT

Wondering why there’s no mention of choosing “grass-fed” meats? See page 142.
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best fat and oil sources


Let go of the “fat-free” and “low-fat” brainwashing because new research suggests there’s little benefit to those low-fat eating approaches. The new approach suggests that focusing on the quality of fat is most important, followed by moderating amounts to avoid excessive intake. Fat sources can either have beneficial and anti-inflammatory effects on health (such as unsaturated ones with high levels of omega-3s) or harmful, inflammatory effects (such as trans fats, saturated fats, excessive omega-6 fats, and a lack of omega-3 fats). There’s still ongoing research to fully understand the relationship between health and saturated fat intake, as well as balance between omega-3 and omega-6 fatty acid intakes.



	FAT RECOMMENDATIONS

	WHY?

	GOOD FATS AND OILS TO MEET RECOMMENDATIONS




	Get omega-3 sources weekly

	Adequate intake of omega-3 fatty acids are essential for preventing and reducing inflammation. Most individuals’ intake is below recommendations.

    	Fatty fish (salmon, sardines, black sea bass, mackerel, freshwater trout)
Sea vegetables
Flaxseed, flax oil, walnuts, walnut oil, chia seeds
Pastured or other omega-3-rich eggs




	Choose oils higher in omega-3s or with other anti-inflammatory benefits when possible.

	These unsaturated fat sources vary in their omega-6-to-3 ratio, but are still good sources to use regularly. Some, like extra-virgin olive oil, even out additional health benefits from antioxidants and phytochemicals.

    	Extra-virgin olive oil, canola oil, avocado oil, peanut oil, corn oil
Olives
Avocado
Nuts (almonds, pecans, cashews, peanuts)
Most mayonnaise types
Most oil-based salad dressings




	Choose less refined fats and oils

	These are gathered by crushing or grinding the nut, seed, or grain. This avoids chemical solvents from being used in the processing and retains more of the oils, antioxidants, and phytochemicals.

	Oils that include “extra-virgin” or “expeller-pressed”







	FATS TO MINIMIZE AND AVOID




	Minimize and moderate intake of saturated fats

	Some recent studies have questioned just how bad this notoriously “bad” fat is, and the truth is we aren’t sure. For now, focus on the healthier fats and keep intake moderate or minimized.

    	Animal fat on meat and poultry
Butter, lard, bacon
Tropical oils such as coconut oil and palm oil




	Avoid all trans fats

	Trans fats are unsaturated oils that have been chemically altered—the result of which is a processed fat that is directly linked to increasing inflammation and risks for diabetes, heart disease, and other chronic diseases.

    	Fast food and fried foods
Any type of “hydrogenated” or “partially hydrogenated”—look for in processed food products like margarines, snack foods, and packaged desserts
Shortening
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EVOO VS. REFINED OLIVE OIL

Extra-virgin olive oil is one of the primary oils used in recipes throughout this book, and this is for several reasons. First, EVOO undergoes little to no chemical or heat refining, which allows it to retain more antioxidants like vitamin E—which means the body has more ammunition in fighting oxidative stress and protecting cells from damage caused by free radicals.

Second, EVOO’s lack of refining preserves more of the compound oleocanthal found in olives, which research suggests has a natural inflammation-suppressing effect.

Finally, olive oil is predominantly a monounsaturated fat and contains more omega-6 fatty acids, something that may seem contradictory to my recommendation to choose more omega-3 fatty acid sources (see opposite), but this is when you have to factor in an oil’s or fat’s chemical stability. Olive oil’s high predominance of omega-6 fatty acids means it is much more stable and less likely to break down and re-create harmful chemicals in the body when heated, compared to those with a higher predominance of omega-3 fats. This stability factor combined with its inflammation-fighting compounds make EVOO my first choice for fresh or minimally cooked dishes.

I may opt for something different when I am cooking at higher heats or for longer periods of time. In these situations, it’s best to use an oil with a higher smoke point, essentially an oil that can be heated to higher temps before breaking down. EVOO has a smoke point around 325°F, but refined olive oils are closer to 400°F or 425°F, often making them a better choice than EVOO. Other oils like avocado, sunflower seed, peanut, and corn all have smoke points above 400°F, so these can be good cooking options, too.





omega 6-to-3 ratio


The ratio of fats and oils that you consume containing omega-6 fatty acids versus omega-3 is a consideration when it comes to quality and health effects. Both are found in unsaturated fats, but omega-6 fatty acids are way overconsumed and in a much higher proportion to omega-3s.

This is thanks to the heavy use of vegetable oils like corn, soybean, and sunflower in most processed foods and other common grocery items. Some research suggests that overconsumption of omega-6 fatty acids increases inflammation within the body, but others argue that this is a side effect of underconsuming omega-3 fatty acids, which are vital for health and have an anti-inflammatory effect on the body. Regardless of the true answer, most of us need to increase our intake of omega-3s, so look for ways to use them in place of fats and oils containing predominantly omega-6 fatty acids.

key lifestyle components

Our sleep, stress, and activity are lifestyle components that, along with diet, can make one more prone to or exacerbate chronic inflammation.

REGULAR ACTIVITY: Individuals who get regular activity have lower levels of inflammatory blood markers; being sedentary is a risk factor for inflammation.

STRESS: It ranges from physical to emotional to psychological, and research suggests that ongoing stress reduces the body’s ability to regulate the immune system, which doesn’t help a body that’s already irritated and inflamed. It’s worth the time—and your health—to find ways to reduce and regulate stress, such as exercise, meditation, journaling, yoga, and staying in regular contact with friends and family (unless they are the stressor!).

SLEEP: Both too little and too much sleep are associated with increased inflammation in the body. Aim for 7 to 8 hours of continuous sleep to restore the body and to reduce inflammation. Catch up on sleep when you’ve been sleep-deprived, and set an alarm for those days off if you’re apt to sleep the morning away.


rethinking the dinner plate


So are you wondering how to pull all the guidelines together to get a healthy (and good-tasting!) anti-inflammatory meal? Most people don’t have trouble learning how to fit in some of their favorite foods—or cut out some of the inflammatory foods—but do have to practice shifting their mind-set a little when it comes to what an anti-inflammatory full meal looks like. Here are a few visuals to think about when planning or plating meals.
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        F

        Got questions?

        A

        We’ve got answers.

        Q

    



anti-inflammatory FAQs

These are the most common questions I get asked by people beginning an anti-inflammatory eating protocol. They’re also some of the same ones that I had when I began researching inflammation and diet, but couldn’t seem to find consistent answers to. This challenged me to delve deeper into the research so I could share straightforward, research-based answers with others. Though researchers still have a lot to discover in some areas, these recommendations are based on what the latest research findings suggest.

do I have to make everything from scratch?

Not at all, and I don’t expect you to, because I sure don’t! In fact, there’s nothing that I love more than finding a new packaged food product to shave time and work off dinner prep. However, to do this and follow an anti-inflammatory lifestyle, it is key that you start looking closer at labels to choose more minimally processed products. In Chapter 2, you’ll find my Store-Bought Product Buying Guide (page 72), which walks you through what to look for on packaging. Scattered throughout this book, you’ll also find guidelines to help you select prepared cereals, breakfast foods, side dishes, salad dressings, snacks, and desserts—as well as a few of my family’s favorite brands and products.

I’ve heard that dairy is inflammatory, so do I need to eliminate all dairy foods?

Contrary to popular belief, dairy products appear to have an anti-inflammatory effect in most people. In fact, yogurt is recommended to reduce inflammation by supporting gut health. Since saturated fat can contribute to inflammation, moderate intake is best, as well as choosing lower-fat versions. However, those with a dairy allergy or sensitivity should avoid dairy, since it will trigger their bodies’ inflammatory responses when consumed, negating dairy’s anti-inflammatory effects.

To accommodate a wide range of needs, most Meals That Heal recipes are either dairy-free or provide a dairy-free ingredient substitute. If you think that you may have a sensitivity to dairy, eliminate dairy from your diet during the Detox & Restore phase. Then slowly reintroduce it, watching for any symptoms.

what’s the story on gluten?

It’s trendy to be gluten-free, but most health professionals advise that only those with a wheat allergy or celiac disease (an autoimmune disease in which gluten causes damage to the small intestine) really need to avoid it. The idea that there may be some individuals who also suffer from a gluten sensitivity, a much milder intolerance for which there’s no real way to screen or diagnose, has also been dismissed for years.

However, there’s growing evidence that gluten sensitivity may be a real thing, and although damage doesn’t occur to the intestines as in celiac disease, a sensitivity may trigger subtle inflammatory symptoms. Some may have a true sensitivity while others may be sensitive due to the body being irritated and inflamed already—a situation where food components that normally wouldn’t trigger irritation (like gluten) cause further irritation due to the existing inflammation.

Based on the latest research, as well as recommendations from a host of medical organizations and universities, my approach to gluten when it comes to meal plans and eating guidelines in Meals That Heal is this:
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