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For all the beautiful souls who have struggled with their weight and health, you are valuable and capable. Let’s do this!







INTRODUCTION Welcome to Plantifully Lean







Hi and welcome! I adopted a high-carbohydrate, low-fat, plant-based diet after many failed attempts to lose weight and recover my health, and it was just the medicine I needed. I lost seventy pounds in a little more than a year. My life has never been the same.

I’m a wife and mother raising two beautiful kids in the Colorado mountains. I share my family life and health journey with plant-based eating and weight loss on YouTube and Instagram, where I’m known as “Plantiful Kiki.” There, and as the co-creator of the Eat More Weigh Less Program, I aim to inspire others to regain their health, lose weight, and change their lives with simple and wholesome plant-based eating. I have found balance and joy in this lifestyle and I hope to impart some of that to you. I know how it feels to be overweight, and powerless to change it. At my heaviest, I carried 194 pounds on my petite five-foot-three frame. I had high blood pressure, high cholesterol, and high triglycerides, and I was prediabetic. I was at risk for stroke and a heart attack. No matter how hard I tried, I was never able to lose any significant amount of weight and turn around my health.

In other words, I was like most people—not at all good at losing weight. I would start a diet and an extreme exercise program only to “fall off the wagon” a few weeks in. When I did stick with a program for a few months, I would lose only a few pounds. The hard work and deprivation never seemed quite worth it. I was perpetually frustrated and constantly discouraged.

Everything changed when I found my way to a whole food plant-based diet. Once I learned the mechanics of weight loss and the fundamentals of calorie density, something finally clicked. The weight began to fall off.

It did not require calorie counting.

I did not have to eat less.

I did not go on an extreme exercise regimen.

I was free from the terrible cycle of depriving and binging and from calorie counting.

I learned how to build meals with delicious, filling foods, and I finally lost weight. At last, it wasn’t so hard. What I learned and what I hope to teach you is that you can eat more and weigh less. In these next chapters, I will equip you with the basic tools and knowledge, along with the practical tips you will need to successfully lose weight and keep it off with little effort or thought. The information in this book is meant to be easy to understand and simple to apply.

It just takes some self-love—and a little bit of preparation to change your diet along with your outlook.

Let’s do this!
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Keep food and life simple… it multiplies happiness.
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Everything you need already lives within you.
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How Weight Loss Works

Weight loss is simple, but it never seems easy.

In the following chapters you will learn that it can actually be easy.

You’ve likely heard that weight loss has to do with “calories in versus calories out.” This is referred to as energy balance: the number of calories you take in versus the number of calories you use. So if I take in 3,000 calories a day but use only 2,200, then the excess 800 calories will be stored on my body as fat and I will gain weight.

While this is true, it’s not all the way true. Our bodies metabolize calories from fat differently than they do calories from carbohydrates.

Carbohydrates are our body’s preferred fuel source. If we consume an excess of calories from carbohydrates, our bodies store it in our muscles as glycogen, and the rest is burned off as body heat. This process is called thermogenesis. If we continue to consume a significant excess of calories from carbohydrates than what our body can use or burn off, it then starts the process of converting the carbohydrates to fat in a process called de novo lipogenesis (DNL).

Our bodies are not efficient at converting carbs to fat, and in fact we actually burn calories in order to convert carbohydrates. Fat, however, does not get converted to energy, or anything else for that matter. So, the excess calories from fat go straight to your “problem area.” Reducing fat intake, rather than carbs, is one of the major reasons I was so successful in not only losing weight but also keeping it off.


The next time you hear someone tell you to avoid carbohydrates in food because “carbs turn to fat,” recognize that this statement is a gross overexaggeration of the truth, is biologically inaccurate, and demonstrates a fundamental lack of understanding of human biochemistry and human biogenetics.

—Cyrus Khambatta, PHD, and Robby Barbaro, MPH, Mastering Diabetes
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Me before a plant-based diet.
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Me after a plant-based diet.








Calorie Density

Understanding calorie density is the most important tool you will have to guide you when making decisions regarding what to eat. Calorie density is simply the measure of energy, or calories, in a given amount of food. In this book, I will be talking about calories per pound. If you are anywhere else in the world, you will use calorie density in calories per kilogram. The same principles apply.

For example:


	Broccoli has around 150 calories per pound.

	Chocolate has around 3,000 calories per pound.



You want to eat foods that have fewer calories per pound. You can eat more of that food and feel full with fewer calories. Just think: A plate of broccoli and whole-grain pasta will fill you up, and you won’t be accumulating excess calories. A big slice of cake may also fill you up, but you will be taking in a huge amount of calories.

Calorie density does not mean that you are counting calories. There is nothing I enjoy less. But I recognize that counting calories makes some people feel confident in how they choose foods, and if that’s you, then by all means keep doing it. That’s why I provide the calorie and macronutrient breakdowns in each recipe.
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    As Jeff Novick, MS, RDN, says in his video “Calorie Density: How to Eat More, Weigh Less, and Live Longer,” people who eat mostly foods that are below the 600-calories-per-pound mark lose weight and are able to get into a healthy weight range. In the chart at left, I’ve highlighted all the foods that are 600 calories per pound or less in green, avocados in yellow, and other calorie-dense foods in red so that you make sure to eliminate them or eat them very sparingly as you journey toward your weight-loss goals.

But Who Cares?

I know what you’re thinking: Who cares how many calories are in a pound of broccoli or in a pound of chocolate? I’m not eating a whole pound of chocolate in one sitting, so why does the calorie density matter?

It matters because people generally eat the same amount, or weight, of food each day, regardless of the types of food they eat.1 So, again, if you want to lose weight successfully, the way to do it is not to eat less food but rather to eat the same amount of food—but make it food that has fewer calories.

Obese people have more energy-dense dietary patterns than healthy-weight individuals. In one survey, very obese men and women in the United States not only ate lots of energy-dense foods (big portions of meats, full-fat milk and cheese, fried eggs, high-fat desserts) but also very few low-energy-dense foods (salads, fruit, skim milk). Dutch researchers found that lean people have diets of lower energy density than obese people. The message is clear: “Eating a high-energy-dense diet is associated with elevated body weight.”2

What matters for you is what happens when you lower the caloric (energy) density of your daily meals. According to this research, it doesn’t really matter if you eat donuts all day or beans and rice all day. You need the same amount of food to feel satisfied. When it comes to feeling satiated, you will eat the same weight of food, regardless of the types of food you eat. So if you lower the caloric density of your meals, you will instantly start consuming fewer calories, resulting in effortless weight loss. But you won’t feel hungry.

It’s important to remember that the amount of food we need daily is unique to our individual biology. Your body craves its own specific amount of food, and your hunger drive will compel you to get that amount each day, which is why lowering the caloric density of your meals results in weight loss. I have seen it over and over in the thousands of individuals I have helped, as well as in my own life: Learning to eat according to calorie density is the magic pill you’ve been looking for, although it is no pill. It takes understanding these simple principles and then applying them.

You can do it. You are worth it.

And did I say: You won’t feel hungry.


	
1 Barbara Rolls, PhD, and Robert A. Barnett, The Volumetrics Weight-Control Plan (New York: Harper, 1999), 17, 18.

	
2 Ibid.








Satiation

Let’s face it: Not all foods are created equal. Some will satisfy us, while others leave us hungry soon after eating them.

Satiation is driven by several factors: calories, nutrients, and food weight. The combination of all these components influences whether you feel full. If your meal has calories and nutrients but not enough bulk or weight, you won’t feel satisfied. This is why eating a small meal replacement bar might check all the calorie and nutrient boxes but leave you feeling hungry—it doesn’t have the bulk/weight to trigger that nice feeling of not being hungry.

Here’s a visual example of calorie density and satiation:

[image: Image]

The plate on the left holds fruit leather, and the plate on the right holds fresh strawberries. Both have 120 calories. The fruit leather is just fruit that has been pureed and dehydrated, but the process has removed the fiber and water that add bulk and fill you up. The calories are still there; they’ve just been condensed. Now, I don’t know about you, but that is not going to fill me up. But for the same calories, I can eat a whole bowl full of fresh strawberries that will satisfy me.

Why It Matters

If my hunger is driving me to eat four pounds of food, and I choose to eat foods that are high in calorie density each day, I’m likely to take in more calories than I need to eat to feel full, making weight loss impossible and weight gain probable.

Here’s another way to think about it: If the four pounds of food I eat one day consists of a food that contains 900 calories per pound, then another with 1,400 calories per pound, another with 1,800 calories per pound, and another with 850 calories per pound, then I’ve just consumed 4,950 calories in one day. My body needs only about 2,000 calories daily to maintain its weight. This is why I was overweight for so many years. It wasn’t my hormones or my genetics, or even my lack of exercise. It was the calorie density of the foods I was eating. The number of calories per pound matters.

How Does Weight Loss Actually Work?

To lose weight, you have to create a calorie deficit—there’s just no way around it. I’ve tried every diet, even fad diet pills, that promised weight loss, but after years of broken promises, it still came down to the good old calorie deficit. After all that, I told myself I would never count calories again! And that’s why calorie density is such a beautiful thing—it will carry you through your weight-loss journey without your ever having to track a single calorie. Eating according to the calorie-density principle makes you aware of whether you’re consuming high-calorie foods without the need for painstaking calorie counting.


You Don’t Have to Change Your Entire Diet!

Don’t be overwhelmed by the thought of overhauling your diet. If you need to work your way into change, start by making over just one meal at a time. There’s no shame in taking it slowly. Once you’ve conquered breakfast and have that routine down… then start making over lunch, and so on. This way, you can adjust as you build new habits that will last you a lifetime.



Calorie Dilution

When people consistently eat foods that are below 600 calories per pound, they lose weight—but there is a range to a healthy weight. Some individuals land at the top of a healthy weight range, some in the middle, and some at the lower end. Most of us want to fall at whatever point in that healthy weight range we perceive ourselves to look our best. For those who think their best is at the lower end of that range, the principles of calorie density make it possible to continue to eat the same volume of food one is used to while continuing to experience weight loss.

Cut the Calories, Not the Volume

This is where the real magic happens! I get so excited every time I have the opportunity to teach this, because it is so simple and can be so life-changing—it was for me! It is weight loss without deprivation.

Okay, let’s say you have a big, beautiful bowl of pasta that has 700 calories. You then add ½ cup of marinara for 100 calories. The grand total for your meal is 800 calories. But let’s say you’re trying to lose those last unwanted pounds. Traditional diets mean restriction, small portions, and lots of hunger and moodiness to follow. (Just ask my husband how moody I got when I went low-carb!) But with calorie density, you get to eat the same volume of food you did before you were dieting, but with fewer calories! And here’s how you do it.
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These two plates hold the same volume of food, but the one on the left has 800 calories and the one on the right has 500.



To dilute the calories of this dish without reducing the volume of food, you simply remove half the pasta and sauce and replace it with a steamed nonstarchy vegetable. Voilà—same volume, fewer calories!

For example, swap in some broccoli, and you now have 350 calories of pasta, 50 calories of marinara, and 100 calories of broccoli, for a grand total of 500 calories.

You were able to cut the calories of your meal nearly in half without reducing the amount of food. Plus, you get the added bonus of all the nutrition and bulk of the broccoli to help keep you full longer. This is what I affectionately call the 50⁄50 plate. But there are other plate formulations. Read on!






How to Build Your Plate

There are three basic rules when it comes to building your weight-loss plate for every meal:


	
Eliminate (or at least greatly reduce) added fats from avocado, nuts, seeds, and nut and seed butters. Avoid all oils except where a light spray is necessary.

	
Focus on whole, plant-based foods. Avoid processed and calorie-dense packaged foods like crackers, chips, cookies, etc.

	
Choose the plate that’s best for you and build each meal accordingly. If you want seconds, then serve yourself the same way, and always start with your veggies. This way, you are filling up on the least calorie-dense foods.



Plate 1: The 30⁄70 Plate

The 30⁄70 plate is great for someone who is just starting a plant-based, low-fat diet or who has a significant amount of weight (thirty pounds or more) to lose.

You will fill one-third of any size plate (hopefully a large one—I use a ten-inch dinner plate) with any nonstarchy vegetables, like steamed broccoli or roasted asparagus, then fill the remaining two-thirds of the plate with starches of your choice, such as baked potatoes, steamed rice, or whole-grain pasta. Remember to always eat your veggies first. Once your weight loss has slowed or stopped while using plate 1, you’re ready to move down to the 50⁄50 plate. As you lose weight, your body needs fewer calories, and you can comfortably eat more nonstarchy vegetables and fewer starches.

[image: Image]


Plate 2: The 50⁄50 Plate

The 50⁄50 plate is the one I used to move past my weight-loss plateau all the way down to my current weight. This is also how I maintain my weight, and it’s the plate most people will use to lose all the weight they are hoping to lose—and keep it off. For this plate, simply fill half your plate with nonstarchy vegetables and the other half with starches. And remember: Always eat your nonstarchy veggies first!
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Plate 3: The 70⁄30 Plate

The 70⁄30 plate is not recommended for beginners or for weight maintenance. Rather, it’s most useful when it comes to those last five to ten pounds. I like to refer to these as “vanity weight”—those pounds aren’t detrimental to your health, but you might want to shed them to feel a little better or more comfortable with how you look. If the 50⁄50 plate doesn’t get you there, then this is the plate to move to. Once you’ve achieved your weight-loss goals, then you may move back up to the 50⁄50 plate for weight maintenance (more on this later). (And as always, remember to eat your veggies first.)
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Adjusting to the 50⁄50 Plate

AT FIRST, YOU MAY FEEL FULL AND HUNGRY

When I first started using the 50⁄50 plate, I felt so full, but so hungry! Weird, right?

Here’s what is happening: You are now taking in at least the same volume of food but way fewer calories than you used to. When you’re losing weight, it is normal to feel some hunger, because you have to create a calorie deficit, and that’s what this plate-building method helps you do.

You should not feel famished, however. If you feel really hungry, then by all means, eat! And I mean it! Have some fresh fruit or cut-up vegetables to tide you over until mealtime, and if that doesn’t help, go ahead and eat something more substantial like a steamed potato with some cheese sauce. Eat foods with fiber, water, and bulk, but not calories.

It can take your body a week or two to adjust, but hang in there, eat when you’re hungry, and enjoy the journey.

YES TO PASTAS AND (SOME) BREAD!

Whole-grain pasta has a lower calorie density than other refined grain products like breads, crackers, and cookies, sitting at around 600 to 650 calories per pound, about the same as legumes. Whole-grain pasta digests slowly, which makes it a great option for the base of a healthy meal, especially when combined with plate-building principles.

Bread has a higher calorie density, with around 1,500 calories per pound, and gets digested quickly, so I recommend using sprouted whole-grain bread. It’s full of fiber and will not digest as quickly as white bread. But sprouted or not, bread is still calorie dense, so be careful not to use it as the main source of calories for the majority of your meals.

MOSTLY AVOID: AVOCADOS, NUTS, AND SEEDS

Avocados, nuts, and seeds are extremely delicious and are healthy whole foods. But they’re very calorie dense, with around 3,000 calories per pound, so to maximize weight loss, they should be eaten sparingly.

I use nuts and seeds more like toppings instead of eating them by the handful as a snack. Try sprinkling some on your oatmeal, salads, or nice creams, or just enjoy them in the dressings and sauces in this book that include them. Steer clear of full-fat nut butters and opt instead for low-fat powdered nut butters like PB2.

When it comes to avocado, you can be a little more liberal, because at right around 700 calories per pound, its calorie density is lower.

AVOID: PROCESSED FOODS, ANIMAL PRODUCTS, AND OILS

Processed Foods

Chips, crackers, and cookies are calorie-dense and low in nutrition. At best, they’ll slow down weight loss, but it’s most likely they’ll simply prevent it. The only packaged foods I eat are sprouted bread, pasta, tortillas, and certain condiments, because they are part of recipes that are low in calorie density. They’re also good for lunches. Of course, you can completely omit these items, if you wish, and focus on whole foods instead. Just remember that you want this journey to be enjoyable so it will be sustainable for you in the long term. If that means eating tortillas with some meals and adding wing sauce to others, I’m all for it. The most important thing is to stay on track and eat better than you used to—I’m for progress, not perfection!

Chocolate

I would never ask anyone to give up chocolate. Chocolate is a slippery slope, though. It’s calorie-dense, with around 3,000 calories per pound, and it’s also very high in fat. I sprinkle chocolate on fruit or use unsweetened cocoa powder to make chocolate desserts because you get more chocolate flavor for fewer calories and less fat.

Animal Products

Animal products like meat, cheese, milk, yogurt, and butter are all very high in fat, calories, and cholesterol, and should be minimized if not eliminated entirely for the best weight-loss results. If you’re just starting your plant-based journey and still including some animal products, that’s okay! Don’t beat yourself up… just keep working toward increasing the amount of whole, fresh, plant-based foods you’re eating.

Oils

Oils should be drastically reduced, if not completely eliminated from your diet. If you’re new to this concept and find the taste of food unpalatable without it, try using a light spray of avocado oil. A little goes a long way for flavor, and enjoying your food goes an even longer way toward sustaining your new way of eating. A light spray here and there on your veggies or potatoes (or even on your popcorn to help seasonings stick) will not ruin your weight loss.3 The things that slow or stop weight loss are weekend junk food binges and overconsumption of more calorie-dense foods like chocolate, cookies, breads, crackers, and other processed foods. These can of course be enjoyed, but in moderation, so they don’t stop your weight loss.

Starter Shopping List: Foods with 600 Calories or Fewer per Pound

(This list is not exhaustive, but it should give you a great place to start.)

GREENS

All greens are fantastic nutrient-dense foods. These are some of my favorites, but enjoy any greens you love, even if they aren’t mentioned here.


	Arugula

	Basil

	Cilantro

	Collard greens

	Kale

	Parsley

	Romaine lettuce

	Spinach

	Swiss chard



NONSTARCHY VEGETABLES

Nonstarchy vegetables provide volume to your meals in addition to fiber, vitamins, and minerals. There are so many delicious nonstarchy vegetables to choose from. If you like only a few, that’s okay. Choose the ones you love, and, over time, start venturing out and trying new ones.


	Artichoke

	Asparagus

	Bell pepper

	Bok choy

	Broccoli

	Brussels sprouts

	Cabbage

	Cauliflower

	Celery

	Cucumber

	
Green beans

	Mushrooms

	Onions

	Spaghetti squash

	Summer (yellow) squash

	Tomato

	Zucchini



STARCHY VEGETABLES

Starchy vegetables will be the source of most of your calories. They provide vital energy and lots of satiation. Choose your favorites and enjoy. (My favorites are potatoes and beans.)


	Acorn squash

	Beans

	Beets

	Butternut squash

	Carrots (can be used as a nonstarchy vegetable in moderation)

	Corn

	Green peas (can be used as a nonstarchy vegetable in moderation)

	Lentils

	Sweet potatoes

	White potatoes



FRUIT

Fruit adds volume to your breakfast and makes a satisfying dessert. It’s full of water, fiber, and nutrients that will help hydrate and nourish your body. Enjoy a wide variety of nature’s candy.


	Apples

	Bananas

	Berries

	Cantaloupe

	Cherries

	Grapes

	Honeydew

	Mangoes

	Oranges

	Papaya

	Peaches

	Pears

	Pineapple

	Watermelon



GRAINS

Whole grains are filling and satisfying and make a great starchy option for your meals. I love oats, rice, whole grain pasta, and popcorn the most!


	Amaranth

	Barley

	Millet

	Oats, rolled or steel-cut (stay away from refined instant oats—they do not keep you full)

	Popcorn

	Quinoa

	Rice, brown or white

	Rice pasta

	Whole-grain pasta



The brands in the lists that follow are the ones I reach for to build my plate because they are low in calorie density and delicious. But everyone has their own preferences, so feel free to swap brands or ingredients—just be mindful of the differences in calorie density and adjust accordingly.

Low-Calorie Tortillas and Wraps: Olé Mexican Foods Xtreme Wellness tortillas and wraps (available at any grocery store or Walmart); Joseph’s Bakery lavash bread/wraps (available at any grocery store, Walmart, or Trader Joe’s).

Sprouted Whole-Grain Bread: Ezekiel 4:9 sprouted bread (any variety) is around 80 calories per slice. This is usually kept in the freezer section at most grocery stores or Whole Foods. If you cannot find this brand, opt for another sprouted whole-grain bread; just be mindful of the calories. And if all else fails, opt for regular whole-grain bread.

Oil-Free Crackers: Edward & Sons brown rice crackers. I find these in most regular and natural grocery stores. They’re oil-free and extremely crunchy!

Vegan Bouillon: Edward & Sons Not-Chick’n bouillon cubes. These are available at most grocery stores and at Whole Foods. The cubes do have some oil; to make them oil-free, prepare the broth according to the package instructions and refrigerate it overnight. In the morning, the fat will have hardened at the top, so you can remove it easily and still get all the flavor for your soups!

Plant Milks: I use thicker, higher-calorie milks (about 100 calories per cup) in dressings to yield a creamier, less watery dressing. I especially like Westsoy plain, unsweetened soy milk and Three Trees Organics plain, unsweetened almond milk. You can, of course, use whatever milk you enjoy; just know it can change the calorie counts of the dressings, as well as their consistency. If you want to use a low-calorie milk (about 30 calories per cup) or can’t find the ones I recommend, simply add an additional ¼ cup raw cashews to the dressing before blending; this changes the calories per tablespoon by only a small amount. Almond Breeze plain, unsweetened almond milk (30 calories per cup) is great for Breakfast Berry Cereal and if you like to add almond milk to your smoothies (see page 80) for extra creaminess and minimal added calories.

Gluten-Free Flour: I like Bob’s Red Mill Gluten Free 1-to-1 Baking Flour. Where indicated, you can also use oat flour in place of regular flour.

Egg Replacer: Bob’s Red Mill powdered gluten-free vegan egg replacer is my go-to. When adding egg replacer to a recipe, I don’t bother to mix the powder with water; instead, I just throw it in with the dry ingredients. It’s one less step.


Don’t reduce your worth based on your perception of beauty… you are beautiful.




	
3 Using ⅛ to ¼ teaspoon of toasted sesame oil in Asian dishes adds a lot of flavor for little to no impact on weight loss. I note this as optional in a few recipes. You can choose to include it or leave it out.








Why Go Plant-Based?

Why go plant-based? The answer is relatively simple: Animal products are full of fat and cholesterol and do not add to our overall well-being the way whole plant-based foods grown in nature do.

The thought of giving up all your favorite animal foods like cheese, butter, and bacon can be daunting. But here are five research-backed reasons that convinced me to give up animal products—they may make you want to transition to a plant-based diet, too.

1. Longevity

I’m fascinated by the Blue Zones. The residents of these five small pockets around the world (Okinawa, Japan; Sardinia, Italy; Nikoya, Costa Rica; Ikaria, Greece; and Loma Linda, California) have an unusually high life expectancy—one hundred years or more—and some of the lowest rates of the diseases that afflict people elsewhere, especially in North America.

Dan Buettner, a National Geographic Fellow and the New York Times bestselling author of numerous books about longevity, identified the Blue Zones and found a commonality among the people who live in these far-flung parts of the world: They eat a predominantly whole-food, plant-based diet that is low in fat.

2. Effortless Healthy Weight

I never used to believe in effortless weight balance. I thought there were those people who were blessed with skinny genes, and others, like me, who were not. Attaining and maintaining a healthy weight was a constant struggle for me. I felt like it was a battle I was always fighting. Then I came upon the work of Drs. John A. McDougall and Neal Barnard. In The Starch Solution, McDougall writes that the healthiest and trimmest people eat a low-fat, starch-based diet. He states: “Most people have been ingrained with the false notion, ‘Don’t eat starches, because starch turns to sugar, which turns to fat, making you gain weight.’ If this were true, there would be an epidemic of obesity among the 1.73 billion Asians living on rice-based diets. After moving west and replacing their starch-based diet with animal foods, people from Japan and the Philippines would become trimmer and healthier. But that’s not so. In fact, the opposite happens.”4

I was terrified that I would gain more weight when I added carbs to my low-fat plant-based diet, but Dr. McDougall—and his experience helping thousands of people regain their health—convinced me that it was okay. To my absolute delight, I started seeing immediate results in my own health and weight. In just a month, I was no longer prediabetic, after having been prediabetic for years. Not only that but my cholesterol levels and blood pressure normalized, and I had lost ten pounds! All while eating plate-loads of carbohydrates.


3. Balanced Hormones

Hormone imbalance and hormone-related illnesses are rampant among Americans, and I was no exception. Popular diet culture tells us that we need high amounts of “healthy fats” in our diets to have good hormonal health, so I was religious about using organic unrefined coconut oil and grass-fed butter in my cooking. I bought pasture-raised eggs straight from the farm and cooked only grass-fed beef. But my health worsened over time, and I gained weight. I was plagued by horribly painful menstrual cycles and mystery spotting. My doctor said I was at very high risk for developing polycystic ovary syndrome (PCOS). I also had all the symptoms of hypothyroidism, including acne and hair loss. But as I continued to embrace my high-carb, low-fat plant-based diet, all these eventually resolved.

Dr. Neal Barnard has helped thousands of people reverse their health issues through low-fat plant-based diets, and his book Your Body in Balance has been an important resource and encourager for me along my weight-loss journey. He writes: “Some of the most serious conditions we face—weight problems, diabetes, and cancer of the breast, ovary, uterus, or prostate—are related to foods that are causing hormone haywire. And for less serious conditions—the health of your skin and whether you keep a full head of hair—hormones play a key role, too. Foods turn the dials on virtually every biological function.”5

I learned from Dr. Barnard that a diet high in fat can increase estrogen levels, and, conversely, that if I really gave 100 percent to a low-fat plant-based diet, I could potentially reverse my painful menstrual cycles, not to mention whatever role my hormones could be playing in weight gain. In Your Body in Balance, he states: “When women change their diets, the amount of estrogen in their blood changes, too. While high-fiber foods tend to reduce estrogen levels, fatty foods do the opposite. They increase estrogens… To avoid excess fats, the first step is to skip animal products. This helps you avoid the worst actors, the saturated fats in dairy products and meat.”6

These sentences further confirmed that eliminating fat from animal products and reducing my overall fat intake had been the right thing to do.

Between Dr. McDougall’s call for satisfying carbs and Dr. Barnard’s warnings about animal products, I immediately overhauled my diet to be plant-based and low-fat, and the results were not only amazing but freeing. I had struggled with my weight for so many years, and felt as if my health was slipping further away from me. To reclaim my well-being through my diet, something I could control, was the single most empowering experience of my life.

If you are struggling with your health or at risk for developing chronic issues, know that there is a solution. The work of these incredible doctors was my starting place, and I would point you in their direction, too. Don’t give up, and don’t give in. You deserve to live a healthy and vibrant life, and it is within your reach.


4. Prevent Sickness and Disease

As books on health and diet stacked up around me, one major theme appeared repeatedly: Declining health and rising disease are rooted in our modern diet and habits. An abundance of fatty, overprocessed, and chemical-laden foods has made it more challenging to simply choose only wholesome foods. The foods that are easy to prepare and convenient are full of fat and calories. Our health has declined, and obesity is at epidemic levels.

Dr. McDougall writes: “There is one fundamental difference between the danger of animal foods and that of cigarettes and drinking. With tobacco and alcohol, the risks are nearly universally understood. We know the facts. Meat, poultry, fish, seafood, cheese, milk, and eggs, on the other hand, are widely considered an appropriate, even essential part of a healthy diet. Most people eat these risky foods believing that they are nutritious and life sustaining.… We don’t consider the danger inherent in eating these foods because nobody has told us how harmful they really are.”7

The more I read the work of these respected doctors, the more apparent it became to me that if I was going to improve my health, my eating habits had to change. Once I began to change my eating habits, my health immediately started improving and I lost weight. Within months, my cholesterol, triglycerides, and blood sugar levels were in healthy ranges. My doctor couldn’t believe that after struggling for so many years with my weight and health, I had come so far in just a few short months.

5. Mitigate Diabetes

The struggle with diabetes is something very near to my heart.

Type 2 diabetes runs deep in my family’s history, and I’ve lost beloved family members to this all too common disease. For years, I was prediabetic; my fasting blood sugar was double the norm. Again, it was Dr. Neal Barnard who helped me understand what was really causing my insulin resistance, and what was keeping it alive. Sugar from carbohydrates doesn’t cause insulin resistance, as I had believed—fat does! This was a huge revelation. I learned that it’s the accumulation of tiny amounts of fat inside the muscle cells that makes it hard for insulin to do its job, by blocking what is called insulin signaling. That is, the fat interferes with the process by which insulin opens the cell membrane to allow glucose to enter.8 In other words, a low-fat, plant-based diet full of whole foods promotes insulin sensitivity, which is exactly what people who are prediabetic and diabetic lack.
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