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Praise for Own Your Wellness



“DANIELLA WRITES HER OWN authentic voice, presenting a compelling collection of ideas to improve your health and well-being, but most importantly, she’s focused on helping you discover the way that’s best for you!”

—David, CLIENT OF TEN YEARS

“OWN YOUR WELLNESS is a great addition to any health and wellness library. Daniella has done a wonderful job of collecting information, organizing it into well-thought-out sections, and explaining everything scientifically but clearly. If you want to start taking your health, fitness, and wellness into your own hands, don’t hesitate to buy this book and read it from cover to cover; you’ll be on your way to a healthier lifestyle in no time!”

—Kim Rappaport, MD

“DANIELLA HAS WORKED with me to dial in a unique wellness plan for my very rare and challenging health condition (Late Onset Tay Sachs). She helped me find an exercise, diet, and supplement regimen that best suits me and my goals, and this book will provide the same for you.”

—Vera Pesotchinsky, CLIENT OF EIGHTEEN YEARS

“I HIGHLY RECOMMEND reading Own Your Wellness. The insights and guidance Daniella has given me over the thirteen years I have known and worked with her have helped me physically and mentally, even with the challenges of arthrogryposis. A must-read book for anyone wanting a book to help them help themselves.”

—Lisa Blanchette

“IF YOU WANT TO take ownership of your wellness, this book is required reading. Daniella Dayoub Forrest has written the playbook for constructing a tailored and actionable plan to take your health to the next level. Insightful, practical, and very direct, Own Your Wellness will keep you honest on this important journey.”

—Donna Weber, CONSULTANT AND AUTHOR OF ONBOARDING MATTERS, HOW TO TURN NEW CUSTOMERS INTO LOYAL CHAMPIONS
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To my grandparents, JJ and Darlene—Thank you for teaching me that health and happiness come from within, that words matter, and that getting lost in a book is the best place to be. I’m grateful that my book will take its place in your discerning library.






Foreword




In the ever-evolving landscape of health and wellness, where trends rise and fall and quick fixes are becoming the norm, it is a great honor to introduce a book that resonates with the wisdom and experience of a high-end health coach who firmly roots herself in the real world. This book, written by my wife, personal trainer, and built-in health coach, Daniella Dayoub Forrest, stands as a testament to her compassion, insight, and ability to put that in play.

Daniella is an extraordinary individual who has constantly confronted the human condition with unyielding honesty. Her unique journey as a health coach in the heart of Silicon Valley has provided her with a distinct vantage point. In this epicenter of innovation and entrepreneurship, where her clients are at the cutting edge of technology, and the latest theories, Daniella has undertaken the role of a discerning critic. She’s scrutinized a myriad of health trends, analyzing them on their merit, never blindly embracing the newest fad. What makes her unique is she isn’t rigid in her own philosophy but integrates new information into a personalized approach for each of her clients.

Born to a mother who held the title of Miss Texas in 1975, Daniella inherited a legacy of grace and poise. Yet, her mother’s influence goes far beyond beauty pageants; she passed down a genius-level intellect and wicked determination. Growing up in a household that valued both her father’s relentless work ethic as a successful business owner in El Paso, Texas, and her mother’s grace, she developed a deep appreciation for the value of hard work and discipline. In a family where appearance was an undeniable priority, it sent her on a path of health and fitness.

Daniella’s journey led her to navigate the labyrinth of trendy diets, explore the terrain of fad workouts, and grapple with her own battles concerning eating habits. Emerging from these experiences, she garnered an intimate understanding of what it genuinely takes to progress in health and wellness. Her humility and candidness about her own journey make her as real as it gets in a world often obscured by unrealistic ideals and shallow solutions.

At the core of Daniella’s philosophy lies a profound belief that the human body is an adaptable machine. Her guiding principle is both simple and profound: when you encounter an impasse, be prepared to adapt and adjust as necessary. Whether it be tweaks to diet, exercise, or supplements, this foundational insight underscores her approach. This principle allows her to help her clients see results and stay on target before losing faith.

What truly distinguishes Daniella is her extraordinary combination of hyperintelligence and next-level EQ, allowing her to hyper-focus on her clients’ words and emotions. Then, with remarkable finesse, she deciphers complex issues and distills them into simple, actionable steps.

She takes the vast library of her mind and translates it into a language her clients can understand, relate to, and act upon.

This book serves as a twenty-year cheat code, unlocking the intricate workings of Daniella’s remarkable mind and the profound influence she has had on the lives of her clients. It provides an open window into her world of transformation, where she empowers individuals to rekindle their lost vitality, break free from the bonds of stagnation, and reach levels of well-being they may never have thought possible.

As I delved into this book for the first time, I couldn’t help but be astounded by its precise representation of Daniella’s approach, which has inspired and actively guided countless individuals over the years. Her words are not mere lessons; they are nuggets of simple genius. These nuggets, given to her clients when they are stuck and struggling, help them get to where they want to be.

What truly sets this book apart is that it doesn’t impose upon you the need to unquestioningly adopt the latest trend. Instead of urging you to make a slew of changes that often lead to confusion, Daniella’s approach is about helping you discover what works best for you. Own Your Wellness is designed to assist you, regardless of whether you are low-carb, paleo, vegetarian, or a carnivore. This book will guide you to the next level with your existing lifestyle or program by helping you fine-tune your plan. In a world where health advice frequently follows a one-size-fits-all approach, this book is a breath of fresh air, offering a personalized path that meets you where you are and empowers you to grow from there.

As you dig into the pages of this book, I hope that you approach it with a receptive mind. Daniella has gifted us with an extraordinary blueprint for living a better life. Her insights, experiences, and dedication to enhancing the lives of others shine through every page. May this book become your trusted guide, a loyal companion, and an enduring source of inspiration as you chart your unique path to a healthier, happier, and more vibrant you.

Gregg Forrest




INTRODUCTION Owning Your Wellness





“Owning your wellness” is essential to any health journey. It means that you are in charge of your body, your health, your state of mind—your wellness. Over all the years I’ve been coaching people, one theme comes up again and again… and again—people just want me to tell them what to do. They want me to hold them accountable, and they want tangible results. I can’t tell you the number of times I’ve had people say to me, “Just tell me what to eat and when, and I’ll do it.” But if I did that, I would be the one in charge of their wellness. Not them. I would be at the helm of their decision-making, and I’d be responsible for their success even. It took me a few years to understand why people wanted me to be in charge, why they wanted me to “just tell them what to do!” The real reason was that, ultimately, they didn’t want to be responsible if they failed. They wanted to be able to blame their lack of weight loss, lack of energy, lack of muscle tone, or just general “lack” on me!

Once I figured that out, I was not going to fall for it anymore—no more telling people precisely what to eat and at what time. I was no longer going to give them any promises of weight loss, increased energy, or muscle tone. Nope. It was time to shift my teaching and encouragement to all my clients to finally own their wellness! As a health coach, it’s my job to educate, encourage, question, guide, sometimes console, and often celebrate. But it is not my responsibility if someone doesn’t reach their goals. Owning your wellness is ultimately up to you. It’s your body, your life, and your future. As your guide, I will help you uncover what is working and what is not. I will show you ways to reframe your thinking and regroup your efforts. I will help you make decisions to support your goals. I’ll even massage those goals with you to make sure they are not just attainable but worthwhile. I’m here to help you “own your wellness!”


How to Use This Book

You don’t need to go through this book cover to cover. You may find it helpful to skip among the chapters (Nourish, Move, Explore, Enhance, and Putting It All Together). If you go straight to the back, you will find a large workbook section. There I help you distill the information you find helpful into actionable items for you to move forward. In fact, you may find it best to take a look at the “Putting It All Together” chapter first to get an idea of what things to go back to and make notes on. Within the book, there are smaller areas to make notes on how the concepts would apply to your unique situation. From figuring out your goals and understanding your “why” to specifics on how to eat, move, test, and supplement, that whole workbook section is where you take those notes and map out your personal “Own Your Wellness” journey. All of the charts and notes are available for download at dfitlife.com/own-your-wellness-resources/. Remember, the key to owning your wellness is putting ideas into the context of you.




Figuring Out Your “Why”

One of the most important things you can do to own your wellness is to figure out your “why.” Why do you want to be fitter? Why do you want to eat healthier? Why do you want to get into those old skinny jeans? Why???

Your “why” matters more than you realize. Your “why” is the key to owning your wellness and, ultimately, the key to your success. Whenever I have seen clients struggle to achieve their goals or, worse, give up on them, it is often tied up in not having their “why” figured out. If you are working toward a goal for no reason, you are not likely to succeed!

Imagine you were putting money into your savings account with the ultimate goal of having $250,000. You sit down, look at your monthly income and expenses, and decide how much you will squirrel away monthly to reach that goal. Based on that assessment, it looks like it will take you about two and a half years. So, you’re in for thirty months of putting away every extra penny. The first month goes great. You put a whopping $8,500 into your account (why not start out ahead?). The next month, you put in $8,000 (you know, you did overdo it last month). In the third month, you have your first post-pandemic tropical vacation planned and decide just to skip this month altogether. Of course, said vacation was a-ma-zing! So, it is probably best to pay off those credit cards instead of depositing money into that savings account. By month five, you’ve forgotten about the goal and are just going to keep that $16,500 in there for a rainy day. Missed it by thaaaat much!

Okay, so where did this go wrong? You had a plan, and it was attainable based on your analysis. Your only real mistake was that you had no “why”! What was the quarter million for? A down payment on a house? A rental property? A huge business investment? A serious goal requires a serious, intentional, and, most importantly, meaningful reason to attain it. You need a good “why.”

When we apply this thinking to your wellness, your chances of success increase infinitely! If your goal is to lose ten pounds, we have to help you figure out why. Maybe it’s because you have a major event coming up, and that killer outfit waiting in your closet fits only when you’re down ten more pounds. Or maybe it’s something more meaningful: maybe that ten pounds puts you at a healthy BMI (Body Mass Index: the ratio of your height to your weight), and therefore losing the weight and keeping it off might help you live longer. Or maybe your ten-pound weight loss is what you need to prove to yourself that you can lose the next fifty in order to achieve long-term health and be there for your loved ones. I don’t know about you, but those last two sound like more meaningful reasons that will truly help keep you on track.

Obviously, wellness encompasses so many other things besides weight loss. I will spend a fair amount of time in this book talking about the myriad of ways you can own your wellness. Regardless of the category your personal goal fits into, it is critical that you find a “why” that really resonates, that sings to you, that makes you emotional, that motivates you, that you can refer to again and again and again when things get hard. You need a “why” that matters!

Often I find it best to ask “who?” in addition to “why?” Who will benefit from your success? Do you have a spouse, child, parent, or friend who needs you to be healthy? Maybe you have a dog or cat that depends on you being able to care for them. If you are in a romantic relationship, think about how your improved health can add to your partnership with that person. As a parent (or pet parent), how can you model healthy daily living? If you are caring for a parent, child, or whomever, how can being more fit and healthier help you provide them with better care? If you’re struggling at work or want to strive for a better job, how can your wellness be a step in the right direction?

There’s nothing wrong with wanting to lose a few pounds, clear up your skin, or put on some muscle for the mere idea of looking better in the mirror. But those goals will take you only so far. Yes, looking at yourself in the mirror and liking—no, loving—what you see is very much what I want for you and all of us. But when you can find a way to tie in increasing self-love and acceptance with a larger purpose, then you will be on the right track. Imagine setting your sights on a wellness goal that makes you feel like the best possible version of yourself. Imagine how great that version of you will interact with the world around you. You can do anything when your mind, body, and soul are lined up! You can be a rock star at work. You can be the parent you want to be for your children. You can support your parents as they did you. You can be there to hold your lover’s hand through all life throws at you.

As I walk you through my methods and ways of thinking about wellness, keep these questions in mind. Remind yourself: “Why am I doing this?” “Why does this matter?” “How will this propel me to be that person I know is hiding within?”

Here are some questions you might consider in figuring out your “why”:



	How would being healthier and more energetic help me care for________?

	 




	If I felt better about my self-image, what other changes might that lead to?

	 




	Besides myself, who in my life would benefit from seeing a healthier me?

	 




	Insert your own question here.

	 









My “Why”

In writing this, I’m hopeful that I can provide you with all the ways I help my health coaching clients individually. Over the years, one of the hardest things for me has been finding a way to scale my business: to give many people the boost they need to own their wellness while maintaining my individualized attention. In fact, it’s that one-on-one, unique-to-each-person coaching I give that is exactly why it’s almost impossible for me to give generalized recommendations. Of course, you can easily go online and find advice on losing weight on a low-carb diet or doing HIIT (High-Intensity Interval Training) workouts to rev your metabolism. You can find all the coaching you want within minutes with the right search words. However, figuring out what works for you and only you is my “why.”

Over the next several chapters, I will show you ways to nourish yourself, move daily, explore healing opportunities, and even play with enhancements. I will give you options and ideas to constantly evolve and progress. I’ll help you figure out what works for you and what doesn’t. You’ll learn to assess when things need tweaking and when to pull back your efforts. Your wellness is unique and ever-changing. The diet and exercise routine you did in your twenties probably isn’t going to cut it in your sixties. Just because your friend lost thirty pounds on the keto diet doesn’t mean you will. Navigating all the advice online is a daunting task, and I’m here to help you. Together we’ll parse through the information and show you strategies to apply it to your unique situation. I will help you put all the myriad pieces of health advice into the context of you.

When you can find ways to constantly evolve your efforts to help you consistently progress your health, then you are truly owning your wellness. If I just tell you what to do, and you execute, then I am the one owning it. I want you to find your own path, learn how to navigate the twists and turns, and continue to chart your own course. I believe that this is a huge missing link in what is wrong with the health and wellness industry right now. Although we have the tools to self-quantify and self-analyze, many people still want to be sheep. They want to be told what to do, how to do it, and be done. Unfortunately, that just doesn’t work over the long term. You may be able to get results from a prescribed workout routine or diet regimen at first, but to stay fit and strong over the entirety of your lifespan, you’re going to have to learn to be your own boss—to own your wellness!

It is so important to me that I empower people with the tools they need to be healthy for the rest of their lives that I base my success on client attrition. I want to say goodbye. I want my clients to feel like they have learned all they need to progress on their own and that they no longer need to work with me. It may sound crazy, but that is how I measure my coaching success. Nothing makes me happier than to hear a client say to me, “Daniella, this has been great. I have learned so much from you, and I feel amazing. I just don’t think I need to keep having our sessions.” When a client breaks up with me like that, my heart sings! Saying goodbye is my ultimate goal.

When you complete this book, I hope that you, too, will be able to say, “Goodbye and thank you, Daniella.” I hope that you’ll spend time filling out all the workbook sections to go back and reflect on them. I hope that you’ll send a copy to anyone you know who is also struggling to own their wellness. I hope that you’ll come back years from now and review what worked for you back then and how you can further evolve your efforts to fit the new you. The contents of this book are not time and space specific. While technologies and information will be new, the basic premises will be the same. You can always come back here, again and again, to touch up areas that need attention so that you never lose sight of owning your wellness.




The Only Constant Is Change

If there is one mantra, one phrase that I have leaned on and identified with my whole life, it is that “the only constant is change.” When life seems too tumultuous for me to handle, I remind myself of this. When the future seems horribly uncertain, I go back to this. This is the only phrase that calms me when the world appears to be upside down and even moving backward. I’m not even sure why, really. It’s not necessarily a comforting phrase. But somehow, reminding myself that we are always in flux, that things are always evolving, settles my mind. How can I be anxious about current chaos if things are always changing? What’s the point in spinning out about the momentary craziness if it will soon be a distant memory? And before you roll your eyes too far into the back of your head and shut this book, please know that I am trying to be hyperbolic here. Constant change is at the root of my entire business and coaching model. You can’t own your wellness without embracing this critical concept.

In fact, “constant change” is such a big part of me that it is represented in the only tattoo I have on my body! On the back of my neck, you’ll find the DFitLife logo (well, it was my tattoo long before I launched my business). When I decided to take my training business out on my own as an independent contractor back in 2007, I was racking my brain for ideas for my logo. My dear friend said to me, “Hey, you already have it, it’s on your neck!” Duh. What else can better signify what I was trying to accomplish with my clients?
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The delta (triangle) stands for “change” in an equation. And, of course, the K represents a constant. The colors represent the moods and feelings you have throughout the evolution. And, well, our lives/health/goals are always in a state of constant change… thus… the logo…

Just because change and evolution are inevitable doesn’t mean you are at the whim of wherever the wind blows you. This is where owning your wellness fits into the mix. Knowing that you are a dynamic creature in a dynamic world needs to be part of your strategy. As you are making changes and setting new goals, you should keep in mind where you have come from and where you are trying to go. The goal should not be to stay the same. The goal should be to constantly shift your methods to help you embrace the new version of yourself. How can you make small tweaks to your lifestyle, habits, and strategies to support the maturing and next-best version of you?

And please do not let small speed bumps in your wellness journey derail your efforts. If there is one thing that throws off my clients time and again, it’s the idea of “all or nothing.” Your wellness journey is not going to be perfect. Nor should it be. If it were so easy as to be seamless, you likely wouldn’t have to pick up this darn book. When you are driving down the street and come to a speed bump, do you stop the car, get out, and give up on your trip? Uh, no! That would be ridiculous. Having a meal that doesn’t fit in with your goals, or missing a day of exercise, is not a reason to take the rest of the day, week, or month off. You don’t have to tank your efforts for now and just start over again later when it feels like it will be more convenient. You go over the speed bump and then resume the journey. Don’t use the speed bump as an excuse for taking a break. It is the break. Those speed bumps/digressions/cheat meals/and so on are what will keep you sane over the long haul of your wellness journey. Keep your eyes on the road and remember where you are headed.




Aspects of Owning Your Wellness

What will you be focusing your efforts on as you travel the path to owning your wellness? Once you know why you are reaching for your goal, you have to figure out how, and that is what I’m here for. I will show you some exciting ways to work on getting healthier as you “own your wellness.” To do this, I break up the various aspects of health into four categories:


Nourish

Move

Explore

Enhance



Nourish: When I coach people regarding diet, I don’t just focus on food. What are you taking in? How are you taking it in? And, of course, why are you taking it in?

Move: Again, instead of zeroing in on “exercise” per se, I like to coach my clients to just move. That can be a lot of things, but as long as you are honoring your basic human need for movement, that’s all that matters.

Explore: Here’s where we dig deeper into the intricacies of how your body is working. Do you need to do some self-quantifying? Maybe it’s time to look at some testing in relation to hormone function, detoxification, gut function, food sensitivities, and so on.

Enhance: I put this one last because adding in things like supplements should be icing on the delicious cake of your health. This is where we fill in some blanks with strategic supplements.

So let’s dig in and start this journey together.






CHAPTER ONE Nourish





I prefer to use the word “nourish” over “nutrition” because it encapsulates all that it means to feed yourself. When we focus on nourishing your health, it changes the conversation from just getting your fruits and veggies to how you are supporting your long-term health. It is not just about what you’re eating, but how, when, and why. Of course, we’ll spend some time here talking about how to choose specific foods and diet plans, but all of that is set in the context of helping your decision-making skills over the rest of your lifespan. I want you to own your wellness when it comes to nourishing yourself today, and for many decades to come.


Eat to Support Your Goals

Sadly, this idea is not discussed very much in the current dogma of nutrition. I feel like every time I get online, all I see are articles and blogs about how to “do keto right,” or how to avoid added sugars and salt, or what the perfect fasting window is. If you’ve been taking notes and paying attention to what you’ve already read, you know exactly what is wrong with all of those articles: they lack your “why”!

First, we have to figure out what your goals are. Then we can make decisions to help you support them. If your goal is to maintain lean muscle mass and not lose or gain any more weight, then you should be making very different decisions than someone who needs to lose fifty pounds or gain fifteen. Your “why” will be quite different too. Maybe your goal is to keep your autoimmune condition from flaring up. Why? Because then you are not in pain, and you have a better quality of life. Once we know what and why, making decisions around that situation becomes so much clearer!

At the very end of this chapter, I will give you several different scenarios that might be related to your particular why and what. But before we get to specifics, I’d like to spend some time speaking in rather generalized terms. Most of what you will read over the next several pages will be geared toward the average adult aiming to optimize their body composition, energy, and mental acuity. But don’t be fooled by the word “generalized,” because I guarantee you that at least a couple of the nuggets below will be new to you. Let’s dive in.




Forget What You Learned as a Kid

Let’s start with what you learned as a child. I’m in my midforties, which means growing up in the eighties I watched my parents switch our groceries to every version of fat-free there was. Out was butter, and in came I Can’t Believe It’s Not Butter. No more heavy cream in the coffee, instead it was Coffee Mate. Bye-bye eggs, time to switch to Egg Beaters. Our homes were suddenly inundated with processed, low/no fat, low/no taste foodlike substances instead of the kitchen staples we had been using for generations.

And what happened to our waistlines? Nothing good, that’s for sure. As Big Agra started moving toward selling us processed oils, trans fats, sugared-up everything, and grains galore, Americans saw their dress and pant sizes go up exponentially. Below is a graph of the average American’s BMI (body mass index) since 1975. Right before I was born, only about 12 percent of us were obese. By the time I was graduating college, that number had doubled! This chart stopped in 2016, but by then, well over one-third of Americans were not just overweight but obese. That is a sad state of affairs. Clearly, we started doing something really, really wrong!
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Max Roser, Our World in Data, https://ourworldindata.org/grapher/share-of-adults-defined-as-obese, CC BY-SA 3.0, https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=115295343



Just as we were watching our friends and family gain more and more weight, we were still being taught in school and at home that we should be avoiding fat and eating more grains. There are so many problems with this new way of thinking about nutrition that it is kind of hard to even know where to begin. To avoid going down a history lesson rabbit hole, I’m going to stick with the basic premise that is missing here: why?

Why would it be that in 1977, the US government’s Dietary Guidelines for Americans suddenly switched to encouraging us to eat low-fat?1 Until this point, the USDA recommendations were based on nutrient density. During World War II, recommendations were broken up into seven basic categories to make sure people ate and ate well.

However, in 1956 and through 1992, this was simplified into just four food groups: milk, meat, fruits and vegetables, and bread and cereals.2 Since we weren’t in wartime food scarcity anymore, the government assumed Americans would eat more than enough. This guide was designed to make sure we met our basic nutritional needs.3 Unfortunately, as the science continued to get muddled on the causes of obesity and heart disease, the USDA decided it needed to be much more specific on exactly what we should be eating. Please read The Big Fat Surprise by Nina Teicholz for a detailed history of how this all came to be. But know that, based on the quite flawed idea that all fat is bad, the new dietary guidelines urged us to eat those “healthy whole grains” to the tune of about six to eleven servings per day and to minimize fat intake at all costs.4 Notice the quite stark difference in the food guide pyramid on the next page in contrast to the “Basic 7” above.
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“History of USDA Nutrition Guidelines,” Wikipedia, September 9, 2022, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/History_of_USDA_nutrition_guidelines.
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By the food pyramid, from https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Food_pyramid_(nutrition)#/media/File:USDA_Food_Pyramid.gif, Public Domain, https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=680809



Finally, in 2011, this evolved to “My Plate.” The idea was shepherded by First Lady Michelle Obama and Tom Vilsack, secretary of agriculture.5 Although this format was much easier to follow, you might notice that there are exactly zero references to fat on it. And yes, there might be some fat in your protein and dairy choices, but clearly, they didn’t want Americans to focus on eating fat at all.

So again, why? Let’s start with the fact that the US Department of Agriculture was in charge of all this. Their job was to try to keep farmers making money and to sell lots of grains. If this was my goal, I would recommend everyone eat this way too. The major problem is that it is not in the best interest of the American people’s health!
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“MyPlate,” Wikipedia, July 25, 2022, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/MyPlate



As an adult, I certainly don’t pay much attention to what the government may think I should be eating for breakfast, lunch, and dinner, but they still teach it in school. My daughter comes home occasionally with information sheets about diet and nutrition. In school, they tell her to be active and play outside every day, but they also tell her to drink her orange juice, get some “healthy” cereal for breakfast, a nutritious sandwich for lunch, and finish it all off with a bowl of pasta at night. Of course, they recommend she drink her milk, get her fruits and veggies in, and eat her protein, but that is about the extent of the helpful advice they are passing on to my little one’s very impressionable mind.

So, let’s spend some time doing some critical thinking here on how we can base our own food choices on what is best for our health. None of us have a grain deficiency! I’ve never heard a doctor say, “You know what you need? More pasta.” Uh, no. Many of us, however, have vitamin and mineral deficiencies, protein deficiencies, and even deficiencies in healthy fats. Regardless of your specific goals, few of us have room in our diets for empty calories: for foods that are not chock-full of nutrients. Every bit of food you take in should add to your overall health, not take away from it.

I once heard Dr. Nasha Winters speak at a conference. She is a brilliant expert in natural medicine and mostly speaks to other practitioners about integrative cancer care and research. Dr. Winters (or Dr. Nasha as she prefers) came up with her own “perfect plate” that is leaps and bounds better than anything the USDA has ever put out. In the following picture, you’ll see that at least half the plate is filled with produce. Protein is portioned like an accompaniment, fats figure prominently enough to add flavor and satiety, and sweets are an afterthought. If this plate was indicative of what we were teaching our children to eat, the adult population in the US would be infinitely healthier than we are.
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Obesity Is a Disease of Undernourishment

People get in trouble thinking that our physiology has caught up to our technology. Over the last hundred years, food scarcity has become a thing of the past in most developed nations. Anyone who has the means to be reading this book is likely not scavenging for their next meal or worried about how to ration portions through the winter! We refrigerate our food, have chemicals to preserve it way beyond nature’s intended shelf life, and can pretty much get anything we crave delivered to our doorstep within minutes. While food scarcity still exists in many areas and cultures, our culinary menu is nothing like that of our great-grandparents. And yet, just like we don’t differ much in appearance from their generation, neither does our metabolism.

Our bodies are designed to function under the assumption that food might be scarce. Humans evolved in a time when food needed to be eaten quickly when procured and even gorged on. Our genes know to store the extra calories from a feast in the form of fat on our hips and bellies for use at a later date when starvation sets in. Feast and famine are innate to the human experience. And yet nowadays, we live more in a feast or feast state every day.

There’s a good reason why we want to reach for the super sweet goodness of cookies or cake. Nature has taught us over the millennia that all sweet yumminess means there is a lot of nutrition packed in there! Having the treat of a honeycomb or tripping on some berries not yet foraged by animals would have been a windfall in our days as hunters and gatherers. And while today’s sugar-laden treats resemble very little nutritionally to that of natural honey or berries, our taste buds don’t know the difference. Where we run into trouble is thinking that because it tastes sweet, we should have more.

However, regardless of what our smell and taste tell us, once we ingest that piece of candy or cookie, the lack of vitamins, minerals, and fiber is quickly discovered downstream. Often the sugar is broken down by enzymes right in our mouths, and so quickly that the sugar jolts into our bloodstream without even needing to hit the stomach. What does end up needing to be digested further is done so at such a speed that the body never registers satiety. With little to no fiber, those processed sugars are quickly dispersed into our system and then burned as energy or stored as fat. With that quick burn rate, there’s no wonder you are left hungry for more!

This is what I mean when I say obesity is a disease of undernourishment. Remember, we should think of food and nutrition as nourishment. What are you providing your body that will help it to thrive? How is what you are taking into your body supporting your goals? With each taste of something scrumptious, you are making a promise to your body of nutrients coming in. But when it’s all digested and processed, and no nutrients come, it makes you infinitely hungry for more! More, more, more! But not more of the same; more of what you had already promised to feed yourself. Eating processed, nutrient-defunct foods is basically like lying to yourself!

When I see people who are not just overweight but obese, I know instantly that there is a disconnect between what is perceived as a good food choice and what their bodies actually need. This problem is greatly compounded by those who do not have the means to buy high-quality food but are instead at the mercy of just buying whatever they can afford. One of the saddest things about the development of the food industry over the last century has been the decline in the quality and quantity of nutrients in the cheapest foods. It seems criminal to me that it’s cheaper to get my daughter a soda, fries, and chicken nuggets than it is to get her a glass of milk, corn on the cob, green beans, and a chicken leg. And if I were in a situation where I could have the milkshake, fries, and nuggets for only $3 versus $12, you bet I would make the same choice so many are forced to.

Not only do we struggle to make food choices based on nourishment but we are also teaching a whole generation of children that quick, fast, and tasty is the way to go. Obesity is prevalent not only in adults nowadays but in children! In my 1983 kindergarten class, there was exactly one overweight child. I still remember her name. Not because I am a jerk but because it was so unusual back then that she was an outlier. And when I look back at that class picture, she wasn’t even heavy compared to today’s standards. Between our lack of activity with so much technology at our fingertips and our overabundance of quickly attained, calorie-laden, undernourishing foods, it’s a wonder that every child isn’t dealing with obesity.




Don’t Teach Your Kids What You Were Taught

Even doing what I do for a living, I struggle with providing my daughter with the tools she needs to be healthy. At the time of this writing, we are rounding out the second year of the COVID-19 pandemic. When school got shut down, she was in the spring semester of third grade. Suddenly she and most every other child went from being nonstop moving whirlwinds all day to being stuck at home in front of a screen. No PE, no organized sports, no playdates. Instead of scheduled mealtimes, she was home all day with access to the kitchen whenever she craved a treat.

Regardless of having a health coach for a mom, my little one suddenly found herself putting on weight beyond what she’d ever experienced. It took me almost a year to realize what was happening right before my eyes! She started to be aware of the changes herself and wasn’t happy about it. We had to have a conversation about structured mealtimes, eating at the table with no screens, and getting outdoor activity every day. Luckily she is self-aware enough to know it was time and the right thing to do. Within six months, she had not gained any weight despite growing about two inches, was back in school with her friends, and felt like the vibrant, happy child she should be.

What a lesson that was for me! And I won’t lie; it was really hard for me to have that chat with her about choosing healthy foods, not eating distractedly, and getting movement every day. It was hard because when I was just a little older than she was, I started paying way too much attention to how I looked, and how thin I was, and I started comparing myself to others. Since the day she was born, I have sworn I would do everything in my power to prevent her from dealing with disordered eating as I did in my adolescence. And yet here I was, having to tell my daughter that she needed to watch what she was eating! Agony, I tell you. Luckily, it was all set in the context of every other person (seemingly in the whole world) dealing with the same issue: the COVID-19-LBS!

But even without a pandemic, teaching and modeling healthy eating for our children is not easy. When most of us have spent a good portion of our adult lives dealing with food-related issues of some sort, how can we possibly model a healthy relationship with food for our progeny? Let’s start by looking at the things we know didn’t work for us growing up:


	
Being stuck at the table until your plate was clean

	Being told not to waste food because starving children somewhere would love to have it

	Watching our parents follow the latest diet craze

	Comparing ourselves to impossible standards of beauty in the media



“Finish your food, or you won’t be leaving this table!” Oh boy, I remember my little brother being stuck at that table for what seemed like hours when he wouldn’t finish his vegetables. I’m sure it was more like thirty minutes, but to little kids, it was an eternity. I also remember that we had this little space under the table where the table leaves fit in and where my brother and I would hide food when we just couldn’t stomach another bite. Oh, the look of horror when my mother would go to put a table leaf in and find the moldy peas and zucchini left there from who knows how many months ago!

You’ll notice I didn’t say that I was the one left at the table—nope. I’m not sure if that was because I’m a girl, and therefore wiping my plate clean was not expected, or because I was such a “good girl” that I just ate it all to avoid punishment. I was always a pleaser and relished the fact that my brother was always the one getting in trouble! I’ll go into more about this later, but for now, just know that being a perfectionist and pleaser was not going to help me in the ensuing years (health-wise).

“Don’t you know there are starving children in this world? You need to clean that plate!” There’s no doubt that food insecurity runs rampant throughout the world, but there’s no fixing that by making your kid clean their plate. I think we were told that instead of what our parents (or now we as adults) were really thinking: “I don’t want to waste any more money on food you don’t eat!” Let’s be serious, does your wallet know if that food got eaten or not? Your bank account doesn’t care whether the leftovers ended up in your kids’ bellies, the trash, a storage bag, or your rear end. If we’re going to be successful in managing our own food intake and modeling good behaviors for our children, we have to let go of the “clean plate” idea once and for all!

If your kids are consistently leaving food on their plates, then serve them smaller portions. They can always get more when they finish. If you find yourself cleaning their plates with your mouth, STOP! This is the number one way I get parents to drop a quick five to ten pounds. Those little nibbles of leftover snacks and meals add up to serious extra calories. What’s more, you aren’t registering satiety or fullness from those nibbles. So, suddenly, you have hundreds of extra calories you are taking in every day—all in the name of not wasting food. It can become a serious barrier to your long-term goals.

The most detrimental thing about the “clean plate” mindset is that it totally disrupts your body’s ability to understand true fullness and hunger. Children have these wonderfully, fully functional hormones that signal things like, “You’re hungry; you should eat.” “You’re getting full; slow down.” And, “You’re full now; time to do something else.” But as we get told over and over again to eat meals at dictated times and not stop eating until our plates are clean, this signaling gets dampened. The digestive system, brain, and hormones all keep sending these signals, but when we don’t listen to them and we override what they are telling us to do, those signals stop working altogether.

When my daughter was about four years old, we would occasionally go to this local creamery for the most delectable ice cream. She would beg me to take her, then hem and haw over which combination of flavors to pick for her scoops. After we sat down and started digging in with “oohs” and “yums,” she would quickly start getting distracted and begin running around. Then I’d ask if she was done, and she’d look at me as if to say, “With what?” She was totally over the ice cream at that point and ready to move on. Have you ever seen an adult sit down to a much-anticipated dessert and then walk away after three bites? I never have! It’s infuriating when you just shelled out six dollars for some gourmet small-batch ice cream, but such is life. My wallet has already been hit. Why should I add insult to injury by adding those uneaten calories to my hips?

“I’m going keto.” Or vegan, or Zone, or Mediterranean, or whatever. I watched my father jump head-first into the low-fat craze in the late eighties and early nineties. Instead of having one delicious chocolate chip cookie, he’d have a whole sleeve of fat-free Joseph’s or Snackwell’s. Our Klondike bars were replaced with low-fat ice cream. This certainly didn’t make weight loss easier for him, nor did it mean he could go to fewer aerobics classes. It didn’t help him, and it certainly didn’t help me either.

I was always watching those around me and trying to extrapolate what works, what doesn’t, what’s right, what’s wrong… I learned that food needs to be controlled, that it shouldn’t really taste that good, and that eating delicious things was bad. I didn’t want to be fat, and from what I gathered, eating rich foods was going to make me fat! Keep in mind, I’m not blaming my father or anyone for my burgeoning eating disorder, but my point is we have to model for our children and families what it means to nourish oneself, not how to diet down!
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