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INTRODUCTION

If you’re taking or considering taking a GLP-1 for weight management, you probably have a lot of questions like: What kind of diet and foods should I eat? What portion sizes are appropriate for me now? What additional lifestyle factors do I need to consider? Will I still need to exercise? How do I manage side effects that may occur? Fortunately, The GLP-1 Diet Cookbook will answer all these questions and give you the recipes you need to ensure a healthy and positive GLP-1 journey.

You’ll begin in Chapter 1, which will give you a basic understanding of GLP-1s including how they work in the body, the importance of eating right while taking them, their benefits, and any potential concerns with their use. Chapter 2 will highlight the important diet and lifestyle strategies you should incorporate alongside your GLP-1 therapy to maximize your outcomes. You will learn healthy eating principles, ideal dietary patterns, helpful tips to manage the most common side effects, and how to eat so that you can maintain your weight loss in the long term. Chapter 3 will transform your newfound knowledge into action with meal plans that will set you up for success no matter where you are on your GLP-1 journey. These meal plans use the recipes in this book to make it easy and convenient for you to succeed while developing lifelong healthy eating habits.

Next, you’ll come to a wide variety of tasty and GLP-1 diet approved recipes to help increase your weight loss potential while boosting your nutrition in the most delicious ways possible. From breakfast and mini meals to full entrées and desserts, these recipes will give you plenty of meal choices to match how you are feeling on a particular day. These recipes are designed to be appealing and appetizing so that even on the days when side effects or dose increases are making eating a struggle for you, you’ll be able to find something to tempt you to get those nutrients in! Inside, you’ll find recipes like:


	Banana Chocolate Chip Overnight Oats

	Versatile Chicken Vegetable Soup

	Zucchini Noodles Primavera

	Chipotle Chicken Wraps

	Pork Chops with Balsamic Glaze

	Low-Carb Vegetable Lasagna

	Chocolate Mint Macaroons

	Snickerdoodle Protein Bites

	And many more!



With the information and recipes in this book you can feel confident that you are taking the right steps forward in your GLP-1 journey to better health. Let’s get started.







CHAPTER 1 UNDERSTANDING GLP-1 MEDICATIONS


Over the past few decades rates of obesity have soared around the world, particularly in highly industrialized countries like the United States. Carrying around excess weight can lead to a variety of health problems such as diabetes, high blood pressure, heart disease, and cancer, among others. Fortunately, obesity is treatable. A modest weight loss of just 5–10 percent of your body weight can decrease your risk for many weight-associated health problems.

While the basic principles of weight management include a healthy diet and regular exercise, losing pounds via these methods alone can be challenging. Adding prescription weight loss medications alongside diet, exercise, and other lifestyle changes is increasingly common. In this chapter, you will learn how GLP-1 medications work in the body, why they are so effective for weight management, and the importance of eating correctly while using them and when transitioning off them as well. You will also gain a better understanding of their risks and benefits, providing insight into your own path to maximizing your weight loss success.


The History of GLP-1 Medications

While GLP-1s have been a hot topic of conversation in the last decade, their beginnings date back over one hundred years.

In the early 1900s, European physiologists discovered hormones created in the intestines, eventually named “incretins,” played a key role in controlling diabetes by stimulating an organ in the body called the pancreas to release another hormone, insulin, to help control blood sugar. Throughout the century, scientists continued to study hormones and metabolism. They identified two incretin hormones that were important to control blood sugar and appetite after meals: glucose-dependent insulinotropic polypeptide (GIP) and glucagon-like peptide-1 (GLP-1).

It turned out, however, that using these naturally produced hormones as medication therapy for type 2 diabetes proved challenging as they do not remain active long enough in the body to have lasting treatment potential. This prompted researchers to develop synthetic forms of these hormones to harness the beneficial effects for type 2 diabetes therapy. One of the substances, named “exendin-4,” was isolated from the saliva of a large lizard called the Gila monster. Further work with exendin-4 led to the development of the very first GLP-1, a twice-daily injectable medication, approved in 2005 for treatment of type 2 diabetes in adults, called “exenatide.” In the years since, additional GLP-1s for type 2 diabetes have been developed in longer-acting formulations.


Potential Weight Loss Success

GLP-1 medications produce weight loss of 5–20 percent total body weight. As research supports, your individual results will depend on a variety of factors beyond the medication. Nutrition, exercise, and other lifestyle choices can help with optimal weight loss and ensure long-term success.



Some of the beneficial side effects (in addition to lowering blood sugar) observed when using the GLP-1s for diabetes were appetite control and weight loss. Historically, many medications used for diabetes cause weight gain, so the weight loss produced by these medications was a welcome result. The potential for GLP-1s to assist in weight loss led to studies of how to use them to reduce obesity in individuals with and without diabetes. It was discovered that giving these medications at higher doses than those used for diabetes therapy led to successful decreases in body weight. In 2014, Saxenda was the first daily injectable GLP-1 approved to treat obesity. There are now several options on the market under a variety of names and categories but for the purposes of this book, we will refer to the entire class of GLP-1 receptor agonists as “GLP-1.”




How GLP-1 Medications Work in the Body

GLP-1 medications work by mimicking glucagon-like peptide-1 (GLP-1). This incretin hormone is naturally produced in the small intestines but normally broken down too quickly by an enzyme called DPP-IV, rendering it limited in its effects on appetite control. By supplying larger-than-natural doses of GLP-1 hormone, in a more stable form, these medications help boost the beneficial actions of blood sugar control and weight management, which include the following:


	Stimulating insulin release from the pancreas to allow glucose (sugar) from food to be removed from the blood and enter the cells for energy.

	
Decreasing the output of the hormone glucagon, which acts on the liver to increase blood glucose.

	Helping decrease appetite by slowing the rate of stomach emptying (digestion) and affecting parts of the brain that control feelings of hunger and fullness.






The Importance of Diet While on Medication

While GLP-1s are effective medications, it is important to realize they are just one piece of the puzzle for successful weight loss. A sensible diet and regular activity are important to help increase the effectiveness of your medication and are also necessary for long-term health.

Having a balanced diet is key to maintaining adequate nutrition and minimizing side effects. However, many people note both diminished appetites and diminished hunger signals when taking these medications. Unfortunately, both of these occurrences can lead to malnutrition from not eating enough calories and not getting enough nutrients from the food you do eat. In addition, this malnutrition may be worsened by side effects like nausea, vomiting, and other gastrointestinal (GI) symptoms. And when you consume too few calories, you also slow your metabolism down, a direct opposition to your weight loss goals.

For these reasons it is important to consume a proper GLP-1 diet while on your medication. When you consume the proper nutrition and calories, you maintain a healthy muscle mass and metabolism while also minimizing your side effects. Chapters 2 and 3 will dive deeply into the GLP-1 diet but for now it’s important to remember that research continues to confirm that a healthy, balanced, calorie-reduced eating pattern is most successful for weight loss.




Current GLP-1 Medications Available

There are several GLP-1s on the market for treatment of type 2 diabetes as well as obesity. The options currently available in the United States include the following:


	
Byetta: the compound exenatide, approved by the FDA in 2005 to treat adults with type 2 diabetes, required to be administered by injection twice per day.

	
Victoza: the second-ever GLP-1 created, compound liraglutide, approved in 2010 for type 2 diabetes via once-daily injection. Victoza has been approved for use in adults and children aged 10 and older with type 2 diabetes.

	
Bydureon: the extended-release form of the original shorter-acting exenatide, formulated to require injection only one time per week. Bydureon was approved in 2014 and also indicated for type 2 diabetes in adults and children aged 10 years and above.




Be Wary of Compound Versions

When commercial versions of a drug are difficult to obtain, often due to high demand, compounding pharmacies are allowed to make similar medications to fill the gap. However, these medications are not FDA-approved, and they don’t go through the same rigorous safety and efficacy testing as brand-name drugs. And some vendors may use non-FDA-approved ingredients or operate in legal gray areas, putting patients at risk. Consult a healthcare provider before considering a compounded version to ensure you’re making a safe and informed decision.




	
Trulicity: a long-acting GLP-1 compound, dulaglutide, indicated for type 2 diabetes administered via weekly injection approved for use in adults in 2014 and later approved for use in children 10 and up with type 2 diabetes as well. In 2020, Trulicity was additionally approved to reduce risk of major cardiovascular (CV) events (such as CV death, nonfatal myocardial infarction or heart attack, and nonfatal stroke) in adults with type 2 diabetes who have established cardiovascular disease or multiple risk factors for cardiovascular disease.

	
Ozempic: a once-weekly GLP-1 injection approved for adults with type 2 diabetes in 2017 with the active ingredient semaglutide. In 2020, Ozempic was also approved to reduce the risk of major adverse cardiovascular events, such as heart attack, stroke, or death in adults with type 2 diabetes and known heart disease.

	
Rybelsus: an oral form of semaglutide approved in 2019 for the treatment of adults with type 2 diabetes and taken once daily.

	
Saxenda: a higher dose of the ingredient liraglutide (used in Victoza for type 2 diabetes therapy) and the first GLP-1 approved to treat adults with a body mass index (BMI) of 30 or higher, or for adults with a BMI of 27 or higher plus at least one other weight-related medical condition such as type 2 diabetes, high blood pressure, or high cholesterol. It is approved for weight management in adolescents aged 12 and up with a BMI of 30 or more and who weigh more than 132 pounds. Saxenda is given by once-daily injection.

	
Wegovy: a higher dose of semaglutide (the compound originally used for type 2 diabetes in Ozempic) approved by the FDA in 2021 for obesity treatment. This medication is injected once weekly and is indicated for use in adults with a BMI of 30 or higher, or for adults with a BMI of 27 or higher plus at least one other weight-related medical condition. It is approved for weight management in adolescents 12 or older with a BMI at or above the 95th percentile for sex and age. Wegovy is approved for cardiovascular risk reduction in adults with obesity or who are overweight and with known heart disease.




Dual GLP-1 and GIP Receptor Agonists

Recently, a class of medications has been developed to mimic not only GLP-1 but also an additional hormone, glucose-dependent insulinotropic polypeptide (GIP). The combination effect led them to be referred to as “twincretins” or “dual GIP/GLP-1 agonists.”

By mimicking both GLP-1 and GIP, these medications have similar effects on blood sugar and weight—with the potential for greater total weight loss than when using GLP-1 medications alone. These are the dual GIP/GLP-1 medications that are now available in the United States:


	
Mounjaro: This is the compound tirzepatide and is a once-weekly injection for adults with type 2 diabetes that was approved in 2022.

	
Zepbound: In 2023, this weekly injection of higher-dose tirzepatide was approved for use in adults with a BMI of 30 or higher or with a BMI of 27 or higher plus at least one other weight-related medical condition such as type 2 diabetes, high blood pressure, or high cholesterol.




Safe Storage

Storing your medication properly ensures maximum safety and efficacy. Check your medication information for specific storage guidelines. Most of these medications require refrigeration before they are opened, and they may need to be kept from excessive heat, cold, or sunlight. Be aware of expiration dates as well.



Mounjaro and Zepbound are only approved for use in adults and do not yet have cardiovascular indications.






Benefits of GLP-1s

GLP-1s have without a doubt become some of the most sought-out medications for weight management as an abundance of research demonstrates their effectiveness. Research suggests a weight loss of 5–20 percent of total body weight can occur, depending on which medication is chosen, the length of treatment, and compliance with dosing. In addition to weight loss, many other exciting benefits have been reported in this class of medications, such as the following:


	
Reduced cardiovascular risk: GLP-1s have shown impressive results in protecting the heart and cardiovascular system. These medications can have direct effects on blood vessels and nervous systems to help reduce the risk of heart attack, stroke, and cardiovascular death.

	
Improvement in fatty liver: Reduction in the amount of fat in the liver has been observed after treatment.

	
Decreased rates of depression: There have been promising studies showing GLP-1s may decrease symptoms of depression, possibly due to increasing serotonin levels in the body.

	
Sleep apnea prevention: Preliminary studies have suggested that taking GLP-1s may improve obstructive sleep apnea, a condition that causes interruptions in sleep due to narrowing or blocking of the airway.

	
Protection against cognitive decline: Recent research indicates these medications may protect the brain by reducing shrinkage in the areas that control memory, language, learning, and more.

	
Help with addiction: In addition to helping quiet constant thoughts about eating referred to as “food noise,” GLP-1s are found in some studies to help with cravings for other substances like nicotine, alcohol, and opioids by influencing dopamine, a neurotransmitter that affects the brain’s reward system.

	And of course… blood sugar control in those with type 2 diabetes: The first GLP-1s were intended for treatment of type 2 diabetes and continue to show very promising results for reducing blood sugar.






GLP-1 Side Effects and Risks

While treatment with GLP-1s for weight loss (as well as for type 2 diabetes) is very effective and offers additional benefits beyond weight management, it does not come without potential downsides. Side effects, usually when beginning the medication, are common, and there are more serious risks, while rare, as well. Learning about side effects and risks can be helpful in terms of knowing what to expect and how to manage them and reduce your risk.


Diligent Dosing

Medications only work if you take them correctly and consistently, and GLP-1 medications are no exception. It is important to check dosing guidelines as some are taken daily whereas others are once per week. Missing doses not only diminishes effectiveness but can cause issues with the medication regimen itself.




Common Side Effects

Most of the common side effects caused by GLP-1s involve the gastrointestinal (GI) system. Since one of the primary actions of the medication is to slow the rate at which the stomach empties, those taking the medication may experience nausea, vomiting, diarrhea, constipation, indigestion (acid reflux, gas, belching, bloating) and loss of appetite. These GI side effects tend to occur most often during the first few weeks of treatment as the body is getting used to the medication. This is where diet and nutrition will play an important role for you. What you eat, when you eat it, and how much of it you eat will all be factors in limiting the side effects you experience.


More Serious Risks

While much less common, there are some more serious health risks to be aware of while on GLP-1s. These include a rare form of thyroid cancer, pancreatitis, gallbladder problems, acute kidney injury, and severe allergic reactions. If you have any concerns about these risks or any of these conditions present in your medical history, you will want to discuss them with your healthcare provider.



Non-GI side effects that can occur include dizziness, headache, feeling tired, low blood sugar (in people with diabetes), and irritation at the injection site. Typically, these medications are prescribed at a low dose and then gradually increased in an attempt to decrease the chance of these side effects occurring or lessen their severity. Chapter 2 offers some helpful tips to manage side effects. Of course, consulting with your doctor is key if you are having difficulties while taking your medication.




Other Possible Downsides of GLP-1s

Besides the side effects and rarer risks, other downsides of treatment can include:


	
Weight loss plateaus: Many people taking these medications experience a weight loss plateau and stop losing additional weight after 12–18 months. The probability of this will vary with the specific medication you are on, the dose, genetics, and what lifestyle measures you take alongside using the medication. For some, the plateau is a natural set point; your body has decided you have reached your natural healthy weight. If you reach a weight loss plateau, it is important to review this with your healthcare team. Possible solutions to plateaus include increasing the dose of your medication, switching the type of weight loss medication, or making additional adjustments to diet and exercise.

	
Regaining weight after discontinuation of medication: Unfortunately, there is a significant possibility of regaining weight if/when these medications are stopped. The amount of weight regained and the time frame in which this occurs varies from person to person. Research indicates that weight regain after discontinuing the medication may be 25–100 percent of initial weight lost, within 6 months to 1 year if there is no lifestyle plan in place. Helpful strategies to avoid regaining weight are reviewed in later chapters of this book.




Benefits Come with a Cost

GLP-1s are extremely expensive medications. Estimates of yearly costs are $6,500–$16,000, even with manufacturer discounts and insurance. Coverage by insurance varies, some not covering the medications at all, whereas others require meeting a high deductible and/or being responsible for a high co-pay. If you are having trouble with the cost of the medication, get in touch with your healthcare team so they can work with you to navigate some solutions and refer you to helpful resources.




	
Loss of muscle mass: In addition to losing fat, losing muscle mass is common with rapid or greater loss of weight. The larger the amount of weight loss, and the faster rate at which it occurs, results in more potential loss of muscle, regardless of how you lose weight. Fortunately, there are ways to combat muscle loss through diet and exercise discussed in Chapter 2.













CHAPTER 2 EATING STRATEGIES, MANAGING SIDE EFFECTS, AND KEY LIFESTYLE CHANGES FOR SUCCESS


Now that you know more about the GLP-1 class of medications, it’s time to learn how to maximize their benefits by combining them with healthy lifestyle habits. On their own, GLP-1s can lower appetite, but to improve health, consistently lose weight, and boost muscle mass, a variety of nutrition and lifestyle factors are important. By choosing the right foods, creating an active lifestyle, and improving stress and other factors that often affect weight loss, you can achieve your best overall outcome.


Know Your Caloric Intake

When planning your meals and snacks along with taking your GLP-1 medication, it is important to pay attention to your caloric intake. Reducing calorie intake is one component of an effective weight reduction program and an important consideration when taking GLP-1s. Your estimated daily calorie intake based on gender, age, and activity level from the USDA’s Dietary Reference Intake calculator can be found at www.nal.usda.gov/human-nutrition-and-food-safety/dri-calculator.


Set Realistic Expectations

Expecting that you will lose weight quickly is not realistic or helpful in the long run. While initial weight loss on GLP-1 medications may exceed two pounds a week, losing a half pound to one pound a week over a period of time will go much further in helping you achieve results.



Keep in mind though that these are general guidelines for weight maintenance, not weight loss. Research suggests a lifestyle program with a reduced calorie approach (500−750 fewer calories than the USDA guidelines for weight maintenance), or approximately 1,200–1,500 calories a day for women and 1,500–1,800 calories a day for men. Specific nutritional needs will vary depending on gender, age, height, starting weight, activity, and overall weight loss goal. Reducing calories below these ranges is not recommended unless you are under the supervision of a physician.

Again, these guidelines are only general, so it is important that you have the advice and support of a registered dietitian who you meet with regularly. You can work together to decide on your calorie goal and get an individualized meal plan that will be helpful to your efforts to lose weight. Focus on making changes you can live with for the long term that allow you to eat a variety of foods you enjoy.




The Importance of Protein

Proteins are chains of amino acids responsible for cell growth and maintenance and are found in virtually every part of your body. Protein also stimulates the body’s natural GLP-1 secretion. Protein in foods from animal sources (meat, poultry, fish, and dairy), as well as soy and hemp, are called “complete proteins” because they contain all the essential amino acids necessary for building and maintaining cells. Proteins in other plant-based foods such as grains, beans, fruit, and vegetables are called “incomplete proteins” because they contain only partial groups of these amino acids. However, eating a variety of different incomplete plant-based proteins can help form complete proteins in your diet. If you are a vegetarian or vegan, a dietitian with experience in vegetarian menu planning can advise you on appropriate protein consumption choices.


Do You Need a Protein Supplement?

If you are finding protein-rich foods unappetizing, you may need a protein supplement. Supplementing protein can look like several things: You can try some of the mini meals and snacks in Chapter 10, like nonfat Greek yogurt bowls or egg salad, or you can try keeping shelf-stable protein shakes and bars on hand. Be sure to look for products with at least 10 grams of protein or more.




How Much Protein Do You Need?

Consistent protein intake is critical to maintaining health and achieving weight loss success while taking a GLP-1. Losing weight often involves losing muscle. To maintain muscle mass and shift loss to fat stores, focusing on a protein intake of at least 20–35 percent of your daily calories, or between 0.8–1.5 grams per kilogram of body weight, is important. For example, if following a 1,500-calorie meal plan, 20–35 percent of daily calories from protein would be 300–525 calories, or 75–131 grams per day. You should aim to include a good source of protein at each meal. Examples of serving sizes of foods that provide approximately 20–25 grams of protein include 3–4 ounces of cooked chicken, fish, pork, or red meat, or 1 cup of nonfat Greek yogurt, cottage cheese, beans, or tofu. Increasing protein servings during a meal, combining protein sources, including a variety of food groups, or adding a protein supplement to your day, are all ways to make sure you achieve your protein intake goals.






Consume Healthy Carbs

Carbohydrates, or carbs, are your body’s primary source of glucose, and glucose is your cellular fuel. Your body begins to convert carbs almost entirely into glucose shortly after you eat a carb-containing food. Insulin helps to “unlock” the cells to move the glucose from the bloodstream into the cells for energy. GLP-1 medications enhance insulin production and effectiveness in the body; therefore, it is important to consume some carbohydrates. The key to health and weight loss is making the best carb food choices and determining the appropriate portion size.

All foods that contain starches and/or sugars—including fruits, vegetables, milk, yogurt, breads, grains, beans, and pasta—contain carbs. Simple carbs include sugars, sweets, juices, and fruits. Complex carbs include all types of grain products and starchy vegetables such as potatoes and corn. The only whole foods that are virtually carb-free are protein-rich meats, poultry, and fish, and fats such as cooking oils and butter.

Avoiding all carb-containing foods is both impossible and unadvisable; your body needs the fiber, important micronutrients, prebiotics (nutrients that promote growth of beneficial gut bacteria), and plant-based phytochemicals contained in these foods. But you also need to learn to assess the quantity and quality of carbs in your food, how your body reacts to them, and how to make smart carb choices based on this information.


How Many Carbs and What Types to Choose?

The precise amount of carbs to include in your diet varies based on your individual energy needs. Aiming for the Recommended Dietary Allowance (RDA) of 130 grams is a good place to start, but if you are very active you may require more carbohydrates to provide yourself with enough energy. Here are some ways you can make smart carb choices:


	
Keep starches in check. Keep your starch portions to a quarter of your plate, and choose whole-grain varieties, such as whole wheat, oats, and quinoa, that are high in fiber. Starchy vegetables are also great choices: corn on the cob, peas, sweet potatoes, and butternut squash provide loads of fiber, vitamins, and minerals. The best way to get more whole grains and starchy vegetables in your meals is to substitute refined products with whole-grain or vegetable options.
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