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			INTRODUCTION

			It’s Not a Diet!

			—

			In May 2016, the New York Times published a front-page story confirming a discouraging truism that millions of dieters recognized all too well: While losing weight is hard, keeping it off is harder. So hard, in fact, that even dieters who had successfully shed a hundred pounds or more—sometimes much more—were unable to keep off the weight they’d lost without enduring punishing deprivation that was simply unsustainable. Small wonder that many readers interpreted these findings as proof that sustained weight loss is simply unachievable, and that to the contrary, our bodies are hard-wired to want to gain weight, whether slowly, as a consequence of aging, or more rapidly, as a response to severe calorie restriction.

			Every day millions of Americans are engaged in what can feel like a losing battle to maintain a normal weight and avoid the debilitating lifestyle conditions and diseases that can result from a typical Western convenience diet. You may be one of them. If so, this meal plan (let’s not call it a diet, even though it will help you lose a few pounds) is for you. Perhaps you are looking to control your blood pressure before resorting to medication. Maybe you’re concerned about the effects of inflammation. You may even have been alerted by your doctor that you have prediabetes, and are at risk of developing type 2 diabetes unless you lose weight. Or maybe you just want to improve your quality of life by feeling fitter, leaner, and less encumbered. If any of these apply to you, you’ll find eating as the Scandinavian people traditionally have—a diet science now recognizes as the very healthiest you can eat—will help you achieve your goals, and it will get you there without restricting or even counting calories. Nor will you need to eliminate entire categories of food from your life. That’s because the Nordic Way is not a diet, but rather an old-is-new approach to eating that will support longevity and health; result in slow, sustainable weight loss; and prevent age-related weight creep.

			Eating the Nordic Way—the way most Scandinavian people have eaten for generations, with an emphasis on nutritionally dense foods like unprocessed whole grains, high-fiber vegetables like cabbage, omega-rich fatty fish, and protein-packed dairy products—will automatically deliver these benefits, including an almost effortless approach to getting your weight under control. By now you’ve probably realized that losing weight isn’t the problem—virtually any of the extreme plans currently making the rounds will help you drop a few pounds in the short run. Keeping it off is the real challenge. If you are one of the many who started a diet with high hopes, only to lose some weight and then regain it all (and maybe even put on a bit more), you may have convinced yourself that lasting weight loss just isn’t possible. But we three, trained scientists and nutritional experts all, know that it is. And here’s why.

			With the world’s largest dietary study, “DiOGenes,” funded by the European Commission (their equivalent of the NIH) with around $20 million, we finally have a breakthrough in understanding how and why the diet is so crucial for optimal health, and particularly how you can maintain a healthy body weight and reduce inflammation in the body and diabetes risk without even thinking about calories . . . This important new research is the foundation of the principles in this book, and the findings are so compelling that we don’t consider it hyperbole to call The Nordic Way the most effective meal plan for taming inflammation in the body and preventing weight gain for a lifetime.

			The beauty of the DiOGenes concept is that we are not going to tell you to count calories and consume fewer of them—after all, you have tried that, and that approach only works as long as you are motivated to stick to it. What we are going to teach you is how you can lose weight without counting calories, and in particular how to prevent weight regain while achieving myriad other health and well-being benefits. Best of all, it will also help forestall the gradual weight gain or “creep” we’ve come to regard as a normal part of aging. That might sound impossible, so ingrained has the inevitability of the so-called “middle age spread” become, but by following the simple guidelines in The Nordic Way, you’ll learn it’s surprisingly easy to hold those unwanted pounds at bay. In short, we promise you a simple approach to composing meals that allows you to enjoy eating without thinking about calories—all with scientifically documented effects on weight and health.

			Moreover, The Nordic Way is based on ordinary food—the kind you can find in regular supermarkets and are already accustomed to eating with just a few tweaks. We’ll woo you with dishes that are bursting with so much flavor, the whole family will happily join in. And we promise that once you get started, you will not want to stray from your new, healthier food habits, which will soon become second nature—and virtually invisible to the world at large. Our approach, derived from the results of the world’s largest diet study, is based on combining a moderately high intake of protein with low-glycemic-index carbs in a specific ratio, so counting calories is not necessary. We will explain exactly how easy that is for family meals in the following chapters. All you have to do is eat and enjoy the right balance of tasty foods that make you and your whole family healthier while warding off unwanted weight gain—or regain.

			To get started all you have to do is be ready to eat good food! We describe the simple principles that The Nordic Way involves, and have developed delicious recipes that you can follow in conjunction with our meal plans while you get started. After that, you can use our recipes and guidelines for choosing and combining healthy ingredients to supplement your family’s favorite meals. We’ve seen thousands successfully make these small adjustments a permanent lifestyle change—and we are confident you will enjoy the same results.

			Moreover, following these guidelines will never feel like a sacrifice; to the contrary, the Scandinavian cuisine that forms the cornerstone of our program is at once time-tested and cutting edge. The food world had recently embraced our foodways for its purity of flavor and elegant simplicity; it’s not a coincidence that Noma restaurant in Copenhagen has been ranked the world’s best restaurant four times.

			With such delicious and simple international cuisine to inspire you and the promise that you never need to gain another pound, we feel certain you’ll soon believe, as we do, that The Nordic Way is the only way to eat . . . for life.
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			PART 1

			THE SCIENCE BEHIND THE NORDIC WAY

		

	
		
			The Nordic Way is rooted in history and the traditional foods common to many populations throughout Scandinavia, but it took not one, not two, but three individuals trained in the science of food, nutrition, and physiology to connect the dots between those time-honored foodways, the latest breakthroughs in weight control, and a compellingly simple meal plan that is both appealing and effective in controlling weight. Surprisingly, though, this collaboration arose from conflict rather than a coming together of like-minded researchers.

			In fact, it was more like brokering a peace treaty at the start! To provide a bit of background, Jennie is a leading scientist behind much of the groundbreaking research on the importance of the glycemic index (GI) of foods for stabilizing your blood glucose and promoting weight control and well-being. She has published many professional papers on the topic, as well as a number of books that have been bestsellers around the world. Arne, on the other hand, was a vocal opponent of the GI concept and considered the glycemic index too complex for non-academics or medical professionals to apply to their daily diets and, even more important, did not believe in the efficacy of lowering GI as a way to promote weight loss. After his research group in Copenhagen conducted a small study that essentially found lowering the overall GI of an individual’s diet for a period of ten weeks did not really reduce body weight or body fat, Arne published the study in the American Journal of Clinical Nutrition, taking the debate public on an international scale. Jennie wrote a rather pointed “Letter to the Editor” criticizing the study as too small in scope, observing too few overweight subjects to have statistical significance. Her letter was published in the journal, and as a result, scientists all around the globe who studied obesity divided into two camps: those who saw the glycemic index as an important tool in the fight to control weight, and those who discounted it as useless.

			In order to settle the dispute once and for all, Arne resolved to undertake the largest GI trial ever. Funded by more than $20 million from the European Commission research program, the study would observe overweight adults and children for more than six months, allowing Arne’s team to accumulate data with sufficient statistical power to support his “no effect” conclusion. The large-scale study, dubbed DiOGenes (short for Diet and Obesity Genes) would be conducted in eight European research centers and reflect the results of more than a thousand participants, both adults and children.

			Over the course of five years, more than forty-five scientists worked day and night on the study, and it was an exciting day when the statistician announced they were ready to release their findings. Much to Arne’s astonishment, his theory was not supported by the research. To the contrary: it showed indisputably that even a small reduction in the GI of some key dietary items, in combination with a modest increase in protein intake, is sufficient to completely block weight gain. With such compelling evidence of its efficacy, Arne felt it was time to recognize the glycemic index concept as a valuable tool to control body weight.

			With the study’s publication in the New England Journal of Medicine, Arne announced his change of heart to the world—and two former opponents agreed to bury the hatchet. In fact, so profound was Arne’s turnaround on the power of the glycemic index as a tool in the fight against weight gain that he and Jennie agreed to join forces in an effort to spread the message about the GI concept, Arne from Copenhagen, and Jennie from her home in Sydney, Australia.

			All this new data was deeply encouraging, promising to offer consumers a scientifically sound road map to a healthier, trimmer life. But how to bridge the gap between the lab and the kitchen table? In order for these dietary guidelines to be effective outside of a clinical setting, they would need to be translated into a meal plan that was both simple to follow and flexible enough to live with indefinitely. Furthermore, the food on this plan should be so delicious that even those unwilling to sacrifice the very real pleasures of eating might be inspired to make a permanent lifestyle change in the name of health. No small order.

			Enter the third leg of our stool, Christian Bitz. At that time, Christian was a very promising student of human nutrition in the University of Copenhagen’s Department of Nutrition, Exercise and Sports, the largest institution of its kind in Europe. Arne, who is a professor and head of this department, was Christian’s master thesis supervisor. Rather than pursue a PhD, however, Christian opted to pursue a career in TV, and is now one of the leading health communicators in Denmark. He also became the research director in clinical nutrition at two major hospitals in Copenhagen. Together, Christian and Arne wrote about the DiOGenes study and meal plans in Danish, and the resulting book—much of it the basis of the book you are now reading—went on to become a bestseller in Denmark, selling more than 250,000 copies in a country with a population of only 5.5 million people. Since then, Christian and Arne have worked closely together, combining their work with Jennie’s to show that it is restriction of high GI carbohydrates, not calories, that is the key to achieving and maintaining weight loss. The result is a brand-new way of losing weight and, just as important, maintaining your current weight, whether you’re coming off a significant weight loss or just hoping to stave off those gradual but insidious gains of a pound here and there that seem to sneak up on us all.

			Because this book is all about preventing incremental weight gain or “creep” (the kind that adds up year after year) and preventing regain after weight loss, you’ll get the best results if you are within a few pounds of your optimal weight when you begin. The Nordic Way is not designed to promote rapid weight loss (see here for protocols we have found most effective for jump-starting your weight stabilization goals). Once you are where you want to be—or if you are there already—our program will help you stay there without feeling like your life is one perpetual diet. At the same time, you’ll gain a host of health benefits that optimize your metabolism, preventing inflammation and cutting the risk that you’ll develop type 2 diabetes, heart disease, of suffer from dementia or cancer as you grow older.

			THE WORLD’S LARGEST DIETARY STUDY

			—
Denmark is a small country (again, only 5.5 million people) and the capital city of Copenhagen is just one third the size of New York City, but Copenhagen University is one of the world’s leading centers for nutrition research and the epicenter of Arne’s study of the effect of foods, meals, and drinks on health and weight control.

			The DiOGenes study is the largest of its kind and has been carried out in eight European countries with a total budget of more than $20 million including support from the European Union. The first and most important results were announced in November 2010 in the world’s finest medical journal, New England Journal of Medicine, as well as in Circulation and Pediatrics.

			The aim of the DiOGenes study was to compare the official dietary recommendations in Europe, which are very similar to American ones, with a diet based on the newest nutrition knowledge in a large group of European families, totaling 938 overweight adult family members and 827 children.

			
				
			Nine Countries Where the Nordic Way Has Been Proven to Prevent Weight Regain

			Denmark, United Kingdom, Holland, Spain, Greece, Bulgaria, Germany, Australia, and the Czech Republic

				

			

			THE DIOGENES STUDY

			We tested four new dietary patterns with different amounts of protein and types of carbohydrates against conventional national recommendations to find the one pattern that worked best. We already knew that protein produces higher satiety than carbohydrates and fat, mainly due to a more powerful effect of protein on the satiety hormones GLP-1 and PYY, both released from the lower small intestine when protein and, to some extent, fat fragments enter. Two diets had high protein and two had average levels, and two had low-glycemic-index carbs and two had high. The term glycemic index (GI) is one you may already be familiar with—it’s used for classifying the impact of carbohydrates on the blood glucose (or blood sugar). If a food has a low GI, it means that it increases your blood glucose more slowly after consumption compared with a high-GI food.

			It should be noted that the adults in the study came to it having been on a regimen of meal replacements for eight weeks to lose at least 8 percent of their weight before we started our phase of the investigation. This is because the focus of the study was to work out how to keep weight off after it had been lost. However, we have subsequently come to appreciate that this plan can be used as a weight loss program in its own right, resulting in a gradual loss of 2 to 4 pounds per week, as well as a highly effective hedge against the incremental weight gain that is associated with aging.

			After losing weight, the participants were randomly divided into five different diet types (see box, below). In total, 548 participants completed the six-month dietary intervention. The results were striking: 30 percent fewer participants of the high-protein/low-GI group gave up halfway through the project compared with the group prescribed a lower-protein/high-GI diet. The group who ate high-protein/low-GI foods also performed best—and actually lost another half kilo without trying over the next six months rather than gaining! The remarkable thing was that in spite of the fact that they had just lost 20 pounds, the high-protein/low-GI dietary recommendations were able to keep them satisfied and full. Contrast that with the group assigned to the standard dietary recommendations—they gained back 5 pounds and many more gave up because of this!

			
				
					THE FIVE DIET TYPES IN DIOGENES

					AVERAGE PROTEIN/HIGH-GI: A diet low in protein (13 energy percent) with a high GI

					AVERAGE PROTEIN/LOW-GI: A diet low in protein with a low GI

					HIGH PROTEIN /HIGH-GI: A diet high in protein with a high GI

					HIGH PROTEIN/LOW-GI (WORLD’S BEST): A diet high in protein (25 energy percent) with a low GI

					CONTROL: A diet that followed the current dietary recommendations without special instructions on GI or protein

				

			

			Fortunately, we were able to keep following our participants because it was exciting to see that, over time, the results got better and better. The dieters in the high-protein/low-GI group continued to keep their weight off, and by the twelve-month mark were down more than 10 pounds compared to the group who used the national dietary recommendations. Results this clean-cut are rare in science and demonstrate that the key to keeping weight off is a diet rich in protein, with more lean meat and dairy products, lentils and beans, and fewer high-GI grains and grain-based products. You can eat until you are full without counting calories and enjoy what you are eating. Doesn’t that sound good?

			Over time, results from the DiOGenes study have continued to illustrate how important this dietary profile is—not just for adults but also for children. In the families where parents were assigned to the high-protein/low-GI diet group, the proportion of overweight children dropped markedly. There was no need to put the children on a diet or restrict their food. Just by eating with their parents according to the Nordic Way principles, they slimmed down without any direct intervention.

			Many scientific studies have shown that people who are prone to gain weight find it easy to overeat even while following official dietary recommendations. Our goal with The Nordic Way was to construct a way of eating that is so filling that overeating isn’t automatic—in other words, you don’t have to count calories to stay slim and you don’t have to stop eating until you are full.

			WHY THIS IS NEWS

			—
Over the past thirty years, consumers have been bombarded with diet books, many making extravagant claims and utilizing questionable methods, each and every one of which promised that their particular solution would unlock the secret to permanent weight loss. Of course, if even one of them had truly delivered on that promise, there would have been no need for the next one. And yet they continue to flood the bookshelves and the airwaves.

			Many diet books make it sound simple: Fasting for two days and then eating normally for five days, shunning some carbs or all carbs or most fats—or binging on “good” fats; all these and many other more or less creative concepts. And though many of these regimens are harshly restrictive and in some cases less than palatable, many of the principles behind them are indeed scientifically proven to promote weight loss—in the short term. No doubt they would probably also work in the longer term—if one could stick to the meal plans. The fact is, if you eliminate and ban multiple foods and drinks from your diet, it is actually difficult to avoid losing weight, particularly if you eliminate all carbs. But saying good-bye permanently to so many foods you love is not sustainable in the long term. Few of us have the willpower to resist eating bread, rice, pasta, or cheese forever.

			However, there is a nugget of truth in some of these books. Take, for example, the classic low-fat diet. There is no question that you will lose a few pounds if you shift from a high-fat diet to one lower in fats, but if you want to lose 10, 20, or 30 pounds, you will probably be disappointed—especially once you find that a number of your favorite foods are prohibited entirely. The same applies to the Atkins diet and the other extremely low-carbohydrate diets. These meal plans, which double your protein intake, are actually quite effective in making you feel full, so you do lose weight, particularly if you are insulin resistant or perhaps even prediabetic. (If insulin has a weak effect in your body, your disposal of sugar in the blood into the cells is compromised, and you will not obtain the satiety and fullness that are required to automatically stop your eating when you have consumed the calories your metabolism requires. But your blood sugar excursions will also be more pronounced, and increase the risk of diabetes and increase inflammation in the body.) But virtually all scientific investigations of these very-low-carbohydrate diets show that they cannot be sustained over time, and after a while, more or less all the weight that was shed is gained back. Most of us simply can’t give up whole food groups like carbs on a permanent basis. It’s a struggle to cross carbohydrates such as pasta, rice, potatoes, couscous, bulgur, oatmeal, muesli, cornflakes, fruit, berries, honey, and sugar off the menu for good. The same holds true for an extremely low-fat diet, which prohibits a lot of delicious foods that contain small amounts of fat. Who would want to commit to saying “no thanks” to a juicy steak, avocado, or cheese for the rest of their life?

			The Nordic Way proposes a different approach. We don’t ban any food group, and we encourage you to really enjoy your food by satisfying all five tastes (sweet, sour, salty, bitter, and umani). In fact, the participants in our studies were much less likely to opt out when their meal plans provided both enjoyment and satiety.

			Our research and that of other nutrition scientists has shown that the body’s food regulation mechanisms are complicated, but that one thing is quite simple: in order to sustainably control our weight over periods of months and years, we have to be able to both stay satisfied and enjoy food—preferably three times a day! A food culture in which whole food groups are left out is simply too restrictive for enjoyment and long-term sustainability. Still, we can learn something from these diets—for example, that too much fat in the food makes it easy to overeat and so causes weight gain. And so do refined grains and products made from them, such as soft white bread and fluffy rice. A little more protein is good for us, but extreme advice on protein or fat or carbs makes weight control harder rather than easier. The happy conclusion here is that moderation actually works best, which is why The Nordic Way, with its delicious meal plans, has been proven to help prevent weight gain—without discipline and deprivation.

			
				
					GLYCEMIC INDEX

					The glycemic index (GI) of a food is a number from 0 to 100 that is measured in the laboratory as the average increase of the blood glucose in the two hours after consumption compared with a reference food containing the same amount of carbohydrate. That may sound like a strangely specific measurement, but in fact all GI studies all over the world follow this exact protocol so the values are directly comparable. Nowadays, all GI values are defined relative to glucose (sometimes called dextrose), which has a GI of 100. Foods with a high GI (70 or above), such as white bread, rice, most varieties of potatoes, and jelly beans, will quickly raise blood glucose to a high level. Foods with a low GI (55 and below), such as some whole-grain breads, beans, pasta, dairy foods, and most fruit are broken down and absorbed more slowly, which causes a lower and more manageable increase in blood glucose.

					Over the last fifteen years, researchers from all over the world have had a heated debate on whether GI can also be an effective tool in the fight against the excess weight. Indeed, apart from Jennie, we were against the concept initially because the scientific evidence was inconsistent. The results of the DiOGenes study convinced us that Jennie was right and that GI should be

					
				

			

			
			
			CARBS VS. PROTEIN: THE GOLDEN RATIO

			
			
			
			
			SATIETY IS THE WAY TO BECOME SLIM

			
			
			
			
			
				
					
					
				

			

			
				
					
					
					
					
					
				

			

			PALATABILITY IS THE ROAD TO SATISFACTION

			
			
			THE FLAVOR FACTOR
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			INDULGENCE

			
			
			
			CAN YOU EAT TOO MUCH MEAT?

			
			HOW SLIM DO YOU WANT TO BE?

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
					The food plan is so easy that the dropout rate over fourteen months was halved compared to those who ate a typical low-fat diet (normal protein content and a higher GI).

					The weight loss difference between the Nordic Way program and other groups continued to increase—in fact, the difference doubled!

					Comprehensive analyses of taste preferences carried out by British researchers, as a part of the DiOGenes study, show that the test subjects loved the food. It’s not just the superior weight control our food plan provides; the high continuation rate of people in our study suggests the food also tastes better (a thesis you will be able to put to the test yourself with the recipes starting here).
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