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What Is the Mediterranean Diet?
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People living in Mediterranean countries such as Greece, Italy, Spain, France, and Morocco tend to live healthy and long lives. One of the factors contributing to this excellent health is diet. They eat foods that are natural, seasonal, and healthy, including quality fruits and vegetables, olive oil, and sources of protein that are good for the heart and the body.

The Mediterranean Diet is an eating plan developed from the lifestyle habits of people living in Mediterranean countries. After studying the Mediterranean Diet, nutritionists began recommending that people with weight management issues, or anyone trying to stay lean and healthy, adopt similar eating styles.
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Principles of the Mediterranean Diet
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There is no mystery as to why the Mediterranean Diet is so beneficial. Compared to the average American diet, it's low in sugar, salt, unhealthy fats, and processed foods. There are several important principles of the Mediterranean Diet that you need to understand if you're going to have success with it. 

First Principle: Plant-Based Foods Are Best

You're going to build your meals from fresh, seasonal fruits and vegetables, as well as legumes, nuts, and whole grains. You'll want to use herbs and spices liberally too. 

Second Principle: Oil is Better than Butter

Fats are okay when you're following the Mediterranean Diet, but eating the right kinds of fats is key. That means trading in your butter, or your butter substitute, for something natural and heart-healthy, like olive oil. If you look at the label on your olive oil in your pantry or at the grocery store, you'll notice it probably comes from a Mediterranean country. It's used liberally in their diet, and you need to get into the habit of doing that too.

Third Principle: Smart Protein Choices

Although red meat is consumed on the Mediterranean Diet, it's not eaten every day. Instead, you should get your protein sources from poultry and fish. Incorporate beef and other types of red meats only once a week. Eggs and cheese also provide you with good protein options, and they are healthier than red meat. 

Fourth Principle: Eat According to the Season

You won't find many people in Mediterranean countries eating foods that aren't seasonal. They choose the freshest food possible, and they know that to find the healthiest and best tasting options, they have to eat what is grown locally and seasonally. Each meal should include whatever is available at the time, such as squash in the fall and tomatoes in the summer. 

Fifth Principle: Skip the Salt

A lot of Mediterranean food doesn't require salt because the recipes are full of natural, flavorful, and healthy herbs and spices. Substitute fresh or dried herbs and spices for salt whenever you can. 

Here's a bonus principle: Red wine is a staple at every meal in Mediterranean countries. Enjoy a glass with your meal once in a while.
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Health Benefits
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There are a number of health benefits that come with the Mediterranean Diet. The most important benefit for most people is weight loss. You won't lose weight because you've dramatically reduced your caloric intake; instead, you'll lose weight because you are eating foods that your body needs. When you're eating foods that are high in vitamins, minerals, fiber, and protein, your body will know exactly what to do with them. This keeps your metabolism high, naturally burning and flushing fat. As your body adjusts to this new way of eating, you'll shed pounds quickly. The Diet is also a good choice for people with chronic illnesses associated with weight troubles. If your weight has been a medical issue for you, talk to your doctor about the Mediterranean plan to see if it would be a good match for your weight loss goals. 

Your heart will also benefit significantly from this eating plan. As the Diet limits salt intake, many people have noticed that their blood pressure is lowered and their cholesterol counts are improved. 
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Foods to Enjoy on the Mediterranean Diet
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When you're following this eating plan, you'll be eating all of your favorite fruits and vegetables in abundance. Enjoy berries, melon, grapes, apples, and citrus fruits. Experiment with different vegetables, and eat as much eggplant, broccoli, cauliflower, spinach, kale, artichokes, green beans, olives, avocados, and tomatoes as you want. Beans are a big part of the Mediterranean diet too. Eat black beans, red beans, white beans, and lima beans. You should also enjoy nuts and seeds. Excellent Mediterranean-friendly snacks include almonds, dates, figs, sunflower seeds, and walnuts. 

High-fiber foods such as whole-grain bread, brown rice, lentils, and wheat are also encouraged while you're eating on this plan. You should also incorporate oils such as olive oil and avocado oil. Olive oil is an excellent fat to cook with, and you can use extra virgin olive oil to dress your salads and vegetables. Balsamic vinegar is also excellent and does a wonderful job of adding flavor to meats, cheeses, and veggies.

Your protein sources should consist of chicken, other poultry, fish, and eggs. Turkey, guinea fowl, shrimp, salmon, cod, and sardines are great-tasting foods that also pack a healthy punch. All of your meals will ideally include one protein source and at least one serving each of vegetables and fruits. 

The following small steps can help you get started on the Mediterranean Diet:

	Eat fruits or vegetables with every meal, including snack time.

	Go for whole-grain bread, whole-grain pasta, and brown or wild rice instead of white rice.

	Swap hamburger night for seafood night at least two times each week.

	Choose olive oil instead of margarine or butter.

	Drink skim milk instead of whole milk, and eat non-fat yogurt instead of full-fat yogurt. 

	Do you need a crunchy snack? Choose carrots and celery instead of crackers and pretzels.

	Experiment with ancient grains such as bulgur and quinoa.

	Use spices and herbs to flavor food instead of fat and salt.
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Foods to Avoid on the Mediterranean Diet
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There is no place in this eating plan for packaged, processed foods or anything containing unnatural ingredients such as trans fats. You'll have to skip the fast food lines and forget the microwaved meals. Sweets such as cookies, cakes, and candies should only be enjoyed in moderation, not as everyday snacks or desserts. Limit your red meat intake to one serving per week, and avoid butter, salt, and other fats that are unhealthy. 

If you want to adopt the Mediterranean eating plan, the first thing you need to learn is how to shop and cook like a Mediterranean. Get to know the fish expert and the produce suppliers at your grocery store. Visit local farmers' markets and shop for organic ingredients, or try to grow your own food. You'll find that you'll enjoy what you get to put on your plate. The 75 delicious recipes in this book will help you transition to and enjoy the Mediterranean Diet.
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