
		
			DASH: HOW THE HEALTHIEST DIET WORKS 

			
			Health Benefits of DASH

			
				The DASH diet has helped people with hypertension and pre-hypertension lower their blood pressure for over twenty years. By reducing blood pressure, this diet can also decrease the need for costly medications. Even if hypertension is not your main concern, DASH is a great option for anyone who wants to adopt a healthy diet in general. Because DASH emphasizes moderate portions and whole, unprocessed foods, a beneficial “side effect” for most people is weight loss.

			

			DASH is actually quite simple. It encourages you to eat less of the foods you already know really aren’t the best options for your waistline or health, including fast food, processed foods, refined carbohydrates, red meat, sugar-filled beverages, prepackaged dishes, and salty foods—you get the idea. And it includes a variety of foods to eat more of, such as whole grains, vegetables, fruits, beans, nuts, healthy fats, lean meats, and low-fat dairy.

			DASH is not a low-carb diet. It is not a vegan or vegetarian diet, or even one that is restrictively low in sodium. The original DASH trial included a sodium level of 2,300 milligrams per day, which is the amount recommended in the 2015–2020 Dietary Guidelines for Americans. Yet, after only two weeks of following the DASH diet, the participants in the study experienced a drop in blood pressure.1

			In addition to lower blood pressure, some of the other benefits to following the DASH diet include:

			
					
					Lower cholesterol

				

					
					A reduced risk of certain chronic diseases

				

					
					Improved control of type 2 diabetes

				

					
					Weight loss

				

					
					Better overall nutrition

				

			

			However, keep in mind that the amount of time it takes to lower your blood pressure depends on a variety of factors including your age, gender, current health status, race, weight, co-morbidities (for example, type 2 diabetes, kidney disease), and so on. Please do not stop taking your medications (high blood pressure, diabetes, or any other prescription medication) when you embark on the DASH diet, as this could put you at risk for life-threatening complications. Always consult with your physician and let him/her know you are making dietary and lifestyle changes so that they may adjust your medications accordingly when the time is right.

			Additionally, it is very important to have realistic expectations of outcomes from following the DASH diet. The older we get, the harder it becomes to lose weight due to a slower metabolism and loss of muscle mass. In other words, what worked for weight loss at age 20 won’t work at 30, 40, or 50+. But you can still make significant changes in your health—just be patient. Focus on progress rather than perfection. View it as a lifestyle change and not a temporary fix. Even if you don’t notice immediate changes in your weight, within two to four weeks, you should notice improvements in your digestion, concentration, energy level, and body shape.

			Hypertension Basics

			You have probably heard the saying that high blood pressure is a “silent killer,” but what exactly does that mean? High blood pressure (hypertension) often has no obvious symptoms, and if left undiagnosed and untreated, the damage it does to your circulatory system could increase your risk for a heart attack or stroke, and can lead to heart disease, kidney disease, heart failure, and damage to your eyes.2

			While everyone wants to have a healthy blood pressure, the parameters for what qualifies as “normal” or “healthy” just got a lot stricter based on new guidelines released at the end of 2017 by a joint committee of the American College of Cardiology and the American Heart Association.4

			Blood pressure readings are expressed in millimeters of mercury—the unit is abbreviated as “mm Hg.” The new blood pressure guidelines categorize hypertension as a reading of 130/80 mm Hg from the previous standard of 140/90 mm Hg.5 This change increased the percentage of US adults with high blood pressure from 32 percent to 46 percent—almost half of all Americans. Use the chart on this page to see what your blood pressure readings indicate.

			In order to understand your readings, it is helpful to know how your blood pressure works, without getting too scientific. Blood pressure is the force that your heart exerts against the resistance that your arteries create to keep blood flowing through your body. When you get your blood pressure taken, it’s expressed as a measurement with two numbers: For example: 120/80 mm Hg. The top number (systolic) refers to the amount of pressure in your arteries during the contraction of your heart muscle. The bottom number (diastolic) refers to your blood pressure when your heart muscle is in between beats. Both numbers are important for determining if your heart is working too hard to pump blood to the rest of your body.

			
				
				DOES DIETARY CHOLESTEROL STILL MATTER?

				Nutrition guidelines can certainly be confusing. For years, the public was told to limit dietary cholesterol to no more than 240 milligrams per day. Now with the 2015–2020 Dietary Guidelines for Americans, the limit on cholesterol has been completely removed. So what gives? The cholesterol in our blood does not come directly from cholesterol in the foods we eat. With that said, what we eat can still raise our blood cholesterol. The type and amount of fat we eat is what makes the impact on our cholesterol, and some fats are more harmful than others. The worst type of fat for your heart and cholesterol is trans fats, which the Food and Drug Administration has determined to be unsafe and therefore removed from our food supply. This change officially went into effect on June 21, 2018, so you should look for 0 grams of trans fats on ingredient labels or in foods. Saturated fats, such as those found in animal products, also raise “bad” or LDL cholesterol; however, recent research suggests that some types, such as the fats found in chocolate and coconut oil, do so less than others.

				Bottom line: Avoid trans fats all together and keep saturated fats and tropical oils in check. Choose extra-virgin olive oil most often.

			

			Know Your Numbers: Blood Pressure Readings Explained

			The chart below shows the newly defined categories. If you have your numbers, you can see what they mean.
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				FULL-FAT, LOW-FAT, OR FAT-FREE DAIRY?

				DASH has been tested using full-fat dairy products instead of low-fat or fat-free to see if adding certain foods will keep it as beneficial. In a recent study published in the American Journal of Clinical Nutrition, researchers found that the DASH diet with higher-fat dairy was just as beneficial in lowering blood pressure as the standard DASH diet.3 To compensate for the extra calories, participants consumed less sugar. The takeaway here is that it is possible to accommodate a variety of preferences when following DASH and still obtain significant health benefits.

			

			Risk Factors

			There are a number of factors that can increase your risk of high blood pressure that are simply out of your control. These include being over age 50, being male or a postmenopausal female, being black, and/or having a family history of high blood pressure.

			Preventive Measures

			On the flip side, there are many preventive steps you can take to lower your risk of developing high blood pressure that are entirely within your control. These include:

			
					
					MAINTAINING A HEALTHY WEIGHT Almost two-thirds of the people suffering from obesity are at risk for high blood pressure. If you are overweight, losing just 5 percent of your body weight or 5 to 10 pounds can make a positive impact on your blood pressure readings.

				

					
					FOLLOWING THE DASH DIET The DASH diet can lower your blood pressure and your cholesterol, which if elevated can increase the risk of suffering complications from hypertension.

				

					
					REDUCING YOUR SODIUM INTAKE Too much sodium in your diet can cause your body to retain fluid and also causes your arteries to constrict, both of which raise blood pressure.

				

					
					INCREASING YOUR POTASSIUM INTAKE Potassium helps balance the sodium in your cells and causes the cells in your arteries to relax, which lowers blood pressure.

				

					
					GETTING ACTIVE Aim to be active every day and meet the minimum recommended 150 minutes of moderate cardiovascular exercise per week (exercise will be discussed in-depth later).

				

					
					MANAGING YOUR STRESS Chronic stress can elevate your blood pressure. Take steps to incorporate daily relaxation and meditation techniques.

				

					
					LIMITING YOUR ALCOHOL INTAKE Long-term heavy drinking may cause damage to your heart, but more directly, having several drinks within a short period of time can temporarily raise your blood pressure. Moderate drinking is defined as two drinks per day for men, and one drink per day for women. One drink is equal to one 12-ounce beer with 5 percent alcohol, or one 5-ounce glass of wine, or 1½ ounces of 80-proof liquor.

				

					
					TAKING STEPS TO STOP SMOKING IF YOU SMOKE Nicotine raises blood pressure. Smoking is also a risk factor for coronary artery disease and stroke.

				

					
					TAKING STEPS TO MANAGE OTHER HEALTH CONDITIONS Certain chronic conditions including diabetes, sleep apnea, thyroid problems, and kidney disease increase your blood pressure, so talk with your physician to ensure you are doing everything you can to control your risk factors.

				

					
					MANAGING MEDICATIONS There are many different classes of medications used to treat hypertension. By following the DASH diet you may be able to reduce your need for drugs. Do not stop or change your dosage without your physicians’ advice.

				

			

			
				Eating Out on the dash diet

				
						
						Ask how the foods are prepared and choose simple meals: e.g., grilled chicken or fish with steamed vegetables, salads with dressing on the side, broth-based soups, baked potato with toppings on the side.

					

						
						Choose water for your drink of choice.

					

						
						Choose baked or grilled options and ask servers to have the kitchen prepare your food with little oil/butter.

					

						
						Avoid foods that typically contain a lot of added fat and sodium including tuna, chicken, and egg salads; taco bowls, and menu items with creamy sauces like Alfredo.

					

				

			

			Dietary Patterns

			Research carried out before the launch of the original DASH study showed that eating patterns (as opposed to single nutrients) can affect blood pressure in people with moderate to severe hypertension. In the early 1990s, due to the increasing and troubling prevalence of high blood pressure in the US, the National Institutes of Health (NIH) proposed funding to further research the role of dietary patterns on blood pressure—thus DASH was born. The Dietary Approaches to Stop Hypertension diet was developed and used in a large study, which began in 1993 and ended in 1997.6

			The DASH experimental diet included higher levels of nutrients known to be associated with low blood pressure including the minerals potassium, magnesium, and calcium, as well as dietary fiber and higher levels of antioxidants. The diet did not restrict sodium levels, which were kept to an average of 3,000 milligrams (mg) per day (more than the recommended 2,300 mg per day).

			Simply put, DASH includes more servings of vegetables, fruits, whole grains, low-fat and fat-free dairy products, nuts, and legumes. DASH contains smaller amounts of red meats and saturated fats. This eating pattern translates into a daily diet very rich in calcium, magnesium, potassium, and fiber, and low in saturated fats. After just two weeks following the DASH diet, participants lowered both their systolic and diastolic blood pressure significantly.

			Many trials have been conducted since that first landmark DASH study, including those with and without sodium restriction. Scientists have compiled the results of these many studies and have found on average that people reduce their systolic blood pressure by 6.7 mm Hg and their diastolic blood pressure by 3.5 mm Hg in just two weeks. When sodium is kept to 1,500 mg per day, the results are even better.

			The higher amounts of potassium, magnesium, calcium, and fiber plus lower amounts of sodium and saturated fat in the DASH diet improve the electrolyte balance in the body, allowing it to excrete excess fluid, which contributes to high blood pressure. These nutrients also promote relaxation of the blood vessels, which in turn reduces blood pressure. Additionally, because the diets of many Americans are lacking in these nutrients, following the principles of DASH can correct those deficiencies and help people feel better.

			DASH Guidelines

			Today, two versions of the DASH guidelines are promoted. You can choose the one that is right for you depending on your health needs:

			
					
					STANDARD DASH DIET limits sodium consumption to 2,300 mg per day (the amount recommended by the 2015–2020 Dietary Guidelines for Americans).

				

					
					LOWER-SODIUM DASH DIET limits sodium consumption to 1,500 mg per day.

				

			

			
				
					10 Easy Ways to Transition to the DASH Diet for Weight Loss

					
							
							Incorporate two to three meatless meals per week: Start a new tradition by incorporating “meatless Mondays” into your weekly routine. Enjoying more plant-based meals is good for your heart, your waistline, and the environment.

						

							
							Start your meals with a fresh green salad: You can knock out 3+ servings of vegetables by starting one of your meals with a nutrient-rich salad. Try 2 cups of baby kale with tomatoes, mushrooms, and carrots plus a drizzle of extra-virgin olive oil.

						

							
							Fill half of your plate at lunch and dinner with vegetables: Filling half of your plate with nonstarchy vegetables at lunch and dinner will boost your intake of vitamins, minerals, and fiber and keep you from feeling deprived.

						

							
							DASH-ify your snacks: Aim for snacks that include a balance of nutrients to keep you full and help meet your daily food servings. Try Greek yogurt with berries and almonds, or a string cheese with an apple in place of processed snacks.

						

							
							Swap soda for fat-free or low-fat milk (or fortified plant-based milk): Soda is just empty calories. It’s much better for your body to replace it with a calcium-rich drink, or simply switch to water.

						

							
							Swap one of your daily servings of starchy carbs for beans or legumes: If you normally have bread and a grain with dinner, replace one of those with ½ cup of beans or legumes. This will add key minerals, protein, and fiber to your diet.

						

							
							Be conscious of your sodium intake: You need some sodium in your diet and the standard DASH diet allows up to 2,300 mg. Don’t go overboard by cutting out all salt, but do be conscious of how much you are consuming each day.

						

							
							Replace unhealthy fats with healthy fats: Avocado makes a nutritious replacement for butter on bread; pureed prunes and applesauce are terrific oil replacements in muffins, pancakes, and quick breads like banana bread; make extra-virgin olive oil your oil of choice.

						

							
							Become a label-reading pro: Start checking the nutrition facts panel. Choose foods low in sodium and saturated fats and high in fiber.

						

							
							Carve out time and space in your schedule for meal planning, shopping, prepping, and cooking: Make it a habit to set aside time one or two days each week to plan your meals and do some prep work. Sunday afternoons are a great time for this.

						

					

				

			

			Balanced Eating Plan That Works

			One of the biggest reasons for the success of DASH is that it includes a wide variety of foods with ample serving sizes, and it doesn’t eliminate food groups. DASH is more about adding nutrient-dense foods to your diet, and slightly restricting the more harmful foods and nutrients.

			Even more important, you don’t have to get hung up on meeting specific goals on a per-meal basis or even a per-day basis. Rather, DASH focuses on the sum total of your dietary pattern over the course of several days or a week—something I’ll show you how to monitor easily with some basic meal-planning tips.

			Always think in terms of what you can add to your meals to make them more “DASH-like.” Focus on making your diet a little better each day, rather than aiming for a “perfect” diet that ends up being counterproductive for long-term success.

			Key Minerals to Lower Blood Pressure

			The secret to the blood-pressure-lowering effects of the DASH diet is its emphasis on a dietary pattern high in three key minerals: calcium, magnesium, and potassium.
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			Recommended Daily Servings

			The DASH diet doesn’t list specific foods to eat. Instead, it recommends a dietary pattern that focuses on the number of servings of different food groups. The following table lists the recommended daily servings (except where weekly is noted) for three different calorie levels.7
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			DASH Foods

			DASH doesn’t specify exact foods to eat; instead it recommends including more nutrient-dense foods and fewer foods that studies have shown contribute to high blood pressure.
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			Serving Sizes and Nutrients of Note

			If you are confused about what a serving size is, then you are not alone. Typically, we think in terms of portion sizes, yet portion sizes can be one or two servings depending on the food. The following table lists standard serving sizes, examples, and the nutrients of note for each food group.

			
				
					
					
					
				
				
					
							
							FOOD GROUP

						
							
							SERVING SIZES

						
							
							NUTRIENTS OF NOTE

						
					

					
							
							Grains: Look for whole grains (whole-wheat pasta, brown rice, quinoa) and try to avoid processed grains (regular pasta and white bread) as whole grains have more nutrients and fiber.

						
							
							1 slice bread

							1 ounce dry cereal

							½ cup cooked rice, pasta, or hot cereal

						
							
							Significant source of energy, B vitamins, minerals, and fiber

						
					

					
							
							Vegetables: Choose fresh or frozen or no-salt-added canned.

						
							
							1 cup raw leafy vegetable

							½ cup cut-up raw or cooked vegetable

							½ cup vegetable juice

						
							
							Rich sources of potassium, magnesium, and fiber, and many vitamins

						
					

					
							
							Fruits: Choose fresh or frozen or no-sugar-added canned.

						
							
							1 medium piece fruit

							¼ cup dried fruit

							½ cup fresh, frozen, or canned fruit

							½ cup 100% fruit juice

						
							
							Rich sources of potassium, magnesium, and fiber, and many vitamins

						
					

					
							
							Fat-free or 1% low-fat dairy products

						
							
							1 cup milk or yogurt

							1½ ounces cheese

						
							
							Significant sources of protein, vitamin D, and calcium

						
					

					
							
							Lean meats, poultry, and fish

						
							
							1 ounce cooked meat, poultry, or fish

							1 egg

						
							
							Rich sources of protein, iron, zinc, B vitamins, and magnesium

						
					

					
							
							Nuts, seeds, and legumes

						
							
							⅓ cup or 1½ ounces nuts

							2 tablespoons peanut butter

							2 tablespoons or ½ ounce seeds

							½ cup cooked legumes (lentils, beans, or peas)

						
							
							Significant sources of energy, magnesium, protein, potassium, and fiber

						
					

					
							
							Fats and oils

						
							
							1 teaspoon soft margarine

							1 teaspoon vegetable oil

							1 tablespoon mayonnaise

							2 tablespoons salad dressing

						
							
							DASH recommends a goal of 27% total calories from fat, 6% or less from saturated fat

						
					

					
							
							Sweets and added sugars

						
							
							1 tablespoon sugar

							1 tablespoon jelly or jam

							½ cup sorbet

						
							
							Sweets should be low in fat

						
					

				
			

			Losing Weight with DASH

			One 2010 study published in the Archives of Internal Medicine found that overweight followers of DASH who also exercised lost an average of 19 pounds over four months.8 In the next chapter you’ll learn how to lose weight by following DASH and exercising. The meal plans I present later are designed for a 1,600-calorie diet with tips for increasing the calorie level depending on your needs and level of activity. Because DASH is so rich in servings of high-volume, low-calorie, high-fiber foods, you can easily sustain this eating pattern for the long haul without feeling deprived and meet your weight-loss goals. Below is an example of what you might eat in a typical day following a 1,600-calorie DASH diet:

			
					
					BREAKFAST ¼ cup dry steel-cut oatmeal cooked in 1 cup fat-free milk, 2 tablespoons chopped walnuts, ½ banana

				

					
					MORNING SNACK Medium apple with ½ tablespoon almond butter

				

					
					LUNCH 3 ounces cooked chicken breast, ½ cup brown rice, 1 cup steamed zucchini, 2 cups baby spinach with ¼ cup avocado slices

				

					
					AFTERNOON SNACK 2 tablespoons hummus with 10 baby carrots

				

					
					DINNER ½ cup black beans, 4 ounces grilled salmon, 1 small sweet potato, 1 cup steamed broccoli, 2 cups baby spring mix with 2 teaspoons extra-virgin olive oil

				

					
					EVENING SNACK ½ cup low-fat (2%) Greek yogurt with 1 cup raspberries

				

					
					NUTRITIONAL ANALYSIS Calories: 1,600; Total fat: 49 g; Saturated fat: 8 g; Cholesterol: 160 mg; Sodium: 921 mg; Potassium: 3,248 mg; Total carbohydrates 196 g; Fiber: 49 g; Sugars: 54 g; Protein: 107 g

				

			

			Making DASH Work for You

			DASH is suitable for ages 2 on up and can reduce the risk for developing chronic diseases at any age. Involve your whole family in transitioning to DASH, and make planning meals and cooking a family affair. It’s never too early to start your children on the path to good health.

			The recipes in this book are meant to appeal to both young and old, are quick to prepare, and definitely delicious. If you have other health conditions such as celiac, you can find gluten-free options provided in the recipes as well. And while DASH is not a vegetarian diet, it can easily become one with its emphasis on plant proteins, vegetables, whole grains, nuts, and seeds.

			Even if you are a vegan, DASH can still work for you. Many of the recipes in this book are “accidentally” vegan, and where appropriate I’ve given tips to modify others to make them vegan. If you are concerned that following DASH will take too much time or work or cost too much, don’t be. I will give you time-saving tips, budget-saving tips, and ways to cut down on food waste. Wherever you are starting, you can make DASH work for you. The potential in terms of health and longevity will be well worth it.

			Essentials of Weight Loss

			
				One of the biggest struggles people have with losing weight is simply getting started. The next is choosing from the overwhelming number of options telling you what to eat, what not to eat, and when and how to exercise. And while many of those options will help you lose weight in the short term, the bulk of diets circulating in the media use extreme measures, are not based on science, and will leave you less healthy, underfueled, grumpy, and unsatisfied. Make no mistake: For the majority of people, losing weight is not easy. It takes time, commitment, and hard work, and is full of ups and downs.

			

			On top of that, most people approach weight loss through short-term solutions—a quick-fix diet or cleanse full of restriction, deprivation, and isolation made bearable only by the sheer fact that it is short-term. But there has to be another, more sane and balanced, approach, doesn’t there? Gearing up to follow the DASH eating plan for weight loss should get you excited because the focus is on adding a bounty of fresh, nutritious foods that will boost your energy and feed your cravings, while crowding out the foods that leave you feeling fatigued, hungry, and unsatisfied.

			In this chapter, you’ll learn how to use key weight-loss and behavior-change strategies in conjunction with the DASH eating plan for lasting weight loss. You will also be tasked with finding your “why” to commit to becoming a healthier, fitter person. I will explain the basics of weight management and metabolism, provide behavior modification tips and tricks you can start using today, include lists of healthy snacks and other key components essential to weight-loss success, and discuss ways to boost your activity. By following the plan outlined in this book, you will have the information and tools you need to make positive changes to your eating habits, and engage in a balanced program of physical activity so that weight loss should follow as a natural and welcome effect.

			Weight Management Basics

			Common sense and conventional weight-loss theories have long supported the notion that weight management (maintaining the same weight) boils down to a simple math equation where calories in should equal calories out. One pound of fat equals 3,500 calories, and to lose one pound per week, a deficit of 3,500 calories needs to be made over the course of seven days, or about 500 calories less per day. The most effective approach to this is through a combination of diet and exercise: Eat 250 calories less and do purposeful, physical activity that burns 250 calories. In other words, eat less, move more. Pretty simple, right? Then why doesn’t this always work?

			Researchers now know that there are many factors in addition to diet and activity that affect your weight and can make losing those extra pounds excruciatingly slow. Some of these include slowed metabolism, lack of sleep, too much stress, environmental toxins, side effects of certain medications, hormonal status (i.e., menopause), low calcium status, and gut bacteria that are out of balance. So the first thing to do is stop beating yourself up if you have not succeeded at lasting weight loss. You are not lazy. Everything from our biology to our toxic food environment to our emotions makes weight loss an uphill battle. The good news is that you can take steps to overcome some of these obstacles. Here are some simple strategies to get you started on supercharging your weight loss:

			
					
					CHANGE YOUR PERSPECTIVE If your only motivation to lose weight is to look a certain way, it will be hard to lose weight permanently. A key to lasting weight loss is finding your “whys”—those reasons that will motivate you on days when you feel like throwing in the towel. Take some time to get clear on your “whys” and write down at least three. Consider concrete objectives such as: to lower your risk factors for type 2 diabetes, to have more energy to play with your kids, to have more energy so you can take the stairs instead of the elevator, to sleep better, so you can take that hiking trip you have wanted to. These are just a few. It is critical that you actually take the time to do this.

				

					
					TAKE STOCK OF YOUR LIFESTYLE If you want a healthy lifestyle, then you need to take stock of a few things and consider making changes where needed to increase your chances of success. For example, are you willing to get up 30 minutes earlier so you have time to take a walk, eat a healthy breakfast, and pack a lunch for work? You might have to start by keeping a 24-hour time diary—if you have never done this, you will be amazed at how insightful they are! How much time do you spend on your phone? Watching TV? Once you have an idea of how you spend your time, you can use all of those snippets and pockets of unproductive time for scheduling meal planning, cooking, exercising, practicing self-care, sleeping, and so on.

				

					
					KNOW YOUR HEALTH RISKS Body mass index and waist circumference are two screening tools you can use to assess your health risks for chronic disease. Body mass index (BMI) is a measure of height and weight (weight in kilograms divided by the square of height in meters), and a high BMI can be an indicator of high body fat. Keep in mind that BMI is not accurate for athletic individuals and it is not diagnostic of your health. However, it is a good general screening tool. Waist circumference is another screening tool you can use. A waist circumference of 40 inches or more in men or 35 inches or more in women is associated with health problems such as type 2 diabetes, heart disease, and high blood pressure. The National Heart, Lung, and Blood Institute has an online calculator you can use to quickly find your BMI. It can be found at https://www.nhlbi.nih.gov/health/educational/lose_wt/BMI/bmicalc.htm.

				

					
					IMPROVE YOUR SLEEP Most of us know that when we lose sleep, we are often too tired to exercise and make less healthful food choices. Keeping a consistent sleeping schedule, setting up a pleasant sleeping environment, and making sure electronics stay out of the bedroom can go a long way toward improving sleep. It also may help to practice relaxation techniques, to refrain from eating close to bedtime, and to make sure you get plenty of sunshine and physical activity during the day.

				

					
					TRACK YOUR CALORIES FOR A DAY OR TWO Think of the calories you eat and spend like your money: You probably know how much money you make and how much you spend, even if only by the balance in your checking account. With calories and weight loss, before you set your goals and create your road map, you need to have a good idea of what you are doing now. Tracking calories is onerous for most people, so this is just a short-term exercise to increase your weight-loss success. Choose from one of the thousands of free apps or online programs, or even keep track by hand. Find out how many calories you eat in a typical day or two. Keep this information handy for goal setting and when you start using the meal plans.

				

					
					GET A GENERAL IDEA OF HOW MANY CALORIES YOU NEED Assuming you tracked your calories, the next thing you need to do is determine how many calories you need per day. This can be tricky because of the many factors that influence this number including age, level of activity, co-morbidities like type 2 diabetes, medications, and so on. As you go through this activity, keep in mind that calculations are a “best guess estimate.” If you really want to zero in on your calorie needs, then you can have your Resting Metabolic Rate (RMR) measured. If you are interested in having your RMR measured, check your area for local sports medicine clinics, health clubs, and doctor’s offices for availability of this service. However, if you can’t do that, formulas are a great place to start. The easiest thing to do would be to use an online calculator but if you want to do it yourself, the math is straightforward (see Calculating Energy Needs, this page). The Mifflin-St. Jeor equation has been found to be the most accurate in a variety of people. Weight is in kilograms and height is in centimeters. To convert your weight to kilograms, divide pounds by 2.2. To convert your height to centimeters, multiply your height in inches by 2.54. Then use the formula provided. The number you get is an estimate of your RMR, which is how many calories you need just to keep you alive if you were to lie in bed all day. Unless that sounds like you, the next step is to multiply the RMR by one of the activity factors listed. The final number you get will give you a good idea of the number of calories you need to maintain your weight. To lose weight at a sustainable, realistic rate, you need to subtract 500. As discussed earlier, the 500-calorie deficit should be a combination of eating less and moving more, discussed next.

						

					
					UNDERSTAND THAT NOT ALL CALORIES ARE CREATED EQUAL Our foods are made up of three macronutrients: carbohydrates, fats, and proteins, as well as micronutrients (including vitamins, minerals, and phytochemicals) and water. Carbohydrates and protein both have 4 calories per gram; fats have 9 calories per gram. So as you can see, fat is more calorie- or energy-dense. This means it’s much easier to overeat fat calories, and it’s the easiest nutrient for your body to store as fat. Therefore, when selecting foods to include in your long-term weight-management plan, choose foods that your body will preferentially burn for energy or use for bodily processes before storing the excess as fat: high-fiber complex carbohydrates, and lean protein. You still need to include healthy fats in your diet for optimal health, but the emphasis should be on those foods that contain slow-burning carbohydrates and lean protein, such as whole grains, legumes, fish, lean poultry, tofu, and low-fat dairy products. These are the types of foods that will fuel your body, fill your belly, and satisfy you while keeping calories in check.

				

					
					MOVE MORE You’ll want to give equal focus to your level of activity as well as the quality of your diet. As we age, we start losing valuable muscle mass, and since a pound of muscle at rest burns far more calories per hour than a pound of fat, incorporating exercise, especially strength building, is one of the best ways to combat that age-related decline in metabolism, or the number of calories you burn each day. In a later section, additional information will be provided on the components of physical activity and how to boost your current level.

				

					
					SET REALISTIC, FLEXIBLE GOALS What is reasonable and realistic in terms of goals is different for each person. However, if you set your goals too high, you are setting yourself up for failure. You are much better off setting some long-term goals and then focusing your attention on what you can do right now by establishing daily and weekly goals. It always feels so good to check something off of a “to-do” list, so pick things that are a bit of a stretch but achievable. For example, “I will walk at a moderate pace for 30 minutes five days this week.” And don’t forget to be flexible. Life happens, so lose the all-or-none mentality. If your boss wants you to come into work early, or you get stuck in traffic on the way home, don’t scrap your entire workout—do what you can, even if it is just 10 or 15 minutes. All-or-none and black-and-white should be removed from your healthy lifestyle mind-set. We aren’t aiming for perfection, just concerted, consistent progress.

				

					
					GET 7 TO 8 HOURS OF SLEEP Studies consistently show that sleep-deprived people feel hungrier, tend to make poorer food choices, and tend to eat more (as much as 300 extra calories per day).1 This is because lack of sleep throws your hunger hormones out of kilter, making it more likely you will overeat while also increasing levels of the stress hormone, cortisol, which causes you to store fat around your middle. Shoot for 7 to 8 hours of shut-eye per night, and try to get to bed earlier rather than sleeping in later. Consider sleep as one of the very important pieces of the weight-loss puzzle.

				

					
					MANAGE YOUR STRESS Stress can come from many areas of life and has a profound impact on weight loss and management. Just like lack of sleep, too much stress increases the levels of cortisol in your body. And while cortisol is good under some circumstances (such as preparing our bodies for flight or fight), constantly elevated levels can lead to unhealthy coping behaviors (i.e., eating when stressed), which in turn can lead to weight gain, especially around the midsection. Belly fat is particularly hard to get rid of, and is also the most harmful to health. The best way to keep cortisol in check is to maintain a healthy diet, be active every day, and take a few minutes out of each day to do something you enjoy.

				

					
					FEED YOUR MICROBIOME There is a lot of research focused these days on how a healthy gut influences many aspects of our health including our immune system, risk for certain diseases, and, you guessed it, our weight. The types of foods you eat can cause changes in the number and type of your gut bacteria or microbiome. Too many of the
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Brussels sprouts 2 cup 2.8 17 11
Carrots 1 medium 2.3 11 1.2
Apple 1 small 2.8 1.0 1.8
Black beans /2 cup 6.1 2.4 37
Wheat germ 3 thsp 39 0.7 3.2
Flaxseed 1thsp 3.3 11 2.2
Oatmeal /3 cup dry 27 1.4 1.3
Wheat bran /2 cup 12.3 1.0 1.3
Kale 2 cup 25 0.7 1.8
Sweet potato 2 cup 4.0 1.8 2.2
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NORMAL Less than 120 and Less than 80
ELEVATED 120 to 129 and Less than 80
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HYPERTENSIVE CRISIS Higher than 180 and/or Higher than 120

(CONSULT YOUR DOCTOR IMMEDIATELY)

(Source: American Heart Association, 2018)
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